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Retirement and Pension Reforms in Ageing Europe

„Reforming pensions is one of the biggest challenges of the 21st century!“ (OECD)

• Demographic ‘time-bomb’ of ageing societies
• High expenditure, partly due to early exit from work
• Contradiction: longer life expectancy but ever earlier retirement?

→ Pension reforms: welfare state retrenchment
• Phasing out early retirement pathways

• Increasing & equalizing retirement age & longer contribution periods

• Shift towards (private) funded pensions; demographic factors (NDC)

→ Paradigm shift: active ageing & lifelong learning 

EU Action Plan, 2030 targets: 
• At least 78% of people aged 20 to 64 should be in employment.

• At least 60% of all adults should participate in training every year.

• The number of people at risk of poverty or social exclusion should be reduced 
by at least 15 million (reduction by more than 16%)
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Increasing Higher Retirement Age

Pension reforms across Europe aim at higher & equal retirement age & longer contributions

Employment rate of older workers (age 55-64) as indicator of late career: 

• Increase over time across Europe (1995, 2008, 2019)

• High: Nordic, Germany , 
UK & Ireland, Baltics

• Still lagging behind EU targets:
Southern & BE, FR, …,  
Central Eastern Europe

• Women still lag behind men in 
South and CEE-5

• Partial retirement through
part-time arrangements

• Older unemployed not counted



Exits from work: forced or involuntary?

European Social Survey 2010/11; survival curves; B. Ebbinghaus & J. Radl (2015) "Pushed out prematurely?” RSSM 40(Sept): 115-130
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• Older workers often 
forced out of work by 
disability or dismissal 
(on average about two 
years earlier)

• Some workers would 
like to work longer 
(involuntary exits: on 
average about one year 
too early)

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0276562415000220


Two Pension Systems with Poverty vs. Inequality Goals

Pension system’s impact on

• Poverty (horizontal--poverty line):

– Bismarckian (social insurance): 
Minimum (social pension) / 
targeted social assistance 

– Beveridgean (multipillar):  
Basic pension for all residents; 
flat-rate benefit enough? 

• Inequality (diagonal <--> spread): 

– Employment trajectory important for social insurance & private pension contributions

– Reproduction of market inequality through SI & contributory pensions (DB/DC)

– Redistributive elements only in SI (child/long-term care credits, unemployment, etc.)

Bernhard Ebbinghaus (ed.) (2011), The Varieties of Pension Governance: Pension Privatization in Europe, Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, UK: 2011. [Also available on: http://www.oxfordscholarship.com]

http://www.oxfordscholarship.com/view/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199586028.001.0001/acprof-9780199586028


Poverty & inequality of elderly people in Europe
Income Elderly poverty (65+) 

Inequality 
(65+) 

Low  
L (-8.4) 

Low-medium 
LM (-13.2) 

Medium 
 (-18.0)* 

Medium-high 
MH (-27.6) 

High 
H (27.6-) 

L (-3.1) 
SK (6.7, 2.4) 
NO (8.1, 3.0) 

CZ (12.5, 2.4) 
DK (8.9, 3.0) 
NL (10.4, 3.0) 
FI (12.8, 3.0) 

BE (16.4, 3.0) 
 

  

LM (-3.5) IS (6.1, 3.4) HU (9.5, 3.5) 
PO (14.7, 3.4) 
SI (17.4, 3.4) 

MT (25.2, 3.2) 
 

 

M (-3.9)*  
 
 

IE (17.5, 3.8) 
AT (13.4, 3.8) 
SE (15.2, 3.6) 
*Ø (18.0, 3.9) 

RO (21.4, 4.4) 
 

EE (43.8, 3.7) 
 

MH (-4.7) FR (8.1, 4.1) GR (12.0, 4.0) 

ES (15.2, 4.5) 
EU (15.5, 4.2) 
DE (17.6, 4.1) 
UK (18.1, 4.6) 

CY (21.5, 4.6) 
 
 

H (4.8-)  
LU (12.0, 4.8) 

 
IT (15.5, 4.8) 
PT (17.4, 5.3) 

CH (24.5, 4.8) 
 

BG (30.6, 4.9) 
HR (28.4, 4.8) 
LV (42.8, 5.0) 
LI (35.6, 4.9) 

 L) Low poverty risk & inequality in CEE+ (CZ, SK, HU, but M: PL, SI) & Nordics (NO, IS, DK, NL, FI, but M: SE)

M) Medium poverty/higher inequality: liberal UK, IE & CH but also Bism. (BE, AT, DE), except FR, LU

H) High inequality & poverty in EU periphery: Southern EU, CEE lite (Baltics & BG, RO, HR)

L

M

H

Larger 
inequality

High 
poverty

Nordics/NL & CEE Visegrád

EU periphery & CH

Bernhard Ebbinghaus (2021) “Inequalities and poverty risks in old age across Europe: The double‐edged income effect of 
pension systems”, Social Policy & Administration, 55(3): 440-455 (open access).
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https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/spol.12683


Future of Both Pension Systems in Ageing Europe 

Bismarckian social insurance:

• Social Insurance: contributions 
reproduce employment/earnings 
inequalities in old age

• State pension allows redistributive
elements (credits for care years)

• State pension (pay-as-you-go 
financed) faces demographic 
challenge but serves as an automatic 
stabilizer during crisis

• Private (funded) pensions are at early 
stage, not mature yet (voluntary / 
mandatory in some CEEs)  

Beveridgean multipillar system:

• Basic pension: poverty reduction 
depends on generosity of scheme, 
but this lowers incentives to save

• Multipillar system: private funded 
pensions important part of 
retirement income, generates 
inequalities (coverage, earnings)

• Financial/economic crisis: problems 
of mature funded pensions

• State needs to regulate private 
pension funds (coverage, 
governance, prudent investment)  

Bernhard Ebbinghaus (2015) “The Privatization and Marketization of Pensions in Europe: A Double Transformation Facing 
the Crisis”, European Policy Analysis, 1(1) 56-73.

http://www.ipsonet.org/publications/open-access/123-publications/open-access/european-policy-analysis/280-volume-1-issue-1-spring-2015

