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Abstract
In recent years, due to population ageing, the European Union has promoted active ageing policies as a means to encourage 
workers to delay labour market exit. Our paper explores what active ageing means to social partners (employers, managers 
and workers) in Spain and also the viability of implementing an active ageing culture in organizations. We used a qualitative 
case study methodology to identify perceptions regarding obstacles and facilitators in the adoption of an active ageing culture 
in different production sectors, as well as responses to active ageing policies. Data-generating workshops were held with 
employees and managers of four types of companies located in the south of the country. Perceived obstacles to active ageing 
were more organizational than individual in nature. Some of these obstacles gave rise to a kind of forced active ageing in a 
context in which the previous predominant message had been to retire as early as possible. Job adaptation was perceived as 
both an obstacle and a facilitator. Increasing recognition of older workers and raising their motivation to extend their work-
ing lives were found to be important pending tasks. In contexts of high unemployment, active ageing often remains largely 
unknown within productive organizations, and the idea of retiring as soon as possible continues to guide many workers. In 
these circumstances, the implementation of top-down, uniform active ageing policies has proven to be of limited efficacy. 
Awareness campaigns and initiatives aimed at improving older workers’ health and abilities should be launched as comple-
mentary active ageing strategies.
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Introduction

The ageing of the population in Europe has led to a greater 
proportion of older people in today’s society. Spain is no 
exception to this trend (INE 2016), a result of the coun-
try’s increased life expectancy (INE 2018) and lower fertil-
ity (FBBVA 2019). This demographic transformation has 
naturally had an impact on the Spanish labour market, where 
the activity rate of people over 55 years old has increased by 

eleven points since 2010 (INE 2020). However, the fact that 
these workers are gradually reaching retirement age, together 
with the fact that young people are joining the labour market 
in smaller numbers and later in life, due to the lack of job 
opportunities (Rufino 2018; Velázquez 2015), means that 
there has been an overall decrease of working-age popula-
tion and a relative increase of retired people (Eurostat 2018). 
Added to these dynamics is the effect of early exit from the 
labour market: a significant number of workers over 50 years 
of age have retired—voluntarily or involuntarily—from their 
work activity before legal retirement age (Alcover et al. 
2014; OECD 2018). Currently, neither policies designed 
to discourage early retirement (Gutiérrez 2017) nor strate-
gies put in place to support older workers (Martínez 2019) 
have produced satisfactory results; quite the opposite in fact. 
The periods of activity in the Spanish labour market are 
becoming shorter, while the retirement period is expected to 
last longer due to the many years that Spanish workers can 
expect to live after they retire (Abellán et al. 2018). In such 
a context, it is clear that “population aging will continue 
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to put pressure on public finances” (OECD 2018: 7) as it 
is expected that the Spanish dependency rate will double 
between 2015 and 2050, occupying the second-highest posi-
tion among OECD members (OECD 2017).

The impact of these demographic changes on the struc-
ture and capacity of the labour market, along with their 
socio-economic consequences, has been the subject of 
lively debate in Spain. One issue discussed is the need to 
re-examine the balance between the working period and the 
retirement period. The debate, which generally focuses on 
older workers because they are the only group in the active 
population that will increase over coming years (Observato-
rio de las Ocupaciones 2019), has led to the implementation 
of policies aimed at prolonging the working life. Some of 
these policies have been proposed under the name of active 
ageing policies (Spain 15 March 2013).

Active ageing can be understood in a number of differ-
ent ways (OECD 2000; WHO 2002). Taking into account 
that European Union (EU) policies have the greatest direct 
impact on the cases examined in this paper, it seemed 
appropriate to use the European Commission (2012) under-
standing of active ageing (hereinafter referred to as AA). 
According to this institution, the meaning of AA is three-
fold: (1) “enabling women and men to remain in employ-
ment longer—by overcoming structural barriers and offering 
appropriate incentives –, (2) “facilitating active citizenship”, 
and (3) “enabling both women and men to keep in good 
health and to live independently as they grow older” (Euro-
pean Commission 2012: 3).

This AA paradigm includes more than just issues related 
to economic productivity and the labour market. Yet it has 
been demonstrated that a clear shift is underway towards 
a more production-focussed notion of active ageing (van 
Dyk 2015) and the EU has made statements to the effect 
that retirement needs to be reconsidered (López-López and 
Sánchez 2020). In fact, the concept of active ageing has 
become one of the guiding principles of labour and retire-
ment policy in the EU (Krekula and Vickerstaff 2020) and 
elsewhere (Pham et al. 2020), because of the influence that 
demographic ageing has on the labour market. The EU 
recently advised Spain to take action in the area of employ-
ment opportunities for older workers, so as to improve this 
country’s active ageing profile (Walker 2019).

The European political agenda has pressured Member 
States to avoid early retirement practices, to introduce mech-
anisms to delay labour market exit and to promote the con-
tinued presence of older workers in the labour market, often 
through AA policies (Walker 2016). Over time, the connec-
tion between active ageing and the prolongation of work-
ing life has not just been assumed, it has been presented as 
advantageous for both society and workers (European Com-
mission 2012), despite arguments and international evidence 
to the contrary. According to some researchers, “continued 

workforce participation might not necessarily benefit older 
people” (Taylor 2019: 102). Similarly, gerontologists criti-
cal of this assumption argue that retirement periods should 
be protected against working life extension and activation 
(van Dyk 2014).

In contrast with the political institutions, there are few 
macro-narratives regarding AA (van Dyk et al. 2013) from 
European social partners—employers, workers and their 
representatives. However, the signing in 2017 of a frame-
work agreement by these partners (CES et al. 2017) to effec-
tively promote active ageing has changed the scenario. This 
agreement understands active ageing to be about optimizing 
opportunities for workers of all ages to be safe and healthy 
and to develop their skills and employability while working, 
“until legal retirement age” (p. 4), therefore discourageing 
early retirement, in line with the European Commission’s 
position. The agreement states that “[its] purpose is to foster 
healthy and productive working lives in a life course per-
spective” (p. 7). It makes no mention of extending working 
lives beyond retirement age.

This unprecedented framework agreement has provided 
an opportunity to conduct research geared at strengthening 
the empirical foundation of governmentality studies, mov-
ing towards a systematic reconstruction of the “dispositif 
of active aging” (van Dyk et al. 2013). While there is con-
siderable information about what international institutions 
and governments are doing in this regard, little is known 
about how social partners are receiving, interpreting and 
implementing active ageing at the local organizational level 
(Ball 2019). This paper aims to help fill this gap, by describ-
ing one particular case study, against the backdrop of the 
framework agreement mentioned above.

The article explores two main issues. One is the narra-
tives of social partners regarding the understanding of active 
ageing at the organizational level in Spain—a middle-ranked 
country in terms of its Active Ageing Index score (Walker 
2019) and also the country with the second-highest unem-
ployment rate in the EU at the time of research (Eurofound 
2019). The second is the potential expedience and viability 
of implementing an active ageing policy—i.e. a policy that 
counters the tendency towards early retirement (Ebbinghaus 
and Manow 2001) and increases the ability of workers to 
stay in the labour market at least until the legal retirement 
age (CES et al. 2017)—in companies located in contexts of 
serious employment deficit. Following the approach of van 
Dyk et al. (2013), part of the purpose of this paper is to give 
a voice to a sample of Spanish line managers, workers and 
human resources managers and find out how closely they 
align with activation narratives put forward by the European 
Commission and European social partner representatives.

More specifically, the exploratory research presented 
below includes information from companies and other 
types of productive organizations (hereinafter companies) 
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in four sectors in the most southern region of Spain with 
high unemployment on the following three issues: (a) how 
ageing and employment are perceived at the workplace; 
(b) what barriers and opportunities exist in relation to the 
adoption of an AA culture in local and regional compa-
nies; and (c) how employers and workers in the region 
are responding to top-down activation policies aimed at 
creating sustainable work opportunities for older work-
ers—whether they come from the European Commission, 
European social partners or national authorities. Our 
expectation is that the “story lines” (van Dyk et al. 2013) 
of public narratives at international and national levels in 
favour of active ageing may be dissonant with social part-
ners’ narratives in local organizations within challenging 
production environments. Such dissonance likely arises 
because the latter’s understanding of retirement and ageing 
well does not match institutional active ageing approaches 
that promote working life prolongation.

Methods

The qualitative methodology of this study consisted of 
organizing “data-generating workshops” with workers and 
managers from four entrepreneurial organizations based in 
Andalusia, in southern Spain. In “data-generating work-
shops” (Patton 2015) participants attend with the intention 
of learning instead of feeling the pressure of being inter-
viewed and the research questions serve as an artifact with 
which to guide the group conversation.

It was decided that the study should be performed in a 
region with high unemployment rates (21.83%) (EURES 
2020) but in which policies promoting active ageing and 
employability of people of over 45 years old had been 
already implemented (Junta de Andalucía 2010).

Procedure

First, a pilot data-generating workshop was held with the 
participation of 6 line managers and workers—who were 
also trade union representatives—from five companies in 
four different sectors. In the opinion of Creswell (2013), the 
use of 4–5 cases (i.e. companies) is most appropriate. The 
four sectors had been previously selected through purposive 
sampling aimed at guaranteeing sectoral diversity, due to 
the possibility that the characteristics of particular indus-
trial sectors would have implications in the introduction of 
an active ageing culture—and might also affect the willing-
ness of companies to participate. The company selection 
process also took into account criteria such as size, type of 
ownership (public/private), generational diversity and gen-
der ratios.

A semi-structured workshop script was developed to 
address topics related to the three issues specified above, 
which were to be covered in the pilot workshop. This pilot 
workshop was audio-taped, transcribed and analyzed. In 
addition, to further the professional learning that, accord-
ing to Patton (2015), can be obtained from this type of 
workshop, the participants were asked to answer, after the 
workshop and via email, four questions about active ageing 
in their companies. The results of the pilot workshop served 
to reconfigure the initial script and to prepare the issues to 
be addressed at subsequent workshops.

The four companies that agreed to continue participat-
ing in the research were invited to select from their staff 
a group of 3–5 individuals, including workers, managers 
and human resources managers. Then, four data-generating 
workshops—one per company—were held, each lasting two 
hours. Appendix A explains in detail some of the procedures 
used in the workshops. The condensed profiles of the par-
ticipating companies are presented in Table 1.

A procedural and content protocol was developed and 
applied equally in all workshops. Furthermore, at the end 

Table 1  Condensed profile of participating organizations

Workshop 1 (W1) Workshop 2 (W2) Workshop 3 (W3) Workshop 4 (W4)

Sector Industry Education Leisure, sports, tourism Social health and social educa-
tion services

Size 100–500 workers Over 500 workers 100–500 workers Over 500 workers
Ownership Private Public Public Private
Generational diversity Average (no specific 

generational group 
predominates)

Low (heavy predominance of 
persons aged over 45)

Average (no specific gen-
erational group predomi-
nates)

Low (predominance of persons 
aged under 45)

Gender diversity Mostly male employees Male and female employees Male and female employees Mostly female employees
Participants (n = 20) 1 manager, 1 human 

resources manager, 3 
workers’ representa-
tives

1 manager, 2 workers’ repre-
sentatives

1 manager, 1 human 
resources manager, 2 
workers’ representatives

4 managers, 1 human resources 
manager, 3 workers’ repre-
sentatives
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of each workshop, the participants were invited to complete 
an assessment questionnaire about the experience. Through-
out the process, the research followed the ethical standards 
established by the University of Newcastle (the study was 
part of a broader European project co-ordinated by this 
University).

Analysis

The workshops were audio-recorded, transcribed verbatim 
and analyzed with NVivo 11. The analytic strategy imple-
mented was mixed-methods, a combination of thematic 
inductive and deductive analysis through systematic cod-
ing carried out in six phases (Braun and Clark 2006). A 
draft codebook and an initial master list of codes were gen-
erated after the pilot workshop. Following several coding 
sessions, a final codebook with 85 parent codes and sub-
codes was reached. During the coding process, co-authors 
worked independently to pre-code, review and code the 
entire database in two cycles. Following Saldaña (2009), 
in the first cycle, structural, descriptive and In Vivo coding 
were applied, whereas pattern, focussed and axial coding to 
identify emerging categories were the main coding methods 
during the second coding cycle. Once both cycles had been 
completed, differences in coding were reconciled through 
discussion. Appendix B contains some examples of first 
cycle coding.

Regarding the assessment of inter-rater reliability, 
Cohen’s Kappa was used. In order to decide which value 
of Kappa would be acceptable, qualitative studies that had 
previously used this coefficient to explore active ageing were 
reviewed (Au et al. 2020; Kruse and Schmitt 2015). Finally, 
inter-rater reliability rate achieved was 0.82 (weighted 
Cohen’s Kappa by source size), a highly reliable value 
(Hruschka et al. 2004).

Once the preliminary report of the results had been drawn 
up, the researchers had additional meetings with workshop 
participants. The purpose of these meetings was to present 
the findings to the participants and correct potential misin-
terpretations made throughout the analytical process.

Overall, the study meets the criteria of trustworthiness 
and validity in accordance with established standards of 
qualitative inquiry in Gerontology (Cobb and Forbes 2002).

Results

Perceptions

As for the first explored issue—i.e. how questions related to 
ageing and employment are perceived in workplace contexts 
–, active ageing was understood to be something related to 
“ageing well”, but—with very few exceptions—participants 

were unable to go into detail. Lack of familiarity with the 
concept of active ageing coexisted with a very deeply 
ingrained idea; to age well you have to stop working as soon 
as possible:

You go through life, you start working and [ageing] 
is the last thing on your mind. You keep going and 
then a moment comes, I don’ really know at what age. 
You realize: this affects me. I think that before that 
moment, in other places as well, [ageing] is not rel-
evant to you. It’s something that will never come. I 
think that here workers [do not think about ageing] 
until we reach that particular moment. The important 
thing, in the end, is the time you have left, the sooner 
you retire the better. (worker)

The question of age and ageing was not very present in the 
day-to-day activity of workplace contexts. The workshops 
offered an opportunity to reflect on the issue, as participants 
were invited to share their thoughts. Which aspects of the 
relationship between age and ageing were most often men-
tioned? Here is a sample:

• The value of experience, connected to the multiplicity of 
ages and the relationship between different generations 
at the company:

  Associating age with the issue of skills and competen-
cies, understanding that it might be the people who are 
older in the company, in the service provided, that are 
better prepared to deal with certain issues that are more 
complicated or conflictive. (line manager)

• The diversity of jobs does not allow for a uniform 
response to the issue of ageing:

  In the end, what we’re moving towards is an attempt 
[to keep people working longer], since we are now liv-
ing longer and longer. I believe that is the direction we 
are going, but I still think it depends on the work you do. 
(worker)

• Active ageing should be a voluntary option, to be chosen 
when the right conditions are in place:

     How do we sell that idea [of extending people’s work-
ing life]? How can it be sold? It is very difficult, but if 
it must be done in the end, we will have to do it in a 
way that people feel motivated, they feel they are highly 
regarded. It has to be voluntary. […] this is a voluntary 
matter that cannot be imposed on anybody. (worker)

Obstacles

The perceived obstacles to active ageing—included in the 
second explored issue, namely barriers and opportunities to 
adopt an AA culture in the company—were more organiza-
tional than individual in nature. They included, for example, 



513European Journal of Ageing (2022) 19:509–519 

1 3

questions related to the type of workforce management, lack 
of awareness about ageing in general—and active ageing 
in particular –, difficulties related to legal or social policy 
issues, trouble carrying out the necessary adaptation of jobs 
as workers grow older and, finally, certain aspects of human 
resource policies.

How could workforce management be an obstacle to the 
introduction of an active ageing culture? Primarily because 
of the difficulty of combining actions aimed at facilitating 
active ageing with those aimed at maintaining and improv-
ing production processes and service provision. This, in turn, 
was closely related to one of the themes most frequently 
mentioned by the participants: the adaptation of jobs as 
workers grow older.

Many of those agreements, on conciliation, adapta-
tion…they are actually, hmm, incompatible, you might 
say. That is, if the measures are not applied very care-
fully, they are incompatible with providing a service 
with a certain degree of normality. (human resources 
manager)

Furthermore, a single company has multiple interests and 
they are often contradictory: the type of workforce manage-
ment that is good for one sector of employees may not be 
ideal for other sectors. This problem could be more or less 
problematic depending on the number of people involved: 
how can a company properly manage an ageing workforce 
when it has a high number of employees, when the costs 
associated with any change in the form of management are 
high and when there is a wide range of employment contract 
types? All of these were common concerns.

Lastly, it was recognized that the management level as 
a whole faces considerable challenges related to the neces-
sary training of employees and updating the workforce as 
employees grow older. For example, workshop participants 
admitted that it was not always easy to find the right person 
to partially replace an older worker who should work fewer 
hours to be able to continue to perform the job satisfacto-
rily, in accordance with the ageing process. However, when 
no job adaptation process was implemented—that is, when 
no measures were introduced to adjust the job requirements 
to the real capabilities of the worker who is growing older 
–, the situation ended up moving in the opposite direction, 
away from active ageing; the worker was laid off or given 
permanent leave for health reasons. In some workshops, it 
was even pointed out that workers were afraid of being let go 
if they displayed some health problem or limitations in their 
capacity for good performance. Obviously, such a sentiment 
denotes the complete absence of a positive vision of ageing 
at the company:

That [the issue of ageing] is something we have never 
talked about at our company, only getting workers out 

of the way via early retirement, so we can get in some 
new people, which also works out much cheaper for 
the company and that, of course, is an added value. 
(worker)

In the organizational sphere, job adaptation was perceived 
sometimes as an obstacle and sometimes as a facilitator to 
the development of an active ageing culture. Why an obsta-
cle? Firstly, in certain cases adaptation was perceived as a 
source of labeling and, in consequence, as the precursor of 
perhaps being laid off in a context of great labour instability, 
such as Andalusia. So, there were workers who appeared 
reluctant to begin the process of adaptation of their jobs. 
Secondly, the adaptation possibilities were limited by the 
demands of the productive process or service provision—for 
example, there were companies that could not get by without 
workers doing night shifts, and others that provided a ser-
vice at the home of customers who were not always willing 
to collaborate in the introduction of the most appropriate 
adaptations. The problem was also that it did not seem fea-
sible to adapt the jobs of everyone who needed it; therefore, 
the question arose of who would be left out and for what 
reasons?

A final reason for deeming job adaptation to be an obsta-
cle was the fact that some workers believed they had no 
choice but to adjust to existing conditions—even if they were 
not the right ones for ageing well—because otherwise, they 
risked running into problems with the company. This alter-
native manner of adaptation led to passivity in daily activ-
ity, preventing people from explicitly tackling the demands 
associated with implementing an active ageing culture in 
companies:

What you do not want is to generate more problems, 
so you say “ok, I will adjust”. You do not generate 
more problems but that doesn’t mean they don’t exist, 
because they do. (line manager)

Another type of obstacle had to do with the legal context 
and social policy issues at the macro level—for example, 
national legislation regulating retirement and pensions. It 
should be noted that in general workshop participants had 
very limited knowledge of this context: some people had 
vague ideas, had read one or two documents or regulations 
but it was mostly perceived as something far away from ordi-
nary business activity. As mentioned earlier, active ageing 
was not among their most serious concerns. In addition, 
businesses worried about who would pay for the possible 
costs of the active ageing measures—for example, when 
the reduction of hours worked by an older worker required 
another worker to be hired, or when older workers had more 
periods of medical leave –. Businesses admitted that, to their 
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knowledge, political initiatives favouring partial, active or 
flexible retirement had not turned out to be satisfactory. Why 
not? Because there had been no pedagogical activity accom-
panying them, explaining what they were and their purpose 
and ultimate goal—i.e. lengthening working life –:

Partial retirements have not worked in our company. 
I mean, there was an option, a choice that had to be 
made. The employee had to either work the partial 
retirement time continuously or, for example, it was 
done in just two months every year. Those who chose 
to do it in two months a year, well, neither the work 
they provided to the company was acceptable nor was 
it satisfactory for them to have to come back. (line 
manager)

In terms of labour law and hiring regulations, the real finan-
cial cost of laying off employees—sometimes less than what 
it cost to continue employing a senior worker—could also be 
an obstacle to the prolongation of working life:

I have taken part in the collective bargaining nego-
tiations at the provincial level […] and, really, I am 
telling you that the social partners do try to convey 
to those running the business that they should adopt 
some age-related adaptation measures, but they won't 
even consider it. Their argument is that laying people 
off does not have as high a cost as adaptation. (trade 
union representative)

Whether the company belonging to the public or private 
sector was another factor that aided in understanding why 
the company had more or less difficulty adopting active age-
ing policies. One participant commented that public sector 
companies are more rigid and limited in their options when 
it comes to measures related to, for example, recognizing a 
worker’ trajectory or considering different hiring possibili-
ties, such as when and how:

A company in the public sector cannot set up meas-
ures that incentivize, for example, retirement, it cannot 
reward people for that. In short, it faces a series of 
limitations. (human resources manager)

Then there was the question of the public pension system in 
a society with high unemployment and a high level of job 
instability. This dilemma was mentioned frequently at the 
workshops: individuals who might benefit from being able 
to retire sooner—for health or other reasons—but could not 
do so because of the loss of purchasing power that would 
come with receiving a pension instead of their salary. This 
situation gave rise to a kind of forced active ageing which, 
far from fomenting a positive culture in this field, had placed 
the concept in the position of yet another method of oppres-
sion by political authorities:

A person is 67 and cannot retire because he or she has 
not been paying into the public pension system long 
enough to reach the minimum contribution required. 
The company finds itself in the situation of know-
ing that the person physically should not be working 
because it is hard work. But it understands that the per-
son wants to continue working because with another 
year, another eight months, he or she will be entitled to 
the full retirement pension. So it tries to adapt the posi-
tion to the extent possible. (human resources manager)

Faced with this situation, the discourse of some managers 
was the following: if legislators keep pushing back the retire-
ment age, companies will find themselves more limited in 
their ability to find ways to reduce the working life of those 
who are in precarious health. According to workshop par-
ticipants, it was as if governmental action in favour of active 
ageing had in itself become an obstacle to properly address-
ing the needs of those who, far from working more, needed 
to do just the opposite. In short, companies faced a wide 
range of situations that required a multiplicity of responses 
that current regulations did not offer.

The rest of the basic obstacles identified were related to 
human resources policies: rigidity in the types of employ-
ment contracts, difficulties in the social dialogue—lack of 
fluid communication with unions, in some cases –, absence 
of horizontal mobility or internal promotion systems that 
helped employees visualize an occupational career in the 
company, insufficient training and motivation among work-
ers. It was not that human resources managers were trying to 
put obstacles in the way; rather, the obstacles were organiza-
tional factors embedded in daily management activities. But 
they were not just organizational in nature; they were also 
individual. For example, the low motivation of workers to 
consider extending their working life—in a context in which 
the predominant message had been, and to a certain extent 
still was, just the opposite –:

We have not fomented motivation. We have a collec-
tive agreement. The general retirement age is 65, but 
in our agreement, […] retirement is at 60, so starting 
at fifty-something you start to count, I have five years 
left, six years left. (line manager)

Facilitators

Still within the second issue analysed—i.e. barriers and 
opportunities to adopt an AA culture in the company—but 
turning now to elements perceived as facilitators for the 
introduction of an active ageing culture, workshop par-
ticipants described the following scenario: again, it was 
mostly organizational factors that played a role in foment-
ing an active ageing culture. Specifically, and in order of 
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importance, the following issues were mentioned: progres-
sive increase of awareness, adaptation of the job and working 
conditions—something deemed an obstacle when not done 
or when done in the wrong conditions, but when viewed 
from the other side it was clearly a facilitator—and work-
force management—with measures such as the strengthen-
ing of the role of the older worker training younger workers, 
recognition of experience and promotion of older persons, 
educating the workers on the issue of active ageing, planning 
in regard to the age evolution of the workers, or the exten-
sion of employment contracts to improve the contributions 
paid into the public pension system –. In one case the impor-
tance of having a company culture that did not discriminate 
based on age was highlighted:

In this company, no one has ever, ever suffered age 
discrimination. Never. Quite the opposite, in fact. We 
have seen people aged over 45, 50 or 55 who had a 
problem, risk of social exclusion because they couldn’t 
find a job, and we gave them the chance. (human 
resources manager)

Without a doubt, the action most often perceived as favour-
able to active ageing was job adaptation. The four partici-
pating companies gave examples of what they had done in 
this regard:

There are areas in which there have been […] some 
type of meeting, some actions, especially positive 
actions, not simply concern about it, but actually com-
ing up with formulas that make it possible to adapt this 
last stretch of the life of the worker, because obviously 
it must be adapted. (human resources manager)

Raising awareness about the issue was also considered a 
fundamental facilitator, a sort of lever with which to foment 
a culture of active ageing. In this regard, there seemed to be 
high receptivity not only to talking about the issue but also 
to looking for ways to prevent ageing from becoming a seri-
ous problem. Some companies seemed to know why it is so 
important to raise awareness about ageing in the work world:

Within 10 or 15 years the profile of workers is going 
to change completely and the company has to be 
prepared, we cannot adapt to it afterwards. (human 
resources manager)

Response to activation policies

Regarding the third explored issue—i.e. how employers and 
workers in the region are responding to top-down activa-
tion policies—the obvious consequence of a low degree 
of awareness and familiarity with the issue was that the 
response by social partners to active ageing policies—issued 

at the international or national level—was practically non-
existent. After the analysis, it was clear that workshop par-
ticipants were just beginning to consider such policies.

What responses did our fieldwork find, as isolated and 
preliminary as they might be? Adaptation of the job to 
ensure, to the extent possible, better health conditions in 
the performance of the activity; preparation of reports about 
the occupational health of workers to see what type of job 
adaptation would be necessary—this response was more the 
result of concern about health maintenance than about age-
ing –; procedures to lower retirement age—partial retire-
ment was a good example of this –; preferential attention 
to older people to combat the job exclusion they tend to 
suffer; improvement of employment contract conditions—
going from part-time to full-time work, for example—so that 
workers of a certain age could increase their contribution 
to the public pension system and thus have a better pension 
when they retire; use of a special substitution contract when 
replacing a semi-retired worker; social action programmes 
promoting leisure activity and sports.

What measures should be taken, in the opinion of employ-
ers, workers and their representatives, to prepare for and 
better respond to the challenge of ageing in general and of 
active ageing in particular? These are the recommendations 
they had for policy makers: (a) find formulas by which to 
adapt the last stage of the working life of workers; (b) build 
consensus among the social partners regarding the need to 
pay attention to active ageing; (c) combine experience and 
youth for the benefit of all generations at the workplace; (d) 
raise awareness among companies that although laying off 
an older worker may be “efficient” and cost the company 
less, the losses are greater than the gains; (e) set up perma-
nent working groups at the company to address the topic; 
(f) try to make the real age of retirement closer to the legal 
age, since the former tends to be lower than the latter; (g) 
study financing mechanisms with which to pay for the costs 
of promoting active ageing; and, above all, (h) improve com-
munication and dialogue. As regards this last suggestion, 
one participant said:

[It is necessary to] actively listen to the needs of work-
ers, according to their personal circumstances. (human 
resources manager)

Lastly, it is important to mention the strategy of recognizing 
the value and experience of older workers. Three of the four 
workshops touched upon this question. Participants acknowl-
edged that it was good to give recognition to workers, as 
they grew older, for their contributions, their trajectory, their 
accumulated experience. Only a couple of companies had 
done something along these lines. Receiving recognition was 
linked to having the motivation necessary to continue form-
ing part of the production environment, instead of retiring 
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when the time came. Both factors—recognition and moti-
vation—were in turn related to the good management of a 
multigenerational workforce. And it was precisely interac-
tion among members of a multigenerational workforce that 
was deemed a facilitator, something that helped pave the way 
for training and recycling, which are necessary to ensure 
that workers can keep contributing throughout their work-
ing lives:

The expert worker or the older worker, once he realizes 
that he has to learn new stuff, that what he knows is 
now old, [it is good] if that person […] is recognized 
by the company. These people are our trainers in a way. 
They have that prestige and I think for these people it 
is very gratifying. (human resources manager)

Discussion

In the development of strategies to promote active ageing 
in Europe, there is a ʻstructural lagʼ between demographic 
changes and the response by institutions, which take some 
time to introduce policies designed to bring necessary 
changes, to make active ageing a real and sustainable option 
(Walker and Zaidi 2019). This delay seems to be especially 
noticeable in the work sphere (Walker 2018), particularly 
in contexts of high unemployment and in relation to social 
partners. When moving from institutional formulation at 
the macro level—“story lines” in public discourse (van Dyk 
et al. 2013)—to organizational space—social partners’ nar-
ratives –, the “distance” between the proposed policies—
extending working lives as much as possible (European 
Commission, 2012) and promoting and managing active 
ageing effectively (CES et al. 2017)—and actions that can 
actually be implemented becomes very evident. For exam-
ple, such “distance” might be illustrated by the difficulty of 
combining active ageing measures with productivity goals 
in a context in which early retirement has been the norm. 
Again, it has been demonstrated that “supportive strategies 
at the meso level of stakeholders and particularly companies 
are crucial” (Naegele and Bauknecht 2019: 114) in efforts to 
make working life extension truly feasible. In fact, the results 
of the present study, which examines a group of Spanish 
social partners, show precisely this.

In all the companies involved in this case study, regard-
less of sector, type or size, the concept of active ageing 
remains poorly understood at both organizational and indi-
vidual levels. Moreover, the idea of retiring as soon as 
possible continues to guide most individual plans for old 
age, as is the case elsewhere (Hofäcker 2016). It is safe to 
say that at the time of fieldwork the topic of active ageing 
was practically absent from the agendas of the companies 
involved in the research, despite efforts by the European 

Commission, the European social partnership and national 
authorities. In general, the analysis has identified an unfor-
tunate combination of lack of information—although in 
the distance, beyond the national level, there are glimpses 
of a EU that is imposing active ageing but without the 
blessings of those who must implement it—and lack of 
support—there are few specific and viable instruments to 
use in a context where unemployment is prevalent. Over-
all, at the organizational level more obstacles to active 
ageing are perceived than facilitators. However, macro-
institutional “story lines” tend to focus more on the latter, 
emphasizing the multiple advantages of active ageing as a 
“win–win solution” (van Dyk et al. 2013) and implement-
ing measures to promote and manage active ageing (CES 
et al. 2017).

In this context, the study has confirmed that there is a 
low level of awareness regarding active ageing and the chal-
lenges and opportunities linked to demographic change, as 
pointed out in the framework agreement (CES et al. 2017). 
It is thus essential that awareness campaigns on active age-
ing be undertaken in production environments (Guaglianone 
and Ravelli 2016) but it is equally important to take labour 
market realities into account.

Is this lack of awareness among social partners specific to 
Spain? Certainly not. A comparative study examining data 
from Italy, Poland, Spain and the United Kingdom has con-
cluded that the level of awareness regarding active ageing 
among social partners in these countries is modest or very 
low (Ball 2019). This should be considered clear evidence 
of the limited efficacy, for now, of active ageing policies and 
associated “story lines” developed using a top-down model 
(López-López and Sánchez 2020).

The predominant idea in the collective imaginary, in 
the Spanish case studied, is that the goal should be to do 
everything possible to work the shortest time possible, and 
workers confirm the late freedom narrative, i.e. the view 
of retirement as a well-deserved liberation from employ-
ment duties (van Dyk 2015). Therefore, the most immediate 
response by employers to the ageing of employees has been 
to create formulas by which to encourage early retirement, 
even though the legislation—which, by the way, most people 
know little about—goes precisely in the opposite direction 
(Alcover et al. 2014).

Clearly, when it comes to trying to introduce an active 
ageing culture in companies located in a challenging pro-
duction environment, obstacles abound. Promoting active 
ageing is, in general, not perceived as an easy thing to do: 
it seems it is difficult to find the type of workforce manage-
ment that is right for the company and that also allows the 
needs of older employees to be met. In fact, the only substan-
tial practice carried out to date in relation to active ageing 
has been the attempt—more or less elaborate and successful, 
depending on the case—to adapt certain jobs, although this 
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initiative has sometimes been taken as a response not to age-
ing but rather to poor health or the inability of the workers to 
continue doing their assigned tasks. Interestingly, although it 
is often unconscious, this improvement of individual work-
ing conditions may help reduce early retirement (Moreira 
et al. 2018).

As regards the facilitators of active ageing, a two-tiered 
connection—between older workers’ recognition and their 
motivation to extend their working lives, on the one hand, 
and between intergenerational collaboration and the interest 
shown by older workers in training younger workers, on the 
other—has been identified. The second part of the connec-
tion suggests that it might be beneficial to add an intergen-
erational aspect to collective bargaining and social dialogue 
(ter Haar and Rönnmar 2014) and to set up viable systems 
for lifelong learning at the workplace (Carlstedt et al. 2018).

Finally, providing information and raising awareness is 
not enough. It is also necessary to implement realistic and 
pragmatic strategies that are suited to the situation of each 
company. Such strategies must effectively respond to the real 
needs of an ageing workforce and reduce existing obstacles 
and resistance, and they must do so without distorting the 
system of production or service provision in any way (Peña-
Casas 2017).

Although the Spanish companies involved in the study 
have on certain occasions made decisions related to the 
ageing of their workers, some of the premises upon which 
these decisions were based are totally contrary to institu-
tional “story lines”. It appears that, in the context of south-
ern Spain, at this point in time, convincing employers and 
workers of the value of the prolongation of working life 
poses quite a challenge, particularly because what has been 
done up to the present is quite the opposite.

However, thanks to their participation in this research, 
some of the organizations involved are beginning to look at 
this issue and have added it to their agendas. Future research 
should take into account the effectiveness of fieldwork for-
mats like data-generating workshops in raising dialogue 
about the impact of ageing within companies and also in 
eliciting bottom-up proposals and responses to public poli-
cies and measures in the field of active ageing.

Limitations

The main limitation of this study is the small number of 
entrepreneurial organizations that agreed to be involved, 
although they do belong to four key sectors in the regional 
economy. In a context of very limited awareness at the 
organizational level about ageing in general and active age-
ing in particular, companies were reluctant to invest time in 
a research project that did not seem very relevant. However, 
the heterogeneous profile of the companies that did agree to 

participate at least allowed for a diverse range of narratives, 
providing tips and potential avenues for future research in 
this or other challenging production environments. Also, 
in future research, it would be a good idea to use a more 
diverse sample of social agents in terms of ethnicity and 
work history.

The fact that all the fieldwork took place in Spanish and 
was later partially translated into English for publication 
could be interpreted as a possible limitation. To ensure that 
no significant content was lost and that the English used was 
both correct and appropriate, the services of a professional 
translator with experience in the field of active ageing were 
engaged.

As for the transfer of the analysis to other European 
contexts, both the procedure and the results can be consid-
ered applicable elsewhere, given that all the research was 
conducted and validated step by step, in a parallel manner, 
in United Kingdom, Italy, Poland and Spain, although this 
paper focuses only on the last country. The final report of the 
larger project (Ball 2019) compares and contrasts the studies 
conducted in the different countries but, due to space limita-
tions, such information could not be included here.

Conclusion

Promoting active ageing in companies or other production 
settings does not consist only of prolonging working life, 
especially when an early retirement culture has prevailed in 
a context of high unemployment. It also involves develop-
ing realistic mechanisms that, taking into account the many 
obstacles, may facilitate job adaptation and adjustment by 
the worker during his or her final stage at the company. To 
this end, social partners at the local organizational level have 
a critical role to play, especially in challenging production 
environments such as the ones analyzed here. Despite their 
positive “story lines”, top-down active ageing policies—
including European social partner agreements—alone are 
far from effective in counteracting the trend towards early 
retirement that may exist at the local level.

Information and measures exist but they must be inter-
preted and transposed to the real circumstances of compa-
nies and of society as a whole, through adequate ad hoc 
policies. This is the only way that employers, workers and 
their representatives—particularly in contexts of high unem-
ployment—will come to be aware of and sensitive to the 
active ageing of workers and the need to take additional 
steps to improve the quality of life of workers as they age.
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