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1. Introduction: The Swedish policy setting for a “Code of Good Practice” 
 
Sweden experienced a dramatic shake-out of the older workforce in the first 
half of the 1990s as part of the economic crisis 1991-94. The labour force par-
ticipation rates and even more pronounced the employment rates for the older 
workforce sank dramatically. However, when the Swedish economy recovered 
in the latter half of the 1990s the employment rates for the older workers, both 
for men and women, did not go back to the former rather high levels. 
 
The low employment rates in the older workforce is regarded a major social and 
economic problem in Swedish society in three ways. 
 
First, it is seen a cost problem. Unemployment insurance and other kinds of so-
cial insurance schemes for those that retired “too early” are expensive and re-
garded as a heavy  burden (i.e. cost) on society. 
 
Secondly it is seen as a problem of changing norms. The Swedish labour mar-
ket and social policy regime is built around the “work line”, the axis around 
which economic growth as well as the character of welfare provision is con-
structed. A long period of falling employment rates in the older workforce can 
lead - and is already being seen as having led to - a change in the perception of 
the normal retirement age, that is the expected effective retirement age. This 
normative change is regarded as problematic and potentially dangerous since it 
will influence the behaviour of the older workforce as well as the attitudes of 
the employers towards ageing workers. 
 
Thirdly, it is increasingly seen as a problem for the economic growth in Swe-
den.  Long term economic forecasts envisage a growth in the labour force in 
Sweden, which for demographic reasons have to take the form of increasing 
employment rates among the older workforce. This long-term bottleneck prob-
lem in the Swedish economy gives rise to proposals to change the pension sys-
tems (the public as well as occupational systems) and to make entry into the 
disability pension schemes more difficult. A series of measures is proposed to 
make it more difficult for older workers to enter the different social insurance 
schemes, i.e. those schemes that make early exit possible.  
  
In the ongoing public discussion in Sweden these three dimensions of the older 
workforce dilemma can be seen in the following key areas of discussion and 
contention: 
- changes in the public regulation of pensions, sickness insurance, and unem-
ployment insurance by closing or tightening the exit paths as much as possible, 
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encouraging and forcing the older workforce to accept to implications of the 
“work line”. This is already set in motion in quite a firm way. 
- encouraging changes in the conditions of work. This takes two major forms. 
One is a move to increase flexibility of work conditions, e.g. in terms of flexi-
ble working hours, part-time work etc. (The key instrument for this strategy, 
part-time pension, has however been abolished.). The other form is to encour-
age employers to develop “learning organisations”, that is to make competence 
development or at least competence maintenance part of the normal design of 
the work organisations. Public policy can support this development by encour-
aging competence development. Recently, tax-subsidized individual compe-
tence accounts have been suggested, a reform that seems likely to be accepted 
in the near future. 
- finally, changing attitudes towards older workers. Negative images exist in 
many contexts. However, the most important actors are those that decide about 
hiring and firing, that is employers in the private and the public sector. Chang-
ing the attitudes among personnel departments, educational institutions, and la-
bour market agencies is also seen as important. 
 
2. General comments on the Code of Good Practice  
 
a) The Status of a Voluntary Code: It should be made clear in what way a Code 
is different from and how it relates to other modes of regulating practices and 
behaviour (laws, collective agreements etc.). A Code will have different im-
pacts in different societies due to the existing laws, and collective agreements, 
as well as due to the role of the Employer’s federations versus the individual 
firms and the overall policy direction of employer’s organisations. 
 
b) From where is the Code emanating? Whatever their evaluation of the sug-
gested Code the Swedish actors wanted it to be clearly stated from where and 
from which set of actors this kind of initiative is coming. If a Code should be 
effective it is important that employers and employer’s organisations are active-
ly engaged from early on in the process of establishing the Code. This is em-
phasized by many of the experts we interviewed. For the Swedish Employers 
federation it is furthermore very important to know the position taken by the 
European employer’s organisations.  
 
This Code should, from a Swedish perspective, be developed on the European 
level, by engaging the private and public employers as closely as possible in the 
discussion about as well as the dissemination of the Code. In order to argue for 
this ‘Code of Good Practice’ among employers in Sweden it is important that 
the view of the European Employers federations is positive. 
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Secondly, it is important to engage key employers and their organisations in 
any agreement about the Code on the national level. Organizational support and 
(political) pressure from the relevant EU offices will be important when the 
Code is launched in its local versions. At least this is important, we believe, in 
the Swedish case. 
 
c) To whom should the Code be addressed? The Code as it stands is a mix of 
general and specific recommendations and suggestions. Most of the recommen-
dations in the Code presuppose action and initiatives on part of the employer. 
We have got some valuable suggestions and comments on this point. 
 
A first point is that not all organisations are equipped to handle this Code. A 
couple of the Swedish experts pointed out that the Code presupposes a large 
organisation/ firm, with a HRM department and/or a well trained personnel de-
partment. How can this Code be adapted to and implemented in small firms and 
small organisations?  
 
A second point, or rather a suggestion, is that this Code should also apply to 
and inform the actions of recruitment and head-hunting firms, personnel hiring 
firms (e.g. those handling vacancies and short contract jobs). Consultants are 
used by firms and public organisations both for expansion and in periods of 
contracting, in finding as well as getting rid of employees. Organisations and 
firms should be encouraged to use those consultants that subscribe to this Code. 
This could be included in the section “Employment exit ... and Recruitment”.  
These kinds of firms can perhaps be persuaded to operate according to this 
Code as part of a certification procedure?. 
 
d) The scope of the Code - general versus age-specific recommendations. What 
kind of groups should be included or implied in the Code?  Many experts sug-
gest that a Code of Good Practice should be general in its scope. The Code 
should not single out the older workers issue, since other groups and categories 
are also the object of “bad practices”. Age should be put systematically on the 
same level as gender and ethnic background in terms of the need for equal 
treatment. This suggestion is important, at least in the Swedish context.  
 
Several experts note that the Code as it now stands mix the ageing worker issue 
and the general call for non-discrimination and equal treatment. Could this be 
handled by a short general introduction and then a more specific ageing per-
spective?  Some of the issues raised in the Code, e.g. competence maintenance 
over the life course, are specific for the ageing worker, while many others are 
common to age, gender and ethnic background, 
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e) Bad practices - discrimination - equal opportunity. Employers are reticent to 
use the word discrimination. They argue that not all that does not function well 
in the labour market is discrimination. On the other hand union representatives 
find it important that the Code regards the ageing worker problem not as a spe-
cific problem but as a part of the larger non-discriminatory framework. There 
are concepts that can include the positions of both employers and unions. In-
stead of age-specific and non-discriminatory practices the emphasis can be laid 
on “equal opportunity” and ”diversity”. 
 
f) Productive diversity.  Several experts find that a good aspect of the Code is 
that it emphasizes the important and productive role of diversity in the work 
force and that it takes this diversity as something good for firms, for the public 
sector and the work force. The problems of the ageing workforce can be includ-
ed in a more overall framework on non-discrimination, perhaps by using the 
more inclusive idea of ”productive diversity” in the workforce.  
 
g) An overall positive view of the Code. Most of the experts find that Code has 
many good suggestions, gives important recommendations and that most of 
what the Code says are in line with their own view and analysis of what should 
be done. One expert states that if the Code was implemented fully most of the 
policy problems with the older workers would be solved.  But there is also the 
comment that this is a list of good intentions and that implementation of the 
Code lies in the future. 
 
h) The importance of a Code for changing attitudes.  Nearly all experts find 
that the most important contribution of the Code will be in the area of changing 
attitudes. They do not refer to attitudes in a general sense, such as a public poll 
measuring the attitudes of the population towards older workers, but in the 
more specific sense of attitudes among decision-making employers (private and 
public) and public policy makers.  
 
i) The section on “Learning and Development” is regarded as very valuable by 
many Swedish experts. The ”responsibility” for training and competence should 
include both the role of firms and the role of individual decisions. The experts 
want employers to plan their organisation of work and division of tasks to en-
sure continuous learning and development for the employees. Many experts see 
the Code as a further support when  demanding employers to  develop their or-
ganisations into learning organisations and that competence development 
should be part of everyone’s experience 
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3. Critical evaluation of the Code from the Swedish Employers Federation  
 
The experts from the side of private employers are more sceptical than other 
experts about the value of a Code. The Swedish employers are in principle crit-
ical towards those policies - including laws, regulations and existing agree-
ments - that circumscribe the freedom of action for the individual firm. In the 
case of a Code of Good Practice they clearly prefer a bottom-up perspective in-
stead of a European Code that is coming “from above” into different national 
contexts. The bottom-up method here implies that decisions and practices and 
programs developed in individual firms could be spread and summarized in 
sectors and nationally and finally on a European level. The subsidiarity princi-
ple is invoked by Swedish employers as relevant for labour market problems 
and policies.   
 
There is a fear that this Code is a step in the direction of new laws and new 
clauses in collective agreements that would further restrict the freedom of deci-
sion in the firms. Therefore the status of the Code - as discussed above in point 
a) - is important to clarify when this initiative moves forward.   
 
The CGP can be presented as an alternative to legislation (an argument di-
rected to employers), as an addition to existing laws (an argument directed to 
trade unions), or as a way  to change the long-term responsibility for the design 
of work organisations and the exclusion of weak groups from the labour mar-
ket, by weaving a tight normative and discursive net around the actors in the 
economic and social sphere (an argument for policy experts in the EU and on 
the national arenas). 
 
Since Employers and their organisations are decisive in the case making a vol-
untary Code of Good Practice effective, much thought and strategic thinking 
should be devoted to how Employers and their organisations can become com-
mitted  to the Code. 
 
4. Some specific comments  
 
a) The recommendation to abstain from using age-specifying documents when 
recruiting is in practice impossible in Sweden due to the use of the age-related 
personal identification number in personal and official documents. However, 
the idea that age should not be used in advertisements etc. are supported by 
Swedish experts.  
 
b) There is a problem in the use of the concept “flexibility” in the Code. Ex-
perts from the trade unions stress that support in the Code for the part-time pen-
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sion schemes is important (as  a way of keeping a partial connection to work for 
older workers). However, the emphasis on short-term contracts and temporary 
work is problematic, since these we know that these measures will involve a 
disproportional number of older workers.  
 
“Flexibility” can further refer to the construction of work organisations (so that 
they can adapt to the needs and demands of older workers). But it can mean that 
older worker should be flexible in adapting to changes in their work schedules 
and in the location of their jobs. Obviously, trade union spokesmen prefer the 
first interpretation of flexibility 
 
c) Training and the maintenance/renewal of competence. There should be a 
clause in the Code stating that employers should/must give employees the right 
to engage themselves in training and education, including university courses. 
Educational breaks should be a normal part in a working life. Such a break 
should not have any consequence for the employment security of the employ-
ees. 
 
d) The federation of Local Governments have found that it gives a bad image of 
work in the local government sector if many employees find their work so hard 
that they want to retire form their work early, which is the case today. This or-
ganisation wants the local governments to develop more flexibility and more 
individual and individually adapted solutions. The suggested Code is in line 
with their own policy. 
 
e) The Code can have a more general impact in the long run. It can establish a 
common European framework in adding its small part to the establishment of a 
common European norm to stay in the labour market until the codified retire-
ment age and by establishing the norm that the organisation of work in both 
private and public sectors should be geared to such a goal.   
 
f) However, in order to be credible as sponsor of this Code of Good Practice, 
the European Union (and its Commission) must change the age-discriminatory 
rules, e.g. the strict age-limits, which is applied in the EU recruitment proce-
dures.. 
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Note about the research and data upon which this report is based. 
 
This Report is based on interviews and comments written by 16 representatives 
from different sectors and organisations in the Swedish labour market and Poli-
cy setting. The interviews were made by Inger Lindborg (graduate student in 
Sociology) and Gunnar Olofsson. The summary report is written by Gunnar Ol-
ofsson (final version) and Inger Lindborg (draft outline). 
 
We have had contacts and interviews with representatives for and experts em-
ployed in   
 

a) Government agencies. Experts and officials from National Labour market 
Board (AMS); Department of Labour markets affairs (“Näringsdeparte-
mentet”); local labour market offices; experts in the Royal Commission 
on older Workers and Labour Market (“Äldreberedningen”) 
 

b) Employers and Employers Organisations. Representatives from the Swe-
dish Employers Federation (SAF); Association of Local Governments; 
Sectoral Employer organisations; employers in different firms. 
 

c) Trade Unions.  National federation of manual workers (LO), National 
Unions for workers in local government (Kommunal), metal workers 
(Metall); national federations for employees and white collar workers 
(TCO) and the national federation for academic and professional unions 
(SACO). 
 

d) Special interest and Pressure Groups. This include representatives from 
two different Employment Security Funds and from the NGO and pres-
sure group for older workers (50+) 
 

Our sample of key persons and representatives followed the suggestions put 
forward during the Brussels meeting. We used the latest version of the Code 
(both in its English version and its translated Swedish version). Our first move 
was to write to these experts and key representative, describing the Good Prac-
tice initiative and what we wanted them to respond to. Then they were contact-
ed over the phone for an interview. In this contact we further described the 
background for the Good Practice initiative and why it was important to get 
their comments and views. They got the Code by mail (or e-mail). Then they 
were contacted again. They were interviewed over the phone or in face to face 
interviews. We have also conducted group discussions. These interviews and 
group discussions were transcribed (when relevant). Some comments were sent 
to us by mail, mostly e-mail. 


