Work 41 (2012) 303-306 303
DOI: 10.3233/WOR-2012-0173-303
10S Press

Physical workload and thoughts of retirement

Perkio-Mikeld, Merja® and Hirvonen, Maria®
* Finnish Institute of Occupational Health, Kuopio, Neulaniementie 4, box 310, 70101 Kuopio, Finland,

Abstract. The aim of this paper is to present Finnish employees' opinions on continuing work until retirement pension and
after the age of 63, and to find out if physical workload is related to these opinions. Altogether 39% of men and 40% of women
had never had thoughts of early retirement, and 59% claimed (both men and women) that they would consider working beyond
the age of 63. Own health (20%); financial gain such as salary and better pension (19%); meaningful, interesting and challeng-
ing work (15%); flexible working hours or part-time work (13%); lighter work load (13%); good work community (8%); and
good work environment (6%) were stated as factors affecting the decision to continue working after the age of 63. Employees
whose work involved low physical workload had less thoughts of early retirement and had considered continuing work after
the age of 63 more often than those whose work involved high physical loads. Own health in particular was stated as a reason

to consider continuing work by employees whose work was physically demanding.
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1. Introduction

Many countries in the European Union have either
implemented or planned pension reforms with the

objective of extending work life by two to three years.

In Finland, the reform of the earnings-related pension
system came into force in 2005, offering economic
incentives to continue working after the age of 63. In
the private sector, retirement is flexible, and can be-
gin between the ages of 63 and 68. For state and local
government employees however, the retirement age
may be lower than 63. Presently, the average ex-
pected age of retirement is 60.4 for those currently
aged 25, and 62.3 for those now aged 50 [1].

High physical work demands and heavy physical
work have been found to associate with early retire-
ment [2, 5], but there are few studies on this.

2. Objectives

The aim of this paper is to examine Finnish em-
ployees' opinions on continuing work until the offi-
cial old age retirement pension and after the age of
63, and to find out whether physical workload is re-
lated to these opinions.
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3. Methods

This study is part of the Finnish national Work and
Health survey, which has been conducted every three
years by the Finnish Institute of Occupational Health
since 1997. The subjects were a random sample of
the Finnish population, aged 25-64. We obtained the
information on the population from the 2009 Finnish
Employment Statistics and the 1997-2006 Finnish
Population Register. Here, we use the data from the
Work and Health surveys 2006 and 2009. The re-
sponse rate was 63% in 2006 and 59% in 2009. Re-
tired, unemployed, or redundant (over one month)
subjects, those on long-term sick leave (over six
months), full-time housewives or househusbands, and
students who worked less than 15 hours a week were
excluded from our survey. The size of the study
population was 2229 in 2006, and 2355 in 2009. The
respondents were representative of the Finnish work-
ing-age population with reference to sex, age, occu-
pation and socioeconomic status (based on occupa-
tion and occupational status), and region. [3, 4].

We elicited retirement intentions from employees
aged 45-64 in 2006 and 2009. These data were com-
bined in the analysis. The final study group included
2103 currently working employees aged 45 to 63.
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The data were collected through computer-assisted
telephone interviews (CATI), the average length of
which was 36 minutes. The structure of the interview
was planned by a group of experts at the Finnish In-
stitute of Occupational Health [4], and included ques-
tions on demographic and socioeconomic back-
ground, workload, and retirement intentions. Socio-
economic status was trichotomized into upper and
lower white-collar employees and manual workers.

3.1. Dependent variables

Retirement intentions were elicited by two sepa-
rate questions:

1. Have you ever considered retiring before the
official retirement age due to health or other
reasons? The answers were categorized into
two classes:

1. No

2. Yes, I have thought about it some-
times/often/l have already applied for
retirement

2. The objective of the Ministry of Social Af-
fairs and Health is to improve working con-
ditions and workers' health so that people
can continue in work life for longer. What
factors would motivate you to continue
working beyond the age of 63? State the fac-
tors that would make you consider working
after the age of 63. (The interviewers were
forbidden to give hints regarding possible
answers, and the interviewee was allowed to
give several answers.) The responses were
categorized into the following groups:

e  Own health (no/yes)

e Financial gain (higher level of occupa-
tional pension, salary) (no/yes)

e Working hours (flexible hours, part-
time work, reduction in working hours)
(no/yes)

e Meaningful, interesting and challenging
work (opportunity to exert influence,
gain respect, work as part of life)
(no/yes)

e Lighter workload (reduction in amount
of work, age taken into consideration,
reduction in physical and mental load-
ing of work) (no/yes)

e Good work community (e.g. good so-
cial relations at work, good manage-
ment, good atmosphere at work, enjoy-
ment of work) (no/yes)

¢  Good work environment (no/yes)
e  Other, what (no/yes)
e Nothing

If the person gave any of these reasons, she/he
was categorized as considering working be-
yond the age of 63.

3.2. Physical workload

Physical workload was assessed through questions
on the physical strain of the work, work postures,
lifting and carrying, and how practical and well-
designed worksites were.
We classified the answers into three categories, of
which category 1 described low physical workload,
2 moderate physical workload, and 3 high physical
workload.
e [s your work physically 0) light/fairly light; 1)
somewhat demanding; 2) fairly demanding/very
demanding.
e [s the nature of your work mainly 0) alternating
between walking/standing/sitting; 1) sitting; 2)
standing/walking.
e Does you work involve lifting and carrying with
your hands without lifting devices 0) not at all;
1) every now and then/weekly/daily; 2) many
times per day/many times per hour
e Does your work involve
e holding your back bent forward or in an
awkward posture

e holding your upper limb(s) above shoulder
level

e using hand force i.e. cutting, screwing,
twisting or moving heavy things

e repetitive hand movements (line work, as-
sembling work, packing work). This ques-
tion does not cover keyboard work.

Classification for work postures were: 0) not at all;
1) occasionally/almost every day/every day for less
than 1 hour; 2) every day for at least 1 to 2 hours

e  Are the worksites where you mostly work practi-
cal and well-designed from the viewpoint of the
fluency of work: 0) yes; 1) not always; 2) not
fully.

A sum variable of physical workload was con-
structed, based on eight items. The value of the sum
variable varied theoretically from O to 24 and in this
study between 0 and 16. Values 0-3 indicated low
physical workload, values 4-7 moderate workload,
and values 8-16 high physical workload (Table 1).
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Table 1

Physical workload among 45-63 year old employees (sum score, range 0-16) in relation to thoughts of retirement. Logistic regression model,
odds ratio (OR) and 95% confidence intervals (CI) adjusted for age, gender and the year of data collection.

Thoughts of retirement - reasons to consider continuing work

Physical workload (sum score)

low moderate high
(0-3 points) (4-7 points) (8-16 points)
No thoughts of early retirement 1 0.92 (0.74-1.15) 0.54 (0.44-0.67)
Some reason to continue working beyond the age of 63 1 0.72 (0.58-0.90) 0.61 (0.50-0.75)
Own health 1 1.29 (0.98-1.69) 1.36 (1.05-1.75)
Financial gain 1 0.97 (0.74-1.27) 0.67 (0.51-0.87)
Meaningful, interesting and challenging work 1 0.53 (0.40-0.72) 0.27 (0.20-0.38)
Working hours 1 0.57 (0.41-0.79) 0.52 (0.38-0.71)
Lighter workload 1 0.92 (0.66-1.28) 0.89 (0.65-1.21)
Good work community 1 1.00 (0.68-1.48) 0.71 (0.48-1.04)
Good work environment 1 1.11 (0.71-1.74) 0.78 (0.49-1.22)

3.3. Statistical methods

We combined the data from 2006 and 2009 for the
analyses and used logistic regression to assess the
associations between physical workload and opinions
on retirement. Odds ratios and their 95% confidence
intervals were adjusted for age, gender and year of
data collection. The analysis was carried out using
SAS software (version 9.2).

4. Results

Altogether 39% of the men and 40% of the women
had never thought of early retirement (adjusted for
age). This was less among manual workers (33%)
than among upper (46%) and lower white-collar em-
ployees (41%) (adjusted for age and gender).

A total of 59% claimed (both men and women)
that they would consider working beyond the age of
63 (adjusted for age). This was less among manual
workers (50%) than among upper (68%) and lower
white collar employees (60%) (adjusted for age and
gender).

Own health (20%); financial gain, such as salary
and better pension (19%); meaningful, interesting

and challenging work (15%); flexible working hours
or part-time work (13%); lighter workload (13%),
good work community (8%) and good work envi-
ronment (6%) were stated as reasons for considering
continuing work after the age of 63.

Two in three employees (65%) considered the
worksites at which they mainly worked functional
and practical. One in four (26%) employees consid-
ered his/her work to be somewhat or very physically
straining, 37% mainly stood or walked during their
working day, and 24% of employees lifted or carried
without lifting devices many times per day. One in
four (23%) employees reported awkward back pos-
tures, 11% worked with their upper limb(s) above
shoulder level, 15% used hand force and 29% repeti-
tive hand movements for at least one to two hours per
day.

Employees whose work involved low physical
workload more seldom had thoughts of early retire-
ment, and had more often considered continuing
work after the age of 63 than those with a high physi-
cal workload (Table 1).

Own health in particular was stated as a reason to
consider continuing at work by employees with a
high physical workload. Financial gain; meaningful,
interesting and challenging work; and flexible work-
ing hours were common factors for employees with a
low physical workload (Table 1).
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5. Discussion

The aim of this study was to examine Finnish em-
ployees' opinions on continuing work until the offi-
cial old age retirement pension and after the age of
63, and to find out whether physical workload was
related to these opinions. Employees whose work
involved a low physical workload more seldom had
thoughts of early retirement and had more often con-
sidered continuing work after the age of 63 than
those with a high physical workload. The reasons to
consider continuing work after the age of 63 also
varied according to the physical workload. Own
health was stated as a reason for continuing work,
especially by employees whose work involved a high
physical workload. At the same time, financial gain;
meaningful, interesting and challenging work; and
flexible working hours were more common reasons
for those whose work was physically less demanding.

In Finland, about one in four employees performs
physically strenuous work [4]. Thus it is important to
balance the physical workload, for example through
developing work, work tools and the work environ-
ment, in order to get people to work for longer. These
actions are especially needed in the construction in-

dustry, hotels and restaurants, health and social work,
and the agricultural sector [4].
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