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Abstract
In order to capture the rapidly changing reality of older workers, it is important to study
retirement not as a one-off transition, but rather as a series of diverse pathways that unfold
during the period before and after reaching the full retirement age. The retirement transi-
tions of men and women have been shown to vary widely according to individual
characteristics such as health, education and marital status, but also according to
macro-institutional factors, such as welfare regimes and gender norms. While there is a
consensus about the combined influence of institutional and individual factors in shaping
retirement transitions, previous research has rarely included both levels of analysis. This
study aims to close this research gap. Using a pooled-country dataset from three panel sur-
veys, covering 11 nations, we examine the retirement pathways of 1,594 women and 1,105
men during a 12-year period (2004–2016) around the country- and gender-specific full
pension age. Results show that retirement pathways diverge considerably across countries
and lifecourse regimes. The distribution of men and women between the different path-
ways is also variable, both within and across societal contexts. More importantly, the influ-
ence of individual-level characteristics, such as education, on the gendering of retirement
pathways is not identical across societal contexts. These findings provide useful insights
into the gender-differentiated implications of policies aimed at extending working lives.
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Introduction
The rapidly changing reality of older workers is a direct consequence of population
ageing, political concern about the long-term viability of existing pension schemes
and the widespread adoption of policies aimed at extending the duration of work-
ing lives (Blossfeld et al., 2006; Hofäcker et al., 2016; Ní Léime and Ogg, 2019;
Wainwright et al., 2019; Ní Léime et al., 2020). These changes have led scholars
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to question the standard (male-oriented) conception of retirement as a one-off
transition, and to suggest that it may be more fruitful to consider the diverse path-
ways that unfold in the years leading up to – and potentially beyond – the age at
which people qualify for a full basic pension (i.e. reach full pension age, ‘FPA’ here-
after) (Duberley and Carmichael, 2016; Worts et al., 2016; Stafford et al., 2017; Van
Der Horst et al., 2017; Wahrendorf et al., 2017; Axelrad and Mcnamara, 2018;
Calvo et al., 2018; Madero-Cabib et al., 2020). By focusing on retirement pathways
rather than simply studying the timing of the transition into retirement, we are able
to identify the diverse routes to retirement that are available to people in later life.
This allows a more dynamic analysis of this strategic phase of the lifecourse and
opens up novel areas of scientific inquiry.

It is already widely recognised that the timing and patterns of transitions to
retirement vary across national or welfare state contexts. As recent research has
indicated, macro-institutional factors, such as the generosity and replacement
ratio of pension schemes (Oesch, 2008; Hess et al., 2016; Hofäcker et al., 2016),
child-care and elder-care policies and provisions (Le Feuvre et al., 2014), life-long
training policies (Wainwright et al., 2019), and the adoption and effective imple-
mentation of anti-age discrimination measures (Burnay, 2004), shape the employ-
ment rates and retirement timing of older workers.

The influence of individual- (or micro-) level characteristics, such as health, edu-
cation and partnership status, on retirement practices is also well-documented
(Radl, 2013; Steiber and Kohli, 2017). Previous research has consistently found
that poor health and lower educational levels are related to earlier transitions to
retirement, often involving a period of disability or unemployment (Halleröd
et al., 2012; Radl, 2013; Wahrendorf et al., 2013, 2017; Visser et al., 2016).
Likewise, several studies also found that the absence of a partner (i.e. being single,
divorced or widowed) is associated with later retirement (Schils, 2008; Radl, 2013;
Madero-Cabib et al., 2016).

Finally, gender has been identified as a major source of inequality in the retire-
ment experience, although more so in some national contexts than in others
(Oesch, 2008; Madero-Cabib and Fasang, 2016; Ní Léime et al., 2017). For example,
retirement timing, pension income and pension replacement rates have been shown
to vary considerably for men and women in England (Van der Horst et al., 2017)
and in the United Kingdom (UK) (Tosi and Grundy, 2021), notably due to stark
gender differences in employment trajectories before retirement. Nevertheless, ‘gen-
der’ remains a complex notion to wield in cross-national comparisons, since it is
often considered to be an individual-level characteristic (Hess et al., 2016;
Riekhoff and Järnefelt, 2017), thus making it difficult to capture variations in the
institutional gendering of retirement pathways across societal contexts or welfare
regimes (Melesk, 2021).

So, while there is a consensus about the combined importance of institutional
and individual factors for shaping labour force participation patterns in later life
(Mandel, 2010; Hegewisch and Gornick, 2011; Korpi et al., 2013; Hofäcker, 2015;
Ferragina, 2017), cross-national studies of retirement rarely include both levels of
analysis. To our knowledge, few studies to date have compared the influence of
individual-level characteristics on retirement pathways across countries, welfare sys-
tems or lifecourse regimes. One exception to this rule is provided by Axelrad and
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Mcnamara (2018), who compared the transitions of older men and women between
different labour force statuses across two points in time, in a range of countries.
This study emphasised the importance of adopting a gendered focus to explore
the retirement process cross-nationally. In this study, we close these research
gaps by mapping the long-term retirement pathways of men and women in 11 dif-
ferent countries, and by analysing their individual-level and macro-institutional
determinants. The adoption of sequence analysis methods enables us to identify
the full range of possible gendered retirement patterns across countries. Our
main contribution lies in the ability to determine to what extent men and
women follow similar or specific retirement pathways in different institutional con-
texts, and to measure the sensitivity of these pathways to individual-level
determinants.

Concretely, our study addresses the following research questions:

(1) To what extent do retirement pathways vary by gender?
(2) To what extent does the gendered distribution of retirement pathways vary

according to macro-institutional contexts, such as the predominant life-
course regime?

(3) To what extent do individual characteristics (e.g. education levels, partner-
ship status, health) influence the gender distribution of retirement
pathways?

(4) To what extent does the influence of individual characteristics (e.g. educa-
tion levels) on the gender distribution of retirement pathways vary across
lifecourse regimes?

To address these questions, we examine the retirement pathways of 1,594 women
and 1,105 men from 11 different countries, surveyed during the 12-year period sur-
rounding the FPA, between 2004 and 2016. For this purpose, we use harmonised
data from three surveys: the Health and Retirement Study (HRS), the English
Longitudinal Study of Ageing (ELSA) and the Survey of Health, Ageing and
Retirement in Europe (SHARE).

Analytical framework
Our study seeks to map the retirement pathways of the current generation of retir-
ees in order to better understand the potentially diverse (gendered) implications of
pension reforms and extending working life (EWL) policies in comparative per-
spective (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD),
2017, 2018; Silcock, 2012; Ní Léime et al., 2020). We are eager to explore the
idea that those men and women who are currently leaving the labour market before
reaching FPA1 may represent a small or significant share of the older population,
and may also have very different socio-demographic profiles and employment his-
tories in different societal contexts. In short, we want to grasp the institutional and

1We adopt the term ‘full pension age’ (FPA), in preference to the alternative notions of ‘legal’ or ‘state
pension age’, in recognition of the fact that some countries included in our sample no longer have a man-
datory retirement age.
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socio-demographic conditions under which some older people have effectively
started to extend the duration of their working lives, but we also want to establish
whether or not these are necessarily the same, for men and for women, across and
within all societal contexts.

Retirement pathways in a context of extending working lives

Figure 1 shows the employment rates for male and female workers aged 55–59,
60–64 and 65–69 across the countries studied here, in 2010, which is the reference
year for this study.

These cross-sectional data enable us to visualise the diversity of employment
rates across age groups in our chosen countries. Thus, over 80 per cent of men
in the 55–59 years age group are (still) in employment in Denmark, Sweden and
Switzerland, whereas this figure is below 70 per cent in Austria, Belgium, France
and Italy. For the oldest age group (65–69 years), the male employment rates
range from less than 12 per cent in countries like Austria, Belgium, France,
Germany and Italy, to over 30 per cent in the United States of America (USA).

For women in the 55–59 years age group, employment rates range from over 60
per cent in the USA, Switzerland, Sweden, Denmark, Germany and the UK, to
below 50 per cent in Spain, Italy, Belgium and Austria. At 65–69 years, over 25
per cent of women are still working in the USA, whereas under 5 per cent of
them are in employment in France and Italy.

Interesting though they are, these cross-sectional figures provide little insight
into the mechanisms behind the different retirement pathways, and they reveal little

Figure 1. Cross-sectional employment rates (percentages) of older workers by country, age category and
gender in 2010.
Source: Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (2010).
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about the interplay of institutional and individual-level factors on the retirement
pathways followed across and within these macro-institutional settings.

Gendered lifecourse regimes and employment policies

In this largely exploratory study we worked with data from 11 countries. We aimed to
include all the countries that fulfilled our data availability criteria. Where possible
(ELSA and HRS), we used single-country variables. Where this was not possible
(due to limited sample size for some countries in SHARE), we addressed this chal-
lenge by creating country clusters that were relevant for our specific research ques-
tions. These clusters were inspired by the lifecourse regime typology (Möhring,
2016) and a preliminary categorisation of countries according to the nature of the
EWL policies adopted in the mid-2000s (Buchholz et al., 2006). Using data from
the retrospective SHARELIFE survey, Möhring differentiates between a series of
ideal-type ‘lifecourse regimes’ on the basis of three empirical measures:

(1) The degree to which individuals adopt a ‘normal work biography’, charac-
terised by continuous employment in standard (i.e. permanent and full-
time) jobs throughout the entire duration of their adult lives (‘career
standardisation’).

(2) The ease and frequency with which individuals switch between different
employment statuses (full-time, part-time, not-in-employment, unemploy-
ment) throughout their adult lifecourse (‘career volatility’).

(3) The similarity or diversity of employment histories across the whole popula-
tion within a given national context (‘career heterogeneity’) (Möhring, 2016).

Since this typology adopts a longitudinal perspective on the interplay of social
policy macro- (institutional) and life history micro- (individual) level influences,
with a strong gender focus, it is particularly well-suited to the objectives of our
study.

Besides the three empirical indicators used by Möhring, we included an additional
criterion, based on broad EWL policy orientations adopted in the mid-2000s in dif-
ferent national contexts (Buchholz et al., 2006; Ní Léime et al., 2017, 2020). Previous
research has identified two main policy responses to population ageing: ‘employment
exit’ policies, which encourage the early retirement of older workers, and ‘employ-
ment maintenance’ policies, which provide opportunities for extending working
lives (Buchholz et al., 2006; König and Schilling, 2016). Conditions fostering the
adoption of an ‘employment exit’ logic are strong insider–outsider distinctions
within highly regulated labour markets, whereas ‘employment maintenance’ policies
are more likely to be adopted in weakly regulated labour markets, characterised by
high job and occupational mobility. To date, little is known about the potentially dif-
ferential effects of these EWL policy orientations on older men and women, and this
is one of the issues we wanted to explore further.

For the countries covered by this study, England, the USA, Sweden and
Denmark are associated with ‘employment maintenance’ policies, although the
mechanisms behind this promotion of EWL are not identical in all cases.
In England and the USA, these policies are largely market-induced, whereas they
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result from negotiations with social partners in Sweden and Denmark. Hence, in
our analysis, we allocate these countries to three distinct analytical categories:
Nordic (Denmark and Sweden), England and the USA. The decision not to conflate
the USA and England into a single ‘liberal’ lifecourse regime category was based on
previous research (Lain, 2016; Van der Horst et al., 2017) suggesting very different
historical patterns of women’s integration into the labour market in these two
national settings. Specifically, while in both countries men are more likely than
women to be in full-time employment across the lifecourse, in the USA the employ-
ment policies operate under a ‘gender sameness’ framework (Van der Horst et al.,
2017) in which both male and female workers are expected to work full-time in
order to access social benefits (e.g. health insurance). By contrast, in England (as
in the UK more generally), a ‘modified male breadwinner/female caregiver’ frame-
work persists (Van der Horst et al., 2017). According to this model, women are
expected to serve as main carers of families and contribute marginally to the house-
hold income through part-time jobs. Consequently, about 40 per cent of English
females work part-time, and this figure increases to 56 per cent among mothers
of school-age children (Warren and Lyonette, 2018).

In contrast, many Southern and Continental European countries have adopted
‘employment exit’ policies, encouraging the early transition of at least some cat-
egories of older (usually male) workers to retirement, either through subsidised pre-
retirement schemes, or by limiting the pension penalties associated with anticipated
labour market exit.

We were thus eager to discover the effects of these policy orientations on the dis-
tribution and determinants of current retirement pathways, particularly from a gender
perspective. We worked with five country clusters: ‘Nordic’ (Sweden and Denmark),
‘Continental’ (Austria, Belgium, Germany and Switzerland2), ‘Mediterranean’ (Italy,
France3 and Spain), ‘England’ and ‘USA’. As stated earlier, these lifecourse regime

2It is worth mentioning that Switzerland has certain specific characteristics that set it apart from most of
the other countries included in this Continental cluster. Firstly, it has gender-differentiated mandatory
retirement ages of 64 (for women) and 65 (for men). Secondly, there is no history of systematic ‘employ-
ment exit policies’ being adopted at the Swiss federal level. However, despite some recent EWL policy initia-
tives in favour of ‘unretirement’, there is evidence to suggest that Swiss employers have historically made
extensive use of a range of policies aimed at encouraging various forms of early labour market exit for
selected groups of older workers. These measures were generally gender-differentiated, and included finan-
cially attractive early retirement schemes for male managers in the finance sector and partial retirement
schemes for male manual transport workers, or less-advantageous offers of reduced working hours for
older female workers in the health-care and distribution sectors (Le Feuvre et al., 2014). These sector-
specific measures are particularly likely to have affected the age cohorts studied here (Madero-Cabib,
2016) and justify our decision to include Switzerland in the Continental regime cluster.

3The decision to place France in the ‘Mediterranean’ rather than in the ‘Continental’ cluster was inspired
by the fact that, for the cohort under study, this country presents contextual characteristics more similar to
Italy and Spain, notably, a strong polarisation between those women who remained in (mostly full-time)
employment throughout their entire adult lives and those who left the labour market on marriage or
after the birth of a first child, never to return to any form of paid work (Möhring, 2016). In all three coun-
tries, working part-time was rarely an option for the women of the generations studied here. This stands in
contrast to the Continental countries, characterised by high levels of ‘career standardisation’ for men, and a
lot of ‘career volatility’ for married women, including high rates of female part-time employment during
the child-rearing phase of the lifecourse.
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clusters differ somewhat from previous Welfare regime typologies (Esping-Andersen,
1999) because the central focus of this exploratory phase was to test for a potentially
distinctive gendered distribution of retirement pathways and their determinants.

Data, variables and methods
Data

In this research, we aim to analyse gendered long-term retirement pathways in 11
different countries, and their individual-level and macro-institutional determinants.
In order to analyse the distribution of retirement pathways under the contrasting
macro-institutional contexts discussed above, we use a harmonised pooled-country
dataset of 11 nations, including Austria, Belgium, Denmark, England, France,
Germany, Italy, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland and the USA.4 We draw on three
bi-annual panel surveys: ELSA, HRS and SHARE.

ELSA provided data for England. Supported by the UK Economic and Social
Research Council, ELSA started in 2002 by targeting individuals aged 50 years
and above, who have been interviewed every two years. The response rate in
Wave 1 was 65.0 per cent. Data from ELSA have been used by scholars to examine,
for instance, employment patterns of older men and women (Van der Horst et al.,
2017), or the relationship between membership of community groups and quality
of life after retirement (Steffens et al., 2016).

HRS provided data for the USA. Supported by the National Institute on Aging,
HRS began in 1992 by targeting individuals aged between 51 and 61, who were then
interviewed every two years. The response rate in Wave 1 was 81.6 per cent. Wang
et al. (2008) first used the HRS data to explore retirement transition and adjustment
patterns. More recently, these data have been used to identify a range of diverse
retirement pathways (Calvo et al., 2018) and to examine the impact of different
family care profiles (Stoiko and Strogh, 2019) on early and late retirement.

Supported by the European Commission, SHARE started in 2004 and includes
individuals aged 50 years and above, who have been interviewed every two years.
The average response rate in Wave 1 was 61.8 per cent (ranging from 73.6% in
France to 37.6% in Switzerland, a country well known for low survey response
rates). Amongst other topics, SHARE data have been used by scholars to examine
the impact of the combination of employment and family trajectories on retirement
timing (Madero-Cabib et al., 2016), and the impact of retirement on mental health
(Kolodziej and García-Gómez, 2019). SHARE provided data on Austria, Belgium,
Denmark, France, Germany, Italy, Spain, Sweden and Switzerland. The reason
for this selection of countries from the SHARE survey was based on the fact that
they were observed across all waves and that they could be grouped into country

4The proportions of each country in the study sample, and of men and women within each country, are
as follows: Austria = 1.9% (men = 62.7%, women = 37.3%); Belgium = 7.0% (men = 46.8%, women =
53.2%); Denmark = 3.2% (men = 48.3%, women = 51.7%); England = 23.2% (men = 40.7%, women =
59.3%); France = 5.2% (men = 44.6%, women = 55.4%), Germany = 2.6% (men = 60.9%, women = 39.1%);
Italy = 5.6% (men = 42.0%, women = 58.0%); Spain = 3.6% (men = 44.8%, women = 55.2%); Sweden =
6.0% (men = 42.2%, women = 57.8%); Switzerland = 1.7% (men = 42.6%, women = 57.4%); USA = 40.1%
(men = 36.0%, women = 64.0%).
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clusters (based on a lifecourse regime typology (Möhring, 2016) and on the nature
of the EWL policies (Buchholz et al., 2006)) with a large enough sample size.5

Many of the questions in ELSA and SHARE that relate to family life, work his-
tory, health issues, financial status in old age and social networks are inspired by
questions used in the HRS survey, making it possible to perform cross-national
comparisons. The selection of the specific waves for examining retirement pathways
was influenced by the temporal structure of the surveys (see Table S1 in the online
supplementary material). As the SHARE survey began in 2004, and because we
wanted to study the same chronological period in all countries, the waves analysed
in the ELSA and HRS surveys are those from 2004. Because the third wave of
SHARE (called SHARELIFE) is not part of the panel, but is a retrospective wave,
we did not consider it, and consequently did not consider the waves from ELSA
or HRS that were fielded that same year. We thus used data from six waves from
each of these three surveys. Furthermore, as data from Wave 7 of SHARE, Wave
8 of ELSA and Wave 13 of HRS were collected about 12 years after the first
wave analysed here, we are able to examine the retirement pathways through six
observations over a 12-year period, from 2004 to 2016.

To select our research sample, we used two criteria. The first was that people had
to be six years younger than the gender- and country-specific FPA in the baseline
observation year (2004), that is, in Wave 1 of SHARE, Wave 2 of ELSA and Wave
7 of HRS. We used the gender- and country-specific FPAs from 2010 (that is, six
years after 2004) based on OECD data (2011).6 In this way, individuals were observed
six times from six years before their country- and/or gender-specific FPA (in 2004)
until six years after FPA (in 2016). The second selection criterion was that people
could have a maximum of one missing value in self-reported labour force status
across the six observations in ELSA, HRS and SHARE. This represents just under
a quarter (20.9%) of the study sample. Where required, we performed a highly con-
servative strategy to impute missing values on labour force status.7 Our final research
sample is composed of 1,594 women and 1,105 men (2,699 individuals).

Variables

The main variable used to construct retirement pathways is self-reported labour force
status, which was captured in all the survey waves examined in this study.

5The only exception to this rule is the Czech Republic, which was not included in our analyses because it
is distinct from any of our country clusters, as the only post-socialist country, and also the only one to be
characterised by homogenous high career standardisation (Möhring, 2016). Unfortunately, other Eastern
European countries included in SHARE that could have been merged with the Czech Republic to form
an additional country cluster did not fit the required number of panel observations.

6The country- and gender-specific retirement ages in 2010 are defined as follows: Austria: men = 65,
women = 60; Belgium: men = 65, women = 64; Denmark: men and women = 65; England: men = 65,
women = 60; France: men and women = 60, Germany: men and women = 65; Italy: men = 65, women =
60; Spain: men and women = 65; Sweden: men and women = 65; Switzerland: men = 65, women = 64;
USA: men and women = 65 (OECD, 2011).

7Our strategy for imputing missing values on labour force status consisted of running multivariate impu-
tations by chained equation, by performing 50 iterative imputations with the predictive mean matching
method, and considering the following covariates (with no missing values) for each imputation: survey,
wave, gender, educational level and, if applicable, the labour force status before and after the missing value.
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Self-reported labour force status comprises seven mutually exclusive items: (a) work-
ing full-time (i.e. working more than 35 hours a week), (b) working part-time (i.e.
working less than 35 hours a week), (c) out of the labour force (i.e. individuals not
in paid employment and not actively seeking a job), (d) retired (i.e. people fully
retired from the labour market), (e) partly retired (individuals who receive some
form of pension benefit, but nevertheless continue working, usually on a part-time
basis), (f) disabled (i.e. people with a recognised disability, not in paid employment),
and (g) unemployed (i.e. individuals not in employment, but actively seeking a job).

The main covariates of this study (all measured in the baseline year, i.e. 2004) are
the societal contexts presented earlier: ‘Continental’ (Austria, Belgium, Germany
and Switzerland), ‘Mediterranean’ (Italy, France and Spain), ‘Nordic’ (Denmark
and Sweden), ‘USA’ and ‘England’.

Our choice of individual-level variables was determined by the exploratory nature
of this study and the desire to focus this stage of our enquiries on the factors that
could be applied to the entire population of older people in each institutional con-
text, irrespective of their employment histories. Therefore, we chose not to focus on
variables related to working conditions, such as having manual versus non-manual
jobs, but rather on employment status (i.e. being inside or outside the labour force),
since some working conditions indicators are not relevant for those women who
have spent long periods of their adult lives out of the labour force, as is the case
in our sample. We also eliminated variables related to the size and composition
of the household, since the living arrangements of older people in some national
contexts are known to have fluctuated considerably over time, including in the after-
math of the 2008 economic crisis (Mira Sanchez and O’Reilly, 2019).

We thus worked with the following individual-level variables: educational level
(‘primary’, ‘secondary’, ‘tertiary’), marital status (‘married/partnered’, ‘divorced/sepa-
rated’, ‘never married’, ‘widowed’) and three health indicators: poor self-rated health,8

number of chronic conditions9 and an activities of daily living (ADL) index.10

Methods

Sequence analysis was employed to reconstruct the retirement pathways of women
and men, by analysing individual sequences of labour force statuses chronologically
in the period starting six years before the FPA and extending six years beyond the
FPA. In sequence analysis, as in other trajectory modelling techniques, the scope
and depth of the analysis are limited by the time period covered by the data as

8Poor self-rated health is a binary variable based on a five-level health scale that asks people to rate their
own health according to the following indicators: ‘poor’, ‘fair’, ‘good’, ‘very good’ and ‘excellent’. The spe-
cific values of the variable poor self-rated health are: ‘no’ (for good, very good or excellent health) and ‘yes’
(for poor or fair health).

9Number of chronic conditions is a categorical scale ranging from ‘0’ (none) to ‘3+’ (three or more) based
on the following six chronic health conditions: high blood pressure or hypertension, diabetes or high blood
sugar, cancer or a malignant tumour, stroke or transient ischemic attack, chronic lung disease, and arthritis
or rheumatism. The information about these conditions is asked through questions that specify if a doctor
has ever reported the respondent as having any of the chronic diseases mentioned.

10The ADL index measures limitations to performing everyday activities, such as walking, bathing and
showering, dressing, eating, getting in and out of bed, on the basis of a binary scale: ‘no limitations in any
activity’ or ‘1 or more limitations in any activity’.
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well as by the time intervals between observations (Wolf and Gill, 2009; Warren
et al., 2015). Due to the characteristics of the three surveys described above, we
observed the labour force status of respondents every two years. In order to capture
the fact that actual retirement pathways may extend beyond this 12-year timespan,
we included a retirement from no job status in our study. This enabled us to include
those individuals (mostly women) who may already have been out of the labour
market for many years when they finally reach FPA. We believe that this offers a
more realistic vision of gendered retirement pathways in the current context.

Sequence analysis allowed us to measure the similarity or difference of every pair
of individual sequences, considering the type of status, the ordering of statuses and
their timing. For example, two retirement pathways would be regarded as similar if
both are characterised by a period of full-time employment extending from six
years before the FPA until the FPA, and then by a definitive switch to complete
retirement until six years after FPA. In this example, we can see similar types of
labour force statuses (full-time job and complete retirement), similar order of
labour force statuses (first a full-time job and then complete retirement) and,
finally, similar timing in which labour force statuses were confronted (full-time
job from six years before the FPA and complete retirement from that time
onwards). The analysis of similarities and differences between every pair of individ-
ual sequences was stored in a distance matrix that summarises the modifications
(substitution and insertion/deletion) that would hypothetically be required for
one sequence to become equal to the other one.11

We then implemented a hierarchical cluster analysis on the distance matrix in
order to group similar individual sequences (i.e. sequences composed of similar
type, order and timing of statuses) into different categories. To do so, we used
Ward’s hierarchical cluster method (Ward, 1963). A relevant decision when
using this clustering method is to choose the most appropriate and informative
number of types of sequences that summarise the diversity of retirement pathways
adopted by people around the FPA. To decide on this, we used four selection cri-
teria aimed at measuring the quality of different cluster solutions: Average
Silhouette Width (ASW), Point Biserial Correlation (PBC), Hubert’s Gamma
(HG) and Hubert’s C (HC).12 We present normalised Z scores of these criteria
given that some have an index that ranges from −1 to 1, while others range
from 0 to 1. Further, while a higher measure in ASW, PBC and HG criteria
means a better cluster solution, a lower measure in HC indicates a better solution.

After creating the types of retirement pathways, we could then measure the sim-
ultaneous influence of the covariates on the likelihood of belonging to one or
another type. To this end, we performed multinomial logistic regressions.13

11In this study, we use the Optimal Matching Analysis (OMA) method, which measures distances
between individual sequences ‘in terms of the minimal amount of energy that is required to change two
sequences such that they become identical’ (Elzinga, 2007: 3). OMA also considers both substitution
and insertion/deletion costs, which is required when working with sequences composed of different num-
bers of observations, as is the case here. In this research we used constant substitution costs of 2 and con-
stant indel costs of 1.

12For an in-depth explanation of the mathematical design of these measures, see Studer (2013).
13All the analyses were performed through the R statistical software (R Core Team, 2019), specifically

through the libraries TraMineR (Gabadinho et al., 2011) for sequence analysis, nnet (Venables and
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Results
Gendered retirement pathways

Figure 2 shows the normalised outcomes (with Z scores) of the four selection cri-
teria (ASW, PBC, HG and HC) for different cluster solutions for women
(Figure 2A) and men (Figure 2B). As shown, whereas an 11-cluster solution is
the most appropriate for women, ten clusters is the most appropriate solution
for men.

Figure 3 shows the 11 and ten trajectory types that best account for the retire-
ment pathways of women and men, respectively. We show these types in chrono-
gram plots, which illustrate the main pathway followed by individuals classified in
each type. Age is displayed on the x-axis with six observation points: ‘FPA−6 years’
(2004), ‘FPA−4 years’ (2006), ‘FPA’ (2010), ‘FPA+2 years’ (2012), ‘FPA+4 years’
(2014) and ‘FPA+6 years’ (2016). The y-axis shows the proportion (0 to 1) of indi-
viduals classified in different statuses across time. At the right of Figure 3, the seven
labour force statuses used to examine individuals’ retirement paths are defined to
distinguish transitions between different statuses. In Figure S1 in the online supple-
mentary material, we introduce the types in sequence index plots, showing the
actual trajectory followed by each individual classified within a given type.

As mentioned previously, some of these pathways vary according to the precise
employment status of the older workers six years before FPA (i.e. in full-time or
part-time jobs, or not in employment), while others vary according to the timing
of the transition to retirement (early, on-time, postponed). For analytical clarity
and statistical robustness, we conflated the observed retirement pathways into
broader categories, differentiated according to the timing of the transition to retire-
ment (early retirement pathways, on-time retirement pathways and extended work-
ing life pathways), whilst also including the category retirement from no job. Finally,
the left-hand column of Figure 3 indicates the proportion of women and men clas-
sified in each of the detailed retirement pathways identified, and also in each of the
consolidated groups.

In response to our first research question, we can map the relative frequency and
gender composition of each of the retirement pathways identified by the sequence
analysis. The first consolidated category corresponds to early retirement pathways,
which were followed by 29.5 per cent of the women and almost half (47.1%) of the
men in our sample. It is composed of two trajectory types among women: ‘antici-
pated exit’ and ‘early exit’. For men, we find an additional ‘anticipated exit from
full-time job’ pathway. This does not mean that no women retire from a full-time
job before FPA, but simply that there were so few of them who did so that this does
not represent a clear retirement pattern within the sample of older women.
Whereas ‘anticipated exit’ refers to people who started the transition into retirement
less than six years before FPA from various labour force statuses, the sub-type
‘anticipated exit from full-time job’ refers only to those people who were previously
employed full-time. The type ‘early exit’ refers to individuals who were already fully
retired six years before reaching FPA and who remained in that status until the end
of the observation period (FPA + six years). Prior to the retirement transition

Ripley, 2016) for multinomial logistic regressions, and mice (van Buuren and Groothuis-Oudshoorn, 2010)
for multivariate imputation by chained equations.
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Figure 2. Average silhouette width index on women’s and men’s samples.
Notes: To estimate retirement pathways, we tolerated at most one missing value per individual in self-reported
labour force status across the six panel observations in the English Longitudinal Study of Ageing (ELSA), Health
and Retirement Study (HRS) and Survey of Health, Ageing and Retirement in Europe (SHARE) (corresponding to
20.9% of the study sample), and we performed multiple imputations by chained equations to replace this missing
observation. PBC: Point Biserial Correlation. HG: Hubert’s Gamma. ASW: Average Silhouette Width. HC: Hubert’s C.
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Figure 3. Types of women’s and men’s retirement pathways (chronogram plots).
Notes: To estimate retirement pathways, we tolerated at most one missing value per individual in self-reported labour force status across the six panel observations in the English
Longitudinal Study of Ageing (ELSA), Health and Retirement Study (HRS) and Survey of Health, Ageing and Retirement in Europe (SHARE) (corresponding to 20.9% of the study sample),
and we performed multiple imputations by chained equations to replace this missing observation. FPA: full pension age. W: women. M: men.
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(which occurred before the observation period of this study), these people may
either have been employed or out of the labour market. About 15 per cent of the
sample (16.2% of the women and 14.0% of the men) followed the ‘anticipated
exit’ pathway. Men were almost twice as likely as women (22.0% of men compared
to 13.3% of women) to follow the ‘early exit’ pathway, but only men (11%) followed
the ‘anticipated exit from full-time job’ pathway (11.1%), probably reflecting the
widespread use of pre-retirement schemes in male-dominated occupations in the
years preceding our study period (Steiber and Kohli, 2017).14

The second consolidated group corresponds to on-time retirement pathways,
which account for about a third of the samples (32.8% of the women, 29.4% of
the men). The type ‘retirement at FPA from a full-time job’ refers to women
(17.6%) and men (13.6%) who retire from the labour market as soon as they
reach the FPA. Beyond this overall gender parity, the other two trajectory types
that compose this second group are highly gendered; the type ‘retirement around
FPA from a full-time job’ is followed by twice as many men (12.2%) as women
(6.0%), while the type ‘retirement around FPA from a part-time job’ is followed
by about three times more women (9.2%) than men (3.6%).15

The third consolidated group, called extended working life pathways, represents a
similar share of women (17.5%) and men (17.9%) in our sample, and corresponds
to three retirement pathways involving some form of prolonged working life. First,
it includes the pathway ‘late retirement from a full-time job’, which is composed of
women (6.0%) and men (6.2%) working mainly in full-time jobs who postpone the
transition to retirement beyond the FPA. Secondly, the type ‘late retirement from a
part-time job’ corresponds to a pathway followed by 6.9 per cent of the women and
3.8 per cent of the men in our sample, who work beyond the FPA on a part-time
basis. In third place, the ‘gradual retirement’ type involves combining some kind of
retirement pension with a paid job (mostly part-time), and therefore postponing
the moment of complete retirement beyond the FPA; it is followed by 4.6 per
cent of the women and 7.9 per cent of the men in our sample.

Finally, the last consolidated group called retirement from no job accounts for
those who have no job to retire from, and concerns 20.2 per cent of the women
and 5.5 per cent of the men in our sample. The types ‘retirement around FPA
from out of the labour force’ (6.2% of the women in our sample) and ‘late retire-
ment from out of the labour force’ (7.8% of the women), describe the retirement
pathway of women who are permanently out of the labour force (i.e. not employed
and not looking for a job) for the whole of the observation period and who tran-
sition to retirement on reaching FPA or later. In contrast, the type ‘retirement
around FPA from disability’ includes inactive and disabled individuals who retire

14Throughout the 1970s and 1980s, mass redundancies and high male unemployment rates in some of
the traditional manufacturing industries (coal-mining, ship-building, steel production, etc.) led to the wide-
spread negotiation of early retirement schemes, which enabled older men to claim relatively generous ben-
efits, including exceptions from having to actively seek employment, during the period following their
redundancy until reaching full retirement age (van Oorschot and Jensen, 2009).

15The distinction we make between retiring ‘at FPA’ and ‘around FPA’ enables us to differentiate
between types in which almost all individuals are retired when they reach FPA from types in which a
large proportion (but not all) of people are retired when they reach that age.
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around the FPA. It represents a similar share of the women (6.2%) and men (5.5%)
in our sample.

It could be argued that these retirement pathways from out of the labour force
are almost identical to the ‘early exit’ pathways described previously, since we
observe individuals permanently inactive across the 12-year period analysed in
this paper. However, those people who are not retired before reaching FPA and
who were not employed before reaching that age are likely to be in very different
material circumstances to those men or women who have early access to a retire-
ment pension. Therefore, our typology allows us to capture these fine-grained dis-
tinctions in order to identify subtle variations in the institutional gendering of
retirement pathways across country contexts.

The distribution of gendered retirement pathways across lifecourse regimes

Table 1 shows the institutional and individual characteristics associated with each
of our consolidated retirement pathways. Table S2 in the online supplementary
material presents the same analysis on each detailed retirement pathway.

In response to our second research question, we can now compare the relative
importance and gender composition of these consolidated retirement pathways
across different macro-institutional settings. Among men, the early retirement path-
ways are the most prevalent across all countries and lifecourse regimes. For women,
this is the second most prevalent pattern, but only slightly more popular (+3%)
than on-time retirement pathways. However, this pathway is not necessarily fol-
lowed to the same extent by men and women in each societal context. Thus,
early retirement pathways are highly prevalent among men in Continental
(68.9%) and Mediterranean (64.3%) lifecourse regimes, but far less so in the
Nordic countries (32.7%), in England (39.6%) or in the USA (38.6%). This is
broadly in line with the ‘employment maintenance’ versus ‘employment exit’ dis-
tinction mentioned earlier (Buchholz et al., 2006).

However, the picture becomes more complex once we consider the gendering of
retirement pathways across macro-institutional contexts. As expected, the relative
likelihood of men and women following a particular retirement pathway varies
across lifecourse regimes. For example, women in England (13.7%) are much less
likely to exit the labour market before reaching FPA than their counterparts in
the Nordic countries (34.8%), whereas the share of early retirement pathways is
similar for English and Nordic men (39.6 and 32.7%, respectively).

In a similar vein, we can see that men in the USA are marginally more likely to
be working beyond FPA than their female counterparts (30.6% compared to 23.7%
of women), whereas the gender distribution of extended working life is reversed in
the English case, with 16.5 per cent of English men working beyond FPA, compared
to almost 22.0 per cent of their female counterparts. This is quite a significant find-
ing, showing that, even within so-called ‘liberal’ welfare regime contexts, the gen-
dered distribution of retirement pathways may vary considerably. The fact that
American men are twice as likely as their English counterparts to extend their
working lives, whereas there is almost no cross-country difference for women’s
rate of post-FPA employment in the UK and the USA, signals the need to explore
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Table 1. Distribution of consolidated gendered retirement pathways by institutional- and individual-level characteristics

Early retirement
pathways

On-time retirement
pathways

Extended working life
pathways

Retirement from no
job pathways

Women Men Women Men Women Men Women Men

N 470 521 523 325 279 198 322 61

% 29.5 47.2 32.8 29.4 17.5 17.9 20.2 5.5

Institutional characteristics:

Lifecourse regime (% row):

Continental 39.1 68.9 23.6 17.5 5.2 4.9 32.2 8.7

England 13.7 39.6 44.4 35.3 22.0 16.5 19.9 8.6

Mediterranean 19.4 64.3 34.6 25.0 5.5 5.4 40.6 5.4

Nordic 34.8 32.7 47.8 44.5 8.7 17.3 8.7 5.5

USA 37.7 38.6 25.4 28.8 23.7 30.6 13.3 2.1

Individual characteristics:

Educational level (% column):

Primary education 31.3 30.1 23.7 24.6 19.4 17.7 55.9 55.7

Secondary education 43.4 38.2 38.0 33.5 41.2 30.3 29.2 19.7

Tertiary education 25.3 31.7 38.2 41.8 38.7 52.0 14.9 24.6

Marital status (% column):

Married/partnered 76.0 86.0 74.0 87.1 70.3 86.7 82.9 67.2

Divorced/separated 13.2 6.7 13.6 7.7 15.1 7.6 10.6 8.2

Single (never married) 2.1 5.0 5.9 3.7 5.4 3.0 1.6 18.0

(Continued )
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Table 1. (Continued.)

Early retirement
pathways

On-time retirement
pathways

Extended working life
pathways

Retirement from no
job pathways

Women Men Women Men Women Men Women Men

Widowed 8.7 2.3 6.5 1.5 9.3 2.5 5.0 6.6

ADL index (% column):

No limitations 87.2 43.6 96.2 58.5 95.0 76.3 82.0 32.8

1 or more limitations 12.8 56.4 3.8 41.5 5.0 23.7 18.0 67.2

Chronic conditions (% column):

0 conditions 28.5 41.3 36.7 41.5 38.4 37.4 30.7 26.2

1 condition 31.5 32.8 35.8 36.0 35.1 37.9 36.3 29.5

2 conditions 22.3 14.4 18.0 14.7 20.8 20.2 19.3 24.6

3 or more conditions 17.7 11.5 9.6 7.7 5.7 4.5 13.7 19.7

Poor self-rated health (% column):

No 79.6 82.5 88.1 90.2 89.6 89.9 63.9 32.8

Yes 20.4 17.5 11.9 9.8 10.4 10.1 36.1 67.2

Notes: All variables were measured in the baseline observation year (2004). To estimate retirement pathways, we tolerated at most one missing value per individual in self-reported labour force
status across the six panel observations in the English Longitudinal Study of Ageing (ELSA), Health and Retirement Study (HRS) and the Survey of Health, Ageing and Retirement in Europe (SHARE)
(corresponding to 20.9% of the study sample), and we performed multiple imputations by chained equations to replace this missing observation. USA: United States of America. ADL: activities of
daily living.
Significance level: All associations are statistically significant at p ⩽ 0.001 (chi-squared).
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further the specific historical determinants of gendered EWL practices within and
across societal contexts.

Secondly, the gender gap in early retirement pathways also varies considerably
across lifecourse regimes. Women in the Mediterranean context are almost 30
per cent less likely than their male counterparts (13.2% versus 39.6%) to take
early retirement and are more likely to extend the duration of their working lives
(22.0% versus 16.5% of Mediterranean men), whereas there is almost no gender
gap in the likelihood of working beyond FPA in the Continental countries (5.2%
for women, 4.9% for men). Hence, despite similarly low rates of retirement from
no job for men and women (ranging from 5.5 to 8.7%) in the Nordic context,
the late careers observed in this context are primarily a male affair, since men
are twice as likely as women (17.3% versus 8.7%) to follow extended working life
pathways in the Nordic contexts.

Furthermore, although women have fairly similar rates of early labour market
exit in Mediterranean countries (19.4%) and in England (13.7%), these figures
are accompanied with very different proportions of women actually in the labour
market around FPA. Thus, 40.6 per cent of women who reach FPA in the
Mediterranean countries are already out of the labour market, as compared to
just 19.9 per cent in England. This difference highlights the potentially divergent
and gendered impact of labour market policies aimed at encouraging employers
to retain their older workers (e.g. by training programmes, reduced working
hours arrangements or health prevention schemes) in these contrasting institu-
tional contexts (Wainwright et al., 2019).

As expected, the retirement pathways in England and the USA are more hetero-
geneous than in the other lifecourse regimes. However, as we have already seen, the
gender distribution of these retirement pathways is not identical from one liberal
country to another. For example, women in England are almost twice as likely to
retire ‘on time’ (44.4%) as their US counterparts (25.4%), whereas the share of
on-time retirement pathways is quite similar for English (35.3%) and North
American (28.8%) men.

To complete this first round of analysis, we can see that extended working life
pathways are very unusual for women in the Nordic (8.7%), Continental (5.2%)
and Mediterranean (5.5%) countries, whereas they are more common for the
women in England (22.0%) and the USA (23.7%). For men, the distribution of
extended working life pathways across lifecourse regimes is slightly different,
with similarly low rates in Continental (4.9%) and Mediterranean countries
(5.4%), but with almost a fifth of men working beyond the FPA in the Nordic coun-
tries (17.3%) and England (16.5%) and almost a third in the USA (30.6%).

Finally, one of the models of EWL currently being promoted by international
organisations such as the OECD (Krekula, 2020), extending working life through
gradual retirement (i.e. the combination of a pension and paid employment), is
relatively prevalent in the USA (see Table S2 in the online supplementary material),
accounting for 15.2 per cent of the late retirement pathways of men and 9.5 per cent
of those of their female compatriots. This practice nevertheless remains marginal
for the generation considered here, for both sexes, in all the other lifecourse
regimes, with the partial exception of the Nordic countries, where 9.1 per cent of
men had followed a gradual retirement pathway.
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Combining institutional and individual determinants of gendered retirement
pathways

In this section, in response to our third and fourth research questions, we aim to
understand how institutional and individual characteristics combine to influence
the likelihood of adopting one or other of these retirement pathways. To this
end, we performed multinomial logistic regressions on women and men separately.
Table 2 shows the results of these models on the consolidated retirement pathways
(odds ratios (OR)). Table S3 in the online supplementary material presents the
same analysis on each detailed retirement pathway.

Table 2 indicates that, with the exception of England (OR = 2.040, p < 0.01),
women from all other countries are less likely to follow an extended working life
pathway than their US counterparts. However, as we saw previously, the similarity
between England and the USA is less strong for men, since the chances of an
English man following any type of extended working life pathways are lower
(OR = 0.348, p < 0.01) than those of their US counterparts. This is also the case
for men from Nordic (OR = 0.371, p < 0.1), Continental (OR = 0.047, p < 0.01)
and Mediterranean (OR = 0.073, p < 0.01) countries.

With the exception of the Nordic countries, European women are more likely to
follow retirement from no job pathways than their US counterparts, whether they
are from Continental countries (OR = 2.370, p < 0.01), Mediterranean countries
(OR = 4.640, p < 0.01) or from England (OR = 3.290, p < 0.01). Thus, even after
controlling for individual-level determinants, women in the USA are more likely
to follow the ‘late retirement from no job’ pathway than women in the Nordic
countries, and they are less likely than women from the Continental and
Mediterranean countries to retire from non-employment.

Looking firstly at individual characteristics, and in line with previous research
(Halleröd et al., 2012; Radl, 2013; Wahrendorf et al., 2013, 2017; Visser et al.,
2016; Baumann and Madero-Cabib, 2021), we see that, for men and women
alike, higher education is positively associated with extended working life pathways.
Being highly educated also lowers the chances of women following a retirement
from no job pathway (OR = 0.434, p < 0.01), but, as we will see in the next section,
not to the same extent in all macro-institutional contexts.

Due to the over-representation of married couples in our sample, the influence
of marital status on retirement pathways appears to be relatively homogeneous
across countries, with a clear and consistent influence of single status on the retire-
ment pathways of men and women. Thus, in all institutional contexts, single, never-
married women (OR = 3.250, p < 0.01) are more likely to follow extended working
life pathways, while divorced, separated (OR = 0.661, p < 0.1) and widowed women
(OR = 0.453, p < 0.5) are less likely to follow retirement from no job pathways than
their married counterparts. In contrast, widowed (OR = 4.160, p < 0.5) and single,
never-married men (OR = 4.030, p < 0.01) are more likely to follow retirement from
no job pathways than their married counterparts.

Finally, we see that health issues (ADL limitations, chronic conditions and poor
self-rated health) are not conducive to extending working lives. Particularly for
chronic conditions, this association appears to hold for men and women alike,
and to be independent of the lifecourse regime. Nevertheless, it is interesting to
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Table 2. Multinomial logistic regressions on consolidated gendered retirement pathways

Retirement pathways
(Ref. Early retirement pathways)

Women Men

On-time retirement
pathways

Extended working
life pathways

Retirement from
no job

On-time retirement
pathways

Extended working
life pathways

Retirement from
no job

Odds ratios (Standar deviations)

Institutional variables:

Lifecourse regime (Ref. USA):

Nordic 1.960***
(0.235)

0.277***
(0.356)

0.619
(0.365)

1.570
(0.471)

0.371*
(0.548)

5.020**
(0.795)

Continental 0.829
(0.234)

0.145***
(0.382)

2.370***
(0.238)

0.290***
(0.460)

0.047***
(0.581)

2.200
(0.667)

Mediterranean 2.820***
(0.236)

0.360***
(0.360)

4.640***
(0.249)

0.512
(0.450)

0.073***
(0.578)

0.967
(0.690)

England 4.920***
(0.204)

2.040***
(0.223)

3.290***
(0.240)

0.994
(0.205)

0.348***
(0.240)

3.730***
(0.491)

Individual variables:

Education (Ref. Primary education):

Secondary education 1.470**
(0.173)

1.270
(0.213)

0.563***
(0.183)

0.949
(0.196)

0.899
(0.260)

0.412**
(0.398)

Tertiary education 1.900***
(0.182)

1.760**
(0.222)

0.434***
(0.218)

1.440*
(0.197)

2.330***
(0.251)

0.517*
(0.385)

Marital status (Ref. Married/partnered):

Divorced/separated 1.220
(0.203)

1.400
(0.234)

0.661*
(0.246)

1.050
(0.282)

1.170
(0.343)

1.810
(0.561)

Never married 2.460**
(0.392)

3.250***
(0.448)

0.477
(0.575)

0.686
(0.370)

0.720
(0.493)

4.030***
(0.460)
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Table 2. (Continued.)

Retirement pathways
(Ref. Early retirement pathways)

Women Men

On-time retirement
pathways

Extended working
life pathways

Retirement from
no job

On-time retirement
pathways

Extended working
life pathways

Retirement from
no job

Widowed 1.010
(0.255)

1.650*
(0.283)

0.453**
(0.324)

0.763
(0.556)

1.630
(0.593)

4.160**
(0.668)

ADL index (Ref. No limitations):

1 or more limitations 0.281***
(0.293)

0.441**
(0.340)

1.120
(0.238)

0.943
(0.396)

1.300
(0.446)

1.480
(0.511)

Chronic conditions (Ref. No conditions):

1 condition 1.060
(0.169)

0.747
(0.196)

1.020
(0.198)

1.030
(0.172)

0.994
(0.213)

0.854
(0.407)

2 conditions 1.040
(0.206)

0.649*
(0.235)

0.719
(0.243)

0.896
(0.233)

0.925
(0.269)

1.300
(0.466)

3 or more conditions 0.988
(0.251)

0.253***
(0.336)

0.700
(0.289)

0.589*
(0.296)

0.194***
(0.421)

1.110
(0.517)

Poor self-rated health (Ref. No):

Yes 0.705*
(0.209)

0.691
(0.264)

2.550***
(0.207)

0.631*
(0.243)

0.697
(0.300)

8.940***
(0.373)

Constant 0.501***
(0.216)

0.745
(0.249)

0.537***
(0.238)

0.859
(0.233)

0.830
(0.280)

0.022***
(0.559)

Observations 1,594 1,105

Akaike information criterion 3,891 2,378

Notes: All covariates were measured in the baseline observation year (2004). To estimate retirement pathways, we tolerated at most one missing value per individual in self-reported labour force
status across the six panel observations in the English Longitudinal Study of Ageing (ELSA), Health and Retirement Study (HRS) and the Survey of Health, Ageing and Retirement in Europe (SHARE)
(corresponding to 20.9% of the study sample), and we performed multiple imputations by chained equations to replace this missing observation. Ref.: reference category. USA: United States of
America. ADL: activities of daily living.
Significance levels: * p < 0.1, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01.
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note (see Table S2 in the online supplementary material) that the minority of
women who do continue working full-time beyond FPA are significantly more
likely than their male counterparts to have poor self-related health (12.5% of
women compared to just 2.9% of their male counterparts). This gender gap is partly
inverted for those opting for gradual retirement. Here, 14.9 per cent of the men
combining some form of employment with a pension declare poor self-related
health, as compared to 6.9 per cent of their female counterparts. Somewhat surpris-
ingly, about a third of those men (32.8%) and women (33.3%) who retired around
FPA from disability declare good self-related health, which might suggest that they
have experienced very specific functional limitations to performing their work
tasks, but with no significant hindrance in their daily lives.

To sum up the main findings from the regression analysis, individual character-
istics clearly influence retirement pathways, but not necessarily to the same extent,
or even in the same direction, for all groups of older workers, under all lifecourse
regimes.

Finally, in response to our fourth and final research question and in order to bet-
ter understand the interrelated influence of both institutional and individual-level
characteristics, we added interaction effects between the macro-institutional con-
texts and educational levels to the two multinomial regression models (for men
and for women). Table 3 shows the predicted probabilities (with 95% confidence
intervals) of these interaction effects on the consolidated retirement pathways
(see Table S4 in the online supplementary material for the same analysis on each
detailed retirement pathway).16

Table 3 indicates that the probability of men following early retirement pathways
does indeed vary by education. However, there are some interesting contextual var-
iations to this rule. For example, in Continental and Mediterranean contexts and in
the USA, early retirement patterns are less prevalent among the highly (tertiary)
educated men and more prevalent among men with primary education levels;
whereas this is not the case in the Nordic countries, where those men with second-
ary education are more likely than lower-educated men to exit the labour market
early.

As far as women in early retirement pathways are concerned, we observe a nega-
tive linear effect of education in Nordic countries (i.e. the higher the education the
lower the probability of retiring early). Interestingly, we observe statistically signifi-
cant effects of education levels on the probability of early labour market exits for
men and women in the Nordic contexts, but the direction of the interaction effects
differs by gender: lower-educated Nordic women have relatively high chances of
early labour market exit, while lower-educated Nordic men are relatively unlikely
to retire before the FPA. No statistically significant educational determinants of
female early retirement pathways can be observed in any of the other societal
contexts.

16In line with recent recommendations concerning confidence intervals (CI) (Amrhein et al., 2019), we
decided to focus on both strong and weak differences between groups. Whereas the former category occurs
when CIs of probabilities from different groups do not overlap at all, the latter category indicates that CIs of
probabilities overlap to some extent, but that the average probability of one group is not within the CI mar-
gins of the other group, and vice versa.
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Table 3. Predicted probabilities of interaction effects between lifecourse regimes and educational levels on consolidated gendered retirement pathways

Women Men

Primary education Secondary education Tertiary education Primary education Secondary education Tertiary education

Predicted probabilities (95% confidence intervals)

Early retirement pathways:

Nordic 0.47
(0.33–0.60)

0.45
(0.29–0.62)

0.23
(0.13–0.38)

0.14
(0.05–0.33)

0.60
(0.41–0.77)

0.27
(0.14–0.45)

Continental 0.39
(0.28–0.51)

0.39
(0.27–0.52)

0.47
(0.33–0.62)

0.74
(0.56–0.87)

0.82
(0.68–0.90)

0.65
(0.51–0.77)

Mediterranean 0.20
(0.14–0.28)

0.25
(0.14–0.39)

0.19
(0.09–0.37)

0.79
(0.66–0.87)

0.54
(0.36–0.71)

0.44
(0.25–0.65)

USA 0.38
(0.30–0.47)

0.38
(0.33–0.44)

0.36
(0.29–0.44)

0.44
(0.31–0.57)

0.42
(0.32–0.52)

0.27
(0.19–0.38)

England 0.18
(0.12–0.27)

0.16
(0.10–0.24)

0.12
(0.07–0.18)

0.37
(0.25–0.51)

0.51
(0.36–0.65)

0.43
(0.33–0.54)

On-time retirement pathways:

Nordic 0.43
(0.30–0.57)

0.39
(0.24–0.56)

0.56
(0.43–0.69)

0.59
(0.38–0.77)

0.31
(0.16–0.51)

0.51
(0.33–0.69)

Continental 0.18
(0.10–0.28)

0.23
(0.14–0.36)

0.26
(0.15–0.40)

0.10
(0.03–0.28)

0.13
(0.06–0.26)

0.27
(0.16–0.42)

Mediterranean 0.21
(0.14–0.29)

0.52
(0.37–0.65)

0.61
(0.43–0.76)

0.15
(0.08–0.27)

0.42
(0.26–0.60)

0.42
(0.23–0.63)

USA 0.19
(0.13–0.27)

0.27
(0.22–0.32)

0.27
(0.21–0.34)

0.28
(0.18–0.42)

0.30
(0.21–0.40)

0.24
(0.15–0.34)

England 0.39
(0.30–0.49)

0.46
(0.36–0.56)

0.56
(0.48–0.64)

0.44
(0.31–0.58)

0.28
(0.17–0.43)

0.34
(0.24–0.45)
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Extended working life pathways:

Nordic 0.01
(0.00–0.10)

0.08
(0.02–0.21)

0.13
(0.06–0.24)

0.13
(0.05–0.32)

0.08
(0.03–0.23)

0.19
(0.09–0.35)

Continental 0.05
(0.02–0.12)

0.01
(0.00–0.09)

0.06
(0.02–0.15)

0.08
(0.02–0.23)

0.02
(0.01–0.10)

0.04
(0.01–0.11)

Mediterranean 0.04
(0.02–0.09)

0.07
(0.02–0.17)

0.04
(0.01–0.16)

0.04
(0.01–0.10)

0.02
(0.00–0.11)

0.11
(0.04–0.29)

USA 0.19
(0.12–0.27)

0.25
(0.21–0.30)

0.31
(0.25–0.39)

0.27
(0.16–0.41)

0.27
(0.19–0.38)

0.49
(0.37–0.62)

England 0.21
(0.14–0.30)

0.20
(0.14–0.29)

0.21
(0.15–0.29)

0.11
(0.05–0.22)

0.19
(0.10–0.33)

0.20
(0.13–0.31)

Retirement from no job:

Nordic 0.09
(0.04–0.20)

0.08
(0.03–0.24)

0.08
(0.03–0.19)

0.13
(0.04–0.36)

0.00
(0.00–0.00)

0.04
(0.01–0.17)

Continental 0.39
(0.28–0.52)

0.37
(0.25–0.50)

0.22
(0.11–0.37)

0.08
(0.03–0.21)

0.03
(0.01–0.11)

0.04
(0.01–0.11)

Mediterranean 0.55
(0.46–0.64)

0.17
(0.09–0.31)

0.16
(0.06–0.33)

0.03
(0.01–0.07)

0.02
(0.00–0.11)

0.03
(0.00–0.19)

USA 0.25
(0.18–0.33)

0.10
(0.07–0.14)

0.06
(0.03–0.11)

0.01
(0.00–0.05)

0.01
(0.00–0.04)

0.00
(0.00–0.00)

England 0.22
(0.16–0.31)

0.19
(0.12–0.27)

0.11
(0.07–0.17)

0.08
(0.04–0.17)

0.02
(0.00–0.10)

0.03
(0.01–0.08)

Notes: Strong differences between groups are highlighted in dark grey. Weak differences between groups are highlighted in light grey. To estimate retirement pathways, we tolerated at most one
missing value per individual in self-reported labour force status across the six panel observations in the English Longitudinal Study of Ageing (ELSA), Health and Retirement Study (HRS) and the
Survey of Health, Ageing and Retirement in Europe (SHARE) (corresponding to 20.9% of the study sample), and we performed multiple imputations by chained equations to replace this missing
observation. USA: United States of America.
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Secondly, we observe that for women in the Mediterranean countries and in
England, the higher the education the greater the likelihood of following an on-time
retirement pathway. For men in Continental and Mediterranean countries, the
higher the education, the greater the chance of on-time retirement; while higher
education actually reduces the probability of men following this on-time retirement
pathway in the Nordic contexts and in England.

Thirdly, higher education increases the chances of women following an extended
working life pathway in the Nordic countries and in the USA, but not in the other
societal contexts. For men, we observe positive linear effects of higher education on
extending working lives only in the USA. Thus, the USA is the only context where
higher education is associated with extended working life pathways for men and
women alike.

Finally, we see clearly that lower-educated women are more likely than their
higher-educated counterparts to follow the retirement from no job pathway, across
all contexts, with the exception of the Nordic countries, where the number of
women who are already out of the labour market when they approach FPA is
quite low. As expected, men are very unlikely to follow this pathway wherever
they live and whatever their education levels.

Discussion and conclusion
The main aim of this research was to analyse the individual-level and macro-
institutional determinants of gendered long-term retirement pathways in 11 differ-
ent countries. The study confirms the need for a gender-sensitive understanding of
the contextual determinants of different retirement patterns, including postponed
retirement practices, in the contemporary context.

Firstly, we have demonstrated the analytical advantages of thinking of this per-
iod in terms of diverse retirement pathways, instead of using the standard, male-
centred, conception of retirement as a one-off transition. The focus on pathways
allows us to explore the unfolding of retirement over a relatively prolonged period
of time and to include (at least for the generation studied here) the large number of
women who may be retiring after many years spent out of the labour market. This
result also provides a useful reminder of the need to avoid an exclusive focus on
labour market determinants (e.g. working conditions) when studying gendered
retirement patterns across countries.

Secondly, we have shown that diverse retirement pathways coexist within a given
national context at any given time, and that they are not randomly distributed
between individuals and social groups. The relative importance of these pathways
is sensitive to macro-level influences, although their distribution is also associated
with individual-level characteristics, such as education or health.

Thirdly, we have demonstrated that particular societal contexts (i.e. lifecourse
regimes) tend to be associated with a specific distribution of men and women
between these diverse retirement pathways, which are not uniformly ‘gendered’
in all contexts. For example, women in the Mediterranean context are less likely
than their male counterparts to take early retirement and are more likely to extend
the duration of their working lives, whereas there is almost no gender gap in the

2418 Ignacio Madero‐Cabib, Nicky Le Feuvre and Stefanie König

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0144686X21001781 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0144686X21001781


likelihood of working beyond FPA in the Continental contexts. In the Nordic con-
text, men are actually twice as likely as women to extend their working lives.

Fourthly, we have shown that the influence of individual-level characteristics
(education, health and marital status) on retirement pathways is far from negligible,
but that the strength and direction of this influence is variable, from one societal
context to another and according to gender.

Finally, taking the analysis of education levels one step further, we have demon-
strated that the influence of this individual-level variable is by no means homogen-
ous across all macro-institutional contexts. Although being highly educated is
generally associated with working beyond the FPA, the direction and strength of
this correlation varies, according to the macro-institutional context and by gender.
In some countries, education levels influence the distribution of men between dif-
ferent retirement pathways, whilst their effect is negligible in other contexts.
Sometimes, the association between higher education and retirement timing that
holds for men is completely different, or even inverted, for women living in the
same institutional context.

These findings have direct implications for the elaboration, implementation and
evaluation of retirement reforms and EWL policies, since they suggest that the char-
acteristics of the older persons most likely to be affected by such measures will vary
significantly from one institutional context to another. Our study confirms that the
concrete and practical implications of policies to encourage current or future gen-
erations of older workers to extend their working lives (OECD, 2017) will vary
according to the normative expectations (Radl, 2013) and preferences (Hofäcker,
2015) associated with different lifecourse regimes, and according to the socio-
demographic characteristics of the older men and women targeted by such policies.
In other words, our findings suggest that public policies and market incentives
aimed at discouraging early withdrawal from the labour market or promoting
EWL will have different effects depending not only on individual factors such as
educational levels and health status, but also according to the institutional context-
ual characteristics of the country in which people live and, more importantly, on
the interaction between individual and contextual factors.

Therefore, the principal contribution of our study is to demonstrate the poten-
tially divergent effects of a given individual-level characteristic on retirement deci-
sions, depending both on the macro-institutional context within which older
people live and on their gender. Thus, for example, we have shown that women
in England are much less likely to exit the labour market before reaching FPA
than their counterparts in the Nordic countries (13.7 and 34.8%, respectively),
whereas the share of early retirement pathways is similar for English and Nordic
men (39.6 and 32.7%, respectively). In other words, women in the Nordic countries
are almost three times as likely to retire before reaching the FPA than their English
counterparts, whereas there is no observable societal effect on the early retirement
rates of men across these same institutional contexts. One possible explanation for
this difference is that Nordic women are more likely than their English counterparts
to have a history of continuous employment throughout their adult lives. As a
result, a larger share of Nordic women may be able to sustain the penalties asso-
ciated with early retirement, whereas English women with sporadic pension
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contributions (see Duberley and Carmichael, 2016) may be keen to avoid such pen-
alties in order to maximise their financial resources in old age.

These results should alert us to the potentially diverse consequences of similar pol-
icy measures being adopted in contrasting societal contexts, and imposed on socially
differentiated social groups (Krekula, 2020). In sum, this exploratory study highlights
the need for further cross-national comparative studies on this topical subject. We see
this preliminary analysis of the interaction between institutional and individual deter-
minants of retirement patterns as the first stage of a more ambitious research pro-
gramme, focused on the gender-differentiated impact and implications of EWL
policies and practices, across and within national contexts (Le Feuvre et al., 2015).

Supplementary material. The supplementary material for this article can be found at https://doi.org/10.
1017/S0144686X21001781
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