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Abstract Belgium is characterised by a low rate of employment for older people,
though recent measures taken by national and regional governments have increased
this rate. However, the extension of working life generates an increase in inequali-
ties, especially for women. Having drastically reduced the legal provisions allowing
people to leave the labour market before the legal retirement age, the Belgian federal
government has adopted a series of measures aimed at extending working life. These
reforms target both older workers and companies. The trade unions are trying to
resist, however neo-liberal logic is gradually penetrating the Belgian framework.

Keywords Time credit · Collective agreement · Informal caregivers · Extended
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Introduction

Traditionally, social protection in Belgium has been characterised by adherence to a
conservative regime. Since the establishment of the modern social protection system
in December 1944, the Bismarckian model has been favoured. This system is based
on a community of reference, with the worker at the centre of the system: s/he must
be protected against temporary or permanent exclusion from the labour market.
Thus, there is a generous social protection system, which is somewhat similar to
the Scandinavian social-democratic model. The Belgian system relies on powerful
trade unions; the unionisation rate is above 60% of workers. The government only
intervenes when social negotiations fail. Thus, trade unions in Belgium are a very
important counter-power. Rather left or centre-left, they have been very active over
the past four years, dealing with a centre-right and nationalist federal government.
In terms of extending working life, their main concern has been to improve working
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conditions, allowing older workers to remain in the labour market. In this way, the
quality of employment is a key issue, not only for older workers, but for all workers.

However, the Belgian model has also been built on a low level of defamiliali-
sation (Esping-Anderson 1990). The model is generous, however it favours a male
breadwinner model by combining important but differing types of aid: cohabitants,
predominantly women, systematically receive fewer social benefits than heads of
households, predominantly men.

For some years now, the Belgian social protection system has been undergo-
ing profound changes, notably through the introduction of market principles into
the heart of public affairs. There is severe criticism of a mode of state functioning
characterised by excessive bureaucracy and a lack of effective management, which
allegedly predisposes recipients of social assistance to disempowerment, if not to
perpetual dependence on assistance. This penetration of neo-liberal logic into the
welfare system led to a call for the development of quasi-markets, in which public-
and private-sector service providers compete for public funding in a logic of marketi-
sation. The concept of marketisation is a broad concept that covers a broad span of
arrangements where private sector organisations contract with public sector bodies
to deliver a welfare service in exchange for public funds (Brown and Potoski 2003).

Pensions and End of Career

The pension system inBelgium is based on a capitalisation principle: today’sworking
people pay today’s pensioners. There are three pillars in the Belgian system. The first
is a statutory pension, the amount of which is determined by the number of years of
contribution and depends heavily on the status of the worker: civil servants receive
a much higher pension than workers in the private sector, and the self-employed
receive only a limited pension. The second pillar, optional in the private sector, is
paid by the employer and does not concern the public sector. The third pillar is paid
for by the worker through insurance that is partially tax-deductible.

The most recent statistics on the amounts received by men and women in retire-
ment show that the differences between male and female pensioners are particularly
striking. The average difference ise612.90 (before tax) permonth for thosewho have
been employed throughout their careers ande907.62 per month for those alternating
careers in self-employment and public service employment. The first cause of the
significant difference between women’s and men’s pensions is the wage gap that still
exists for the same job: the hourly wage difference between men and women is still
7.6% in Belgium (Le Soir 2018). The amount of the pension is based on the salary.
This also explains the impact of the ‘glass ceiling,’ i.e., the difficulty for women to
access the highest-level and best-paid jobs, on women’s eventual pensions. Part-time
work, which currently concerns almost one in two women but only one in ten men,
is another major cause of the gap between men’s and women’s pensions. Moreover,
women make greater use than men of strategies such as career breaks that, for some,
may have an influence on the calculation of the pension.
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The legal retirement age, which is now 65, will be 66 in 2025 and 67 in 2030.
The rules regarding age and career conditions for access to early retirement will
also change progressively. The minimum age for early retirement was previously
62 years; it increased to 62.5 years in 2017 and to 63 years in 2018. Early retirement
was accessible after 40 years of work; in 2017 this increased to 41 years, and it will
increase further to 42 years in 2019 (Federal Pension Service 2019). There are some
exceptions to this general scheme for heavy occupations. The federal government
adopted this measure in order to increase the rate of employment amongst older
workers, which is very low in Belgium compared to the European Union. In 2017,
employment rates among older workers aged 55–64 years in Belgiumwere 53.8% for
men and 42.8% for women, although the Belgian 48.3% rates have been increasing
steadily for the past several years (more than 30% since 2004) (Eurostat 2019). This
significant increase results from the development of policies favouring the retention
of older workers, as well as from two other factors affecting the labour market:
a general increase in the rate of participation amongst women and an increase in
educational levels. The employment rate for people aged 65–69 years is very low in
Belgium. In 2017, only 5% in this age bracket were still working (Conseil supérieur
du travail 2018), despite a relaxation of themeasures for combiningwork and pension
that occurred in 2017.

A special module of the 2012 Labour Force Survey identified the main reasons
for stopping work amongst economically inactive persons who receive a pension.
Table 9.1 shows some differences between men and women in Belgium. Higher
proportions of women than men stop working due to health problems or disability
and due to family and care related reasons, while higher proportions of men than
women stop working due to favourable financial arrangements for leaving or because
they become eligible for a pension.

Concerning health issues encountered at the end of the professional career, a
special module of the Labour Force Survey (2013) shows that for both sexes, the
two most widespread work-related health problems among those aged 55–64 years
are musculoskeletal disorders and mental health problems (stress, depression, and

Table 9.1 Main reasons for stopping work amongst economically inactive persons in Belgium
who receive a pension 2012 (%)

Women Men

Favourable financial arrangements for leaving 9 13.7

Lost job and/or could not find a job 7.3 7.5

Had reached the maximum retirement age 7.8 8.2

Had reached eligibility for a pension 20.5 23.5

Other job-related reasons 8.9 9.0

Own health or disability 18.0 16.1

Family or care-related reasons 6.5 2.5

Source Labour Force Survey (LFS) (2012)
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anxiety). In Belgium, the prevalence of both kinds of problems in this age group is
higher forwomen,with 59.4%ofwomen aged 55–64 years reportingmusculoskeletal
disorders and 22.6% reporting stress, depression, or anxiety compared to 55.8% and
18.3% respectively for men (Vendramin and Valenduc 2014).

In 2006, national trade unions negotiated a measure that allows reduction of
working time at end of career while guaranteeing social benefits (notably in terms of
pensions) for full-time workers; this system of ‘time credit’ was very popular during
the first decade of the 2000s. This has contributed to the extension of careers and to
an increase in the employment rate of older workers (Burnay 2011). The time credit
system appeared inBelgium in a contextmarked by a high level of early retirement. In
this context, the system was considered to be a career extension tool, since it largely
replaced the use of early retirement (use of which decreased in the 2000s)—and as a
tool for reorganising working time. In this chapter, we are specifically interested in
the system dedicated to older workers, but other types of time credit systems exist,
for example, parental leave, palliative care or informal caregiver leave. The time
credit system for workers at end of career established the right for workers aged
55 years or older (or possibly 50 years or older in heavy occupations) to reduce
their working time until retirement, with a financial compensation from the National
Employment Office. Several criteria are considered: the employee must have been
in the company for at least 24 months, and must have a career as an employee for at
least 25 years (equivalent periods included). In practice, this time credit systemallows
full-time employees working five days a week to reduce their weekly working hours
by one fifth (by one day or two half days per week). Moreover, the time credit before
retirement is partly considered when calculating the employee’s pension. The decade
from 2002 to 2012 can be considered as the golden age of partial retirement, since
the time credit system provided a number of advantages (individual right, pension
calculation, flexibility in the reduction of the number of hours). However, the current
government (and the previous one) has reduced access to this time credit system.

The time credit system is an alternative to early retirement of olderworkers. Froma
historical point of view, Belgium can be characterised by a low activity rate amongst
older workers, which is largely explained by the development of the pre-pension
system. The pre-pension system was developed in 1973 with several aims, including
regulation of the labourmarket and integration of young unemployed people. Despite
some reforms in the 1990s, the system remained very popular for both employees
and employers until 2012, when radical changes began. At that time, pre-pension
was renamed ‘unemployment with company supplement’, and early retirees aged 60
and older, who were previously exempt from searching for jobs, became obliged to
remain available on the labour market. This new name replacing ‘early retirement’
is both symbolic and practical. Symbolically, the reform focuses on the payer, which
is the unemployment insurance system rather than a pension fund. From a practical
standpoint, the rules for access to the system have been narrowed. The minimum
age for being an ‘unemployed person with company supplement’ has been increased
from 58 to 60 years, with at least 40 years of career. However, a longer transitional
period exists for women.



9 Belgium 157

The success of the time credit system is undeniable. In 2003, the numbers of
recipients of time credit aged 25–49 years were 3,911 formen and 14,723 for women,
and in 2007 they were 6,491 for men and 33,877 for women, representing a more
than twofold increase over four years in this age group. More strikingly, among
those aged 50 and older, there were 34,914 men and 33,054 women receiving a time
credit in 2008, compared to 13,972 men and 8,829 women in 2003. In contrast, early
partial retirement (which has since become ‘partial unemployment with company
supplement’) decreased drastically (Office National de l’emploi 2019).

However, the success of the time credit system must be seen in the light of two
phenomena: inequality of access by gender and the impact of the economic crisis of
2007–2009. The gender difference is clearly visible in the group aged 25–49 years,
where the time credit for parental leave is used more by women than by men. For
the group aged 50 years and older, the differences are relatively small compared to
the younger age groups. However, one can assume that the type of time credit used
to reduce working time differs by gender. The number of people making use of time
credit is also linked to economic cycles, it decreases when employment rates decline.

The decade from 2002 to 2012 was marked by a shift in public policies related
to career. The time credit system and career breaks were seen as substitutes for the
early retirement culture and the organisation of working time. The question then
arises whether the development of specific working time schemes for end of career
represented an interim measure aiming to increase employment rates or a path to the
management of sustainable careers. The reforms began in 2012 and those enacted
by the last government (which came into force in 2015) would appear to support
the first hypothesis of a temporary measure to increase older workers’ employment
rates. It seems, considering the timing of these reforms, that the time credit system
has been merely a parenthesis between a period of early exit from the labour market
and a period of extended full-time careers.

Amongst the consequences of the time credit system has been a high level of part-
time employment in Belgium. Indeed, the Belgian labour market is characterised by
a significant proportion of part-time work, over the whole professional lifecourse
(particularly for women) but also at end of career. This proportion increases signif-
icantly among over-50s, suggesting that part-time work is being used as a way of
reducing working time for those approaching retirement. From 2000 to 2015, the
part-time employment rate increased for both sexes, but it increased more for men
than for women, for whom the part-time rate was already quite high (4.8% for women
compared to 7.1% for men; Table 9.2). One in two women over 50 years old are now
working part-time.

In addition, a special module of the Labour Force Survey (2012) measured the
proportion of workers who had reduced their working hours before moving into full
retirement. It showed that the practice was widespread in Belgium, especially for
men (Table 9.2). However, things are now changing in Belgium: since 2015, the
federal government has reduced access to specific working time reduction schemes
dedicated to older workers, which were extremely popular (Table 9.3).
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Table 9.2 Part-time employment amongst men and women aged 50–64 years as a percentage of
total employment (%)

2000 2005 2010 2015 Increase 2000/2015

Men 5.9 10.5 14.9 13.3 + 7.1

Women 45.4 46.5 49.8 50.2 + 4.8

Source Labour Force Survey (2000, 2005, 2010, 2015)

Table 9.3 Persons aged 50–69 yearswho reduced their working hours in amove towards retirement
2012 (%)

Still employed Not employed

Men Women Men Women

EU 28 6.7 6.1 7.4 5.7

BE 15.4 11.0 26.0 17.0

Source Labour Force Survey (2012)

Older Workers and Management Practices

In an effort to increase employment rates amongst older workers, the Belgian gov-
ernment has introduced binding measures for companies. Since 2015, any company
with more than 20 workers must set up a plan to keep older workers in the workforce
(CCT104). This planmust be negotiatedwith union representatives in the companies.
Several themes are included in this legal obligation:

Selection and hiring of new workers.
Development of workers’ skills and qualifications, including access to training.
Career development and career support within the company.
Possibilities of obtaining through internal transfer a position adapted to the evolution
of the worker’s faculties and skills.
Opportunities to adapt working time and working conditions.
Workers’ health, prevention, and possibility of remedying physical and psycho-social
obstacles to retention in work.
Systems for the recognition of acquired skills.

However, initial analyses show that companies have developed few new strate-
gies (Vendramin and Burnay 2017). To meet legal obligations, they either reuse
pre-existing measures within the organisation or enter into legal arrangements such
as time credit; few companies are truly innovative. Despite these legal attempts, older
workers continue to suffer from discrimination even though an anti-discrimination
law was adopted in 2003. Moreover, gender differences are not considered. These
strategies are general measures that are not necessarily adapted to the local
environment.
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Care Policies and Informal Caregivers

Supporting informal caregivers is increasingly considered among health and social
care professionals, health insurers, federal and regional authorities, and researchers in
Belgium. Indeed, care provided by family members, friends, and neighbours remains
a central and essential part of the long-term care system. However, the availability of
informal caregivers may decline due to societal changes, such as the growing inte-
gration of women into the labour market, changing family structures, and declining
family size. Moreover, providing informal care may have negative consequences for
the caregivers’ physical and psychological health, and may affect their participation
in the labour market. Not surprisingly, ways to support informal caregivers consti-
tute an important part of current discussions—on both national and international
levels—on how to ensure the sustainability of the long-term care system.

Before 2014, there was no specific legal status for informal caregivers that would
guarantee access to particular social rights (KCE-Belgian Healthcare Knowledge
Centre 2014). There are several protective measures stemming from social security
or labour law, and in some sectors there are legal options for combining care and
work. However, these measures were not linked to the status of caregiver. Since
12 May 2014, there has been legal recognition of informal caregivers taking care of
people with disabilities or dependency needs. In order to be recognised as a caregiver,
one needs to have reached the age of majority and not be under guardianship, and
be a sibling or have an affective, confident, close, or geographic relationship to
the care recipient. The period of caregiving must last for at least six months, and
must comprise on average 20 h/week. Caregiving for individuals with severe care
needs must take place in a non-professional setting, but the informal caregiver must
collaborate with at least one professional care provider.

In several preliminary discussions, concerns were raised about the correct level of
decision-making; whether the recognition of caregivers should be a federal compe-
tence, given the fact that aid to individuals is a community competence. The advising
bodies aired other concerns, such as the risk of a cut-off of investment in domestic aid
services, competition between professional care providers and informal caregivers,
and inequality between recognised and non-recognised caregivers.

Chronic Disabilities

Belgium has nearly 400,000 long-term patients, i.e., approximately one in 20 Bel-
gians between the ages of 20 and 64 years. This number has doubled in the last
15 years. A report from the National Institute for Disability and Health Insurance
(INAMI 2014) highlights that for the first time (data 2014) the budget dedicated to
disability insurance was higher than that dedicated to unemployment, which is a key
issue in a country such as Belgium, where unemployment benefits are among the
most favourable in Europe. From 2010 to 2014, the budget dedicated to disability
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insurance increased by 24.67%. The explanation suggested by INAMI is that this
increase is not only due to the ageing of the working population, but also to the
increased participation of women (including older women) in the labour market.
Consequently, the number of beneficiaries subject to insurance payments increased
too. However, more importantly, the retirement age for women has been gradually
aligned with that of men. Since 2009, the retirement age has been 65 years for both
sexes (before 1997 it was 60 for women). This measure implies inter alia that women
can now rely on disability insurance for a longer time and/or at an older age.

Since 2017, the federal government has been preparing a major reform of this
sector, as the cost of these payments is too high to be borne by social security.
The government intended to save e100 million on long-term disability payments in
2017. For the government, the new measures are based on a policy of ‘activating the
sick’ and a philosophy of flushing out fraudsters and punishing profiteers. The trade
unions reacted strongly against these measures and denounced a policy embedded
in a neoliberal perspective. When a physician recognises a long-term illness, the
worker must be offered another job better suited to his/her health situation. Where
no solution can be proposed, the employer may dismiss the worker without finan-
cial compensation. In 2017, according to the trade unions, more than 70% of those
summoned were declared permanently unfit and then dismissed. These figures were
confirmed by the Minister of Employment, who had to admit that adapted work had
indeed been offered in less than three out of ten cases (Vif 2018).

Debate in the Media

The current debate about extended working life in the media and mainstream press
in Belgium is structured around two central topics. The first is not new and concerns
consequences of the latest measures taken in the field of long-term illness that we
mentioned in the previous section.

The second is indirectly connectedwith current events. Indeed, theBelgian federal
government is currently negotiating with social partners in order to define a list
of demanding jobs—an umbrella term for employment that is unusually stressful,
contributes to greater potential physical injury and/or increases the risk of mental or
physical work-related disabilities. The central aim of these negotiations is to draw
up a list of occupations considered as physically demanding. This list is at the core
of intense negotiations because the occupations included in this list would allow
older workers to leave the labour market early without penalty on the amount of their
pension.

Two direct consequences can be determined and have actually been discussed
in the media. Firstly, occupations included in the list so far will be unfavourable
for women, especially in the care sector, for which few occupations are included.
Secondly, the amount available under this reform is structurally insufficient to cover
all the occupations concerned. At the end of 2018, no agreement had been signed
between social partners and the federal government. The media have adopted a
critical position but each position is presented with the same weight and the same
importance.
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Open Access This chapter is licensed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0
International License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/), which permits use, sharing,
adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or format, as long as you give appropriate
credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Creative Commons license and
indicate if changes were made.

The images or other third party material in this chapter are included in the chapter’s Creative
Commons license, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to the material. If material is not
included in the chapter’s Creative Commons license and your intended use is not permitted by
statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly from
the copyright holder.
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