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Background

• The retirement age is being raised gradually to counteract the 
financial consequences of an aging population. 

• A political priority in many countries is therefore to find ways to 
keep older workers in the labor market. 

• However, with increasing age, and especially after 50 years of 
age, many people are excluded due to health problems.
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Background (cont.)

• Social insurance reforms have led to drastically reduced 
opportunities for older workers to exit the labor market on a 
disability pension. 

• Postponed retirement ages and more restrictive disability 
benefits may create difficulties in parts of the labor market, 
especially for the low-educated.
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Background (cont.)

• Studying the effects of physically and mentally demanding 
working conditions on low-educated people’s chances of 
prolonged labor-market participation is therefore warranted. 

• However, we know that these working conditions are most 
prevalent where educational requirements are lowest. 

• This may be another explanation.
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Education, working conditions, disability pension



Background (cont.)

• Working conditions of interest: 

→ Heavy physical workoad

→ Low decision authority

→ Low skill discretion/utilization

→ Noise, vibrations

→ Chemicals, particles
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Background (cont.)

• Measurement of working conditions for (total) population 
studies: 

→ Job exposure matrices

• How a job-exposure looks:  

→ Physical workload/ergonomic JEM
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Physical workload JEM: in practice

• Simple Excel File:
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Job Exposure Matrices 
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JEMs also available for temperature, particles/chemicals, and noise/vibration



Empirical studies
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SWIP cohort (used in WP1-3)

• Swedish Work, Illness, and Labor-Market Participation cohort
• Individuals registered as living in Sweden in 2005
• Born 1941-1989 (16-64 in 2005)
• Around 5.4 million individuals 
• Index persons with linkage to their parents
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Life-course 

variables

Exposures 1980-2016 Outcomes 2006-2020

Psycho-

social 
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Disability pensions related to heavy physical workload: a cohort study of 
middle-aged and older workers in Sweden (Falkstedt et al 2021)

• Objective: The study aimed to explore how heavy physical workload impacts the 
likelihood of receiving a disability pension due to various diagnoses, including 
musculoskeletal, psychiatric, cardiovascular, and respiratory conditions.

• Method: The researchers followed approximately 1.8 million Swedish men and women 
aged 44-63 years from 2006 to 2016. They used job-exposure matrices to estimate 
physical workload and job control based on occupational titles.

• Conclusion: The study suggests that higher levels of physical workload significantly 
increase the risk of disability pension, particularly for musculoskeletal, cardiovascular, 
and respiratory diagnoses.
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Labour market exit routes in high- and low-educated older workers before 
and after social insurance and retirement policy reforms in Sweden 
(Almroth et al 2024)

• Objective: The study aimed to investigate how early labor market exit routes among older 
workers with different educational levels changed after major policy reforms.

• Method: The researchers analyzed data from two cohorts of individuals aged 60 or 61 years 
old, one from 2005 (pre-reform) and one from 2012 (post-reform), totaling over 360,000 
participants.

• Conclusion: Educational inequalities in labor market exit have grown significantly after the 
policy changes, potentially leading to negative financial repercussions for those already in 
vulnerable positions.
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Do working conditions explain the increased risks of disability pension 
among men and women with low education? A follow-up of Swedish 
cohorts (Falkstedt et al 2014)

• Objective: The study aimed to determine if the association between low education and 
increased disability pension rates is due to differences in working conditions.

• Method: The researchers followed two cohorts of Swedish men and women born in 1948 and 
1953, totaling 22,889 participants. They linked data on education, occupation, and disability 
pension from various records.

• Conclusion: Physical workload and other working conditions, such as low job control, 
partially explain the higher rates of disability pension among individuals with low education, 
although other factors present from late childhood also play a role.
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Mediating effect of working conditions on the association between 
education and early labour market exit: a cohort study of Swedish men
(Carlsson et al 2024 [online])

• Objective: The study aimed to determine if unfavorable working conditions, such as low job 
control and high physical workload, mediate the association between education and early 
labor market exit.

• Method: The researchers conducted a register-based study including all men born the years 
1951-1953 who underwent Swedish military conscription and had a registered educational 
level in 2005. These 116,000 men were followed up from age 55 to 64.

• Conclusion: Physical workload and job control are important factors explaining educational 
differences in most early exit routes, even after accounting for early life factors. Improving 
working conditions could help reduce inequalities in early labor market exit and extend 
working life.
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Conclusions

• Physically heavy work is an obstacle to work at an older age and is more common 
among the low-educated.

• We can measure physically heavy work in population studies.

• More physically heavy work among low-educated people is part of the explanation for 
their earlier exit from working life on average. 

• However, there are other obstacles for the low-educated, such as a lack of jobs that 
do not require academic education.  

• This may also be a cause of early exit from the labor market.
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Discussion points

• Are the conclusions on working conditions valid? Underestimated? 

• Other important explanations (life course)?

• What policies could help low-educated people work longer?  

• Other policy issues? 
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