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ABSTRACT

Increasing numbers of older workers have to postpone retirement to be eligible for pension income. 
Therefore, knowledge of how to ensure their mental wellbeing is becoming increasingly salient, 
especially in Nordic countries, where mental health problems are the most important reason 
for workers leaving the labor market prematurely. Yet, no systematic overview of what influences 
older workers’ mental wellbeing currently exists. This scoping review aims to build such knowledge 
and identify gaps in the literature. Employing a multi-faceted search strategy, we identified and 
reviewed 23 articles. The mental wellbeing of older workers is influenced by (a) working conditions, 
(b) workers’ socio-economic and psychological resources, and (c) uncertainties in the statutory 
framework. Research gaps include a lack of knowledge on (i) how the interaction between factors 
at the individual, workplace, and welfare state levels impacts older workers’ mental wellbeing, and 
(ii) the determinants of older workers’ mental wellbeing in Nordic countries.
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Introduction

In the light of population aging and increasing dependency ratios, many countries 
have adjusted their pension policies to prolong working lives (Fouejieu et al. 2021). 
Consequently, while many older workers1 voluntarily remain in the labor force until 

later ages, increasing numbers of workers have no choice but to postpone retirement in 
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order to be eligible for public pension income (Boot et al. 2019). Over the past decades, 
most OECD countries have seen a structural shift in employment from the agricul-
tural and industry sectors toward a growing service sector (OECD 2017a). In parallel, 
countries have adopted legislative measures to improve the working environment and 
to protect workers’ health and safety (Eurofound 2017). With these changes, employ-
ment in physically demanding or hazardous jobs has decreased, and overall, older work-
ers’ physical health has improved (OECD 2017b). However, less is known about older 
workers’ mental wellbeing. 

Knowledge about the determinants of older workers’ mental wellbeing is impor-
tant for several reasons. Not only does decreased mental wellbeing inherently involve 
suffering and diminished quality of life for the affected individuals, but it is also a risk 
factor in relation to older workers leaving the labor market prematurely (Fisher et al. 
2016a; Topa et al. 2018), and in relation to negative physical health outcomes, such 
as musculoskeletal disorders (Bentley et al. 2023), cardiovascular disease, and cancer 
(Mairey et al. 2022). Thus, as increasing numbers of older workers face the prospect 
of spending progressively more years in employment, their mental wellbeing is becom-
ing an increasingly salient issue. This is particularly true in Nordic countries, where 
mental health problems are the primary reason for workers exiting the labor market on 
disability pension, and where the number of people on disability pension due to men-
tal health problems has increased significantly over the past decades (Eläketurvakeskus 
2020; Försäkringskassan 2022; NAV 2022; STAR 2024).

Recent reviews have investigated topics related to older workers’ mental wellbeing. 
For instance, Pilipiec et al. (2021) surveyed the literature that investigates the effects of 
increasing retirement ages on workers’ health, wellbeing, and labor force participation 
and found that while increasing retirement ages have increased the labor force par-
ticipation among older workers, evidence regarding the health and wellbeing effects of 
such policy changes remains scarce and inconclusive. Moreover, a recent scoping review 
demonstrated that precarious employment has adverse mental health effects, but this 
review did not consider the situation of workers approaching retirement (Irvine & Rose 
2022). However, as noted by Mori et al. (2024), differences between younger and older 
workers in their reactions to psychological and environmental factors call for research 
disaggregated by age. Their review of the literature about work engagement among 
older workers demonstrates that organizations can protect older workers’ motivation by 
promoting intergenerational communication – thereby avoiding age-based stereotypes, 
discrimination, and inter-generational conflicts. Similarly, Bentley et al. (2023) reviewed 
literature on occupational health and safety interventions for older workers and found 
that organizational interventions are more efficient than individual interventions in pro-
tecting older workers against psychological injury.

The above-mentioned reviews provide important evidence on how increasing 
retirement ages impact older workers’ labor force participation (Pilipiec et al. 2021), 
on how interventions can protect older workers’ occupational safety (Bentley et al. 
2023), and on how interventions can contribute to older workers’ work engagement 
(Mori et al. 2024). However, we have no systematic overview of the evidence base on 
how various societal domains may influence the wellbeing of older workers. Lain et 
al. (2019) propose that older workers are influenced by the intersection of the three 
societal domains: (i) welfare states, (ii) households, and (iii) jobs, and by the degree of 
precarity in each of these domains. Workers’ experience of precarity may be influenced 
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not only by their current situation, but also by uncertainties regarding the future. 
As domains intersect, security in one domain can buffer against precarity in other 
domains. However, Lain et al. (2019) argue that the degree of precarity in all three 
domains has increased over the past decades due to factors such as retrenchment of 
the welfare state, work intensification, more employment insecurity in the wake of the 
2008–2009 crises, and increasing divorce rates. Given this increasing precarity across 
societal domains, older workers’ mental wellbeing might have deteriorated in recent 
years. Thus, we wanted our literature review to capture studies that have examined 
the impact of factors in any of the potentially wide array of societal domains that can 
affect older workers’ mental wellbeing. We endeavored to capture such studies by 
designing a search strategy that would include studies on the relation between older 
workers’ mental wellbeing and factors in any societal domain, which could include the 
three societal domains identified by Lain et al. (2019), or other societal domains that 
might be identified in our inductive review.

By scoping the literature about what influences the mental wellbeing of workers 
approaching statutory/standard retirement age, we aim to (i) explore and uncover 
the determinants of older workers’ mental wellbeing and (ii) uncover gaps in the cur-
rent evidence base – thereby providing guidance for future research. While young and 
older workers may share some determinants of their wellbeing, we argue that there 
is a need to synthesize knowledge about older workers. Not only do contemporary 
societies need older workers to remain in the labor market, but also older workers 
have different professional priorities and health-related needs than younger workers 
(Eurofound 2014). These differences indicate a need for age-disaggregated workplace 
interventions and public policies to increase older workers’ wellbeing. Thus, a better 
understanding of the determinants of older workers’ mental wellbeing can help policy-
makers achieve the goal of prolonging working lives without affecting older workers’ 
mental wellbeing negatively and help workplaces adapt to the demands of the aging 
workforce. 

Method

We conducted a scoping review of the literature about older workers’ mental well-
being. We chose the scoping methodology for three reasons. First, while systematic 
reviews focus on well-defined questions, specific methods, and quality-assessed stud-
ies, our research question is broadly defined and may encompass studies using various 
designs and methods. Second, the central concepts of our research question, such as 
‘workers approaching retirement’ and ‘mental wellbeing’, are not easily defined and 
may vary across national contexts and over time. Hence, studies may be overlooked in 
systematic searches. Third, the scoping review methodology also aligns with the aims 
of this study, which were to gauge the state of the art and identify gaps in existing 
research. 

Our review follows the five steps outlined by Arksey and O’Malley (2005). 
These steps involve: 1. Identifying the relevant research question, 2. Identifying rele-
vant studies, 3. Study selection, 4. Charting the data, and 5. Collating, summarizing, 
and reporting the results. We describe these steps in further detail in the following 
sections. 
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Step 1: Identifying the relevant research question

The aim of this review is to build knowledge of what influences older workers’ men-
tal wellbeing in the light of the past 20 years’ rapidly changing pension policy land-
scape and the growing importance of mental health problems for early retirement in the 
Nordic region. Our research question was: What is known from the existing literature 
about what influences the mental wellbeing of workers approaching statutory or stan-
dard retirement age? 

Step 2: Identifying relevant studies

To identify relevant studies, we used a search strategy that employed several meth-
ods and sources. We conducted a systematic search of electronic databases. Given our 
interest in capturing determinants of older workers’ mental wellbeing across societal 
domains, we chose only to include search terms related to the two key elements in our 
research question: the target group (workers approaching statutory or standard retire-
ment age) and their outcomes (mental wellbeing). The term ‘approaching standard or 
statutory retirement age’ reflects our aim to include studies on workers who were not yet 
eligible for receiving state pension, but who were approaching retirement, as this group 
is likely to be the most affected by changing retirement policies. To identify studies on 
the element we termed mental wellbeing, our search included studies that concern the 
general mental wellbeing of older workers, the mental health of older workers, and the 
emotional and psychological reactions of older workers. 

An experienced information specialist helped us identify relevant search terms for 
the population (e.g., ‘workers approaching retirement’) and outcomes of interest (e.g., 
‘wellbeing’) and helped us adapt these terms to each of the databases (as an example, 
we provide our search strategy for Academic Search Premier in Appendix 1). We lim-
ited our search to Western countries (EU countries, Andorra, Iceland, Liechtenstein, 
Monaco, Norway, San Marino, Switzerland,  the UK, Canada, the USA, Australia, 
and New Zealand) and to studies published from January 2000 to June 2023. These 
restrictions were motivated by pension policy changes having been particularly salient 
in this period and in these countries. Our search was carried out in 11 databases 
spanning a wide range of scientific areas. We searched in English and included studies 
published in English and Scandinavian languages (Danish, Swedish, and Norwegian) 
in this review. Studies in Danish, Swedish, and Norwegian, as opposed to the other 
Nordic languages, were included as all authors of this review were proficient in these 
languages, and because of our interest in the previously identified growing numbers of 
workers exiting the Scandinavian labor markets on disability pensions due to mental 
health problems. We present the databases and number of hits for each database in 
Table 1. 

As mentioned, important studies may be overlooked in a systematic search due 
to difficulties in defining appropriate search terms for central concepts in the research 
question. Therefore, the systematic search was complemented by: 1. manually searching 
the reference lists of included studies, 2. hand searching selected Scandinavian-language 
journals [Journal of Working Life (Tidsskrift for Arbejdsliv), Journal of Labour Market 
and Working Life (Arbetsmarknad och Arbetsliv), and Spotlight on Working Life 
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(Søkelys på Arbeitslivet)], and 3. hand searching the homepages of specific projects that 
we were familiar with, or became familiar with, via our network or via our search efforts 
(we list these projects in Appendix 2).

Step 3: Study selection

Given our interest in older workers’ mental wellbeing in the light of rapidly rising retire-
ment ages, we selected studies from Western countries that were published after 2000 
and that report on data from 2000 or later (studies including data from both before and 
after 2000 were included if most of the observations were from after 2000). As the defi-
nition of older workers varies across countries and over time (Bentley et al. 2023), we 
did not impose a particular age restriction on the study population. Rather, we included 
studies of workers who were defined (by study authors) to be ‘older’ or ‘approaching 
retirement’ but who had not yet passed statutory retirement age or were not yet eligible 
to receive public old-age pension. 

A relatively large body of literature concerns the health effects of retirement and 
thus compares the mental wellbeing of retirees to that of workers approaching standard 
retirement age. We decided not to include such studies for two reasons. First, the focus 
of this review is on what influences the mental wellbeing of workers approaching retire-
ment rather than on the pros and cons of retirement. Second, as several studies review 
the literature that compares the mental wellbeing of older workers to that of retirees 
(see, e.g., Avendano & Berkman 2014; Mazzonna & Peracchi 2017; Motegi et al. 2016), 
the contribution of including such studies in this scoping review would be limited. In 
addition, we chose not to include studies that compared the mental wellbeing of dif-
ferent age groups, unless a study explicitly provided insight into factors influencing the 
mental wellbeing of workers approaching retirement. 

Given our interest in the general mental wellbeing of workers approaching retire-
ment, we excluded studies with a narrow focus on the effects of factors such as job loss, 

Table 1 Number of hits by database 

Database Hits Hits without duplicates
Academic Search Premier 283 262
International Bibliography of the Social Sciences 483 394*

SocIndex 291 182*

PsycInfo 746 574*

EconLit 338 244*

Sociological Abstracts 684 339*

Social Services Abstracts 152 75
Web of Science SSCI 229 130
APA PsycNet 62 14
PubMed 163 75
All databases 3,431 2289

Note: *A few studies that were clearly outside of the geographical region of interest were removed by the information 
specialist. 
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closing of workplaces, or downsizing on older workers’ mental wellbeing. In addition, 
we excluded studies with a focus on work-related outcomes such as job satisfaction. 
This exclusion was motivated by the relatively modest correlation between mental well-
being measures and job satisfaction, for example, as reported in the meta-analysis by 
Faragher et al. (2005). Moreover, given the richness of the literature focusing on older 
workers’ job satisfaction, job satisfaction would be scoped more accurately in a review 
with a specific focus on this outcome and its determinants.

The systematic search yielded 2289 individual studies that were screened based on title 
and abstract. While all authors participated in the design process, including defining the 
search strategy and selecting inclusion and exclusion criteria, the screening was chiefly per-
formed by one author. However, as a sensitivity check, a subset (10%) of the articles selected 
for full-text screening were double screened. This sensitivity check produced inclusion and 
exclusion results identical to those of the first screening. Moreover, all cases of doubt regard-
ing inclusion or exclusion were resolved through discussions among the authors. A total 
of 2040 studies did not match our inclusion criteria and were thus excluded from further 
review. We screened the 249 potentially relevant studies based on full-text reading, which 
led us to exclude a further 231 studies and thus to the inclusion of 18 studies in our review. 

Hand-searching reference lists, selected journals, and project homepages led to the inclu-
sion of five additional studies. Figure 1 presents an overview of the study selection process. 

Figure 1 Overview of study selection process.

•Journal of Working Life, Journal of Labour Market and Working Life, and Spotlight on Working Life.
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Step 4: Charting the data

We used a standardized data extraction form to extract information from studies. Pre-
determined coding categories included author names, publishing year, geographical con-
text, study objective, study population, methodological design, study outcome(s), and 
main findings in relation to older workers’ mental wellbeing. Based on our overview 
of the main findings, we identified overarching study themes in an iterative process and 
through discussion among the authors. 

Table 2 provides an alphabetical overview of the included studies. All studies were 
published after 2008, which may reflect a recent growing interest in the segment of older 
workers due to the increasing policy focus on prolonging working lives. Seventeen of 
the included studies are based on European data: of these, five studies use data from the 
Survey of Health, Ageing and Retirement in Europe (SHARE) and thus involve several 
European countries, six studies are Dutch, two studies are German, and there is one 
study each from Switzerland, Ireland, the UK, and Denmark. Thus, only one study is 
from a Nordic country. Five studies are based on data solely from the USA, whereas one 
study involves data from Europe, the USA, and Japan. 

The youngest workers in most of the included studies are 50 years, and the older 
age limit usually lies around 62–65 years. One study includes workers aged 40 years 
and older. The vast majority of studies involve the general population, and 21 of the 23 
studies are based on quantitative data. 

As indicated in Table 2, the most commonly used outcome measures for mental 
wellbeing were versions of the EURO-D and the CES-D scales. 

Step 5: Collating, summarizing, and reporting the results

In reading the studies, we identified three overarching themes in an iterative process: 
working conditions (16 studies); workers’ socioeconomic and psychological resources 
(eight studies); and uncertainties in the statutory framework (six studies). The identified 
studies thus investigate how the mental wellbeing of workers approaching retirement is 
associated with factors at the workplace, individual, and welfare state levels. Five stud-
ies included more than one of the themes, and one study included all three themes. We 
summarize the studies by theme in Table 3 and provide a narrative summary of the main 
results in the following sections. 

Results

Working conditions

A total of 16 studies investigate how working conditions are associated with older 
workers’ mental wellbeing. For expositional purposes, we have divided these studies 
into three sub-themes (where some studies involve more than one sub-theme). The three 
sub-themes are physical working conditions (eight studies); psychosocial working con-
ditions (nine studies); and discrepancies between positive and negative factors at work, 
which we abbreviate to ‘discrepancies’ (seven studies).
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Physical working conditions

Eight studies find that physical working conditions are important, not only for older 
workers’ physical wellbeing, but also for their mental wellbeing. For instance, Jones 
et al. (2013) find that adverse physical working conditions (e.g., noise, vibration, extreme 
temperature, smoke, and radiation), adverse ergonomic working conditions (e.g., pain-
ful positions, carrying heavy loads, and repetitive movements), and having to work at 
a very high speed, to tight deadlines and having insufficient time to get the job done 
have detrimental effects on older workers’ mental health. Moreover, workers in ‘poor 
quality’ jobs (e.g., jobs involving the lifting of heavy loads, shiftwork, and high work 
intensity) had worse mental health than those with more favorable working conditions 
(Hasselhorn et al. 2020). Qualitative studies indicate that workers in physically demand-
ing jobs worry about whether they will be able to continue working until they reach the 
state pension age (Lain & Phillipson 2019). In addition, among workers in the Danish 
long-term care sector, continuously having insufficient time to complete the necessary 
tasks and having to work at a very high speed leads to reduced mental wellbeing (Tufte 
et al. 2008).

In parallel, some studies find that advantageous physical working conditions have 
positive effects on older workers’ mental wellbeing. For instance, Henseke (2018) finds 
that better job quality (including absence of physical work demands and a low degree of 
time pressure) is associated with a reduced risk of depression.

Adverse working conditions are particularly salient and have the largest impact on 
older workers’ mental wellbeing in the lower occupational classes. For instance, workers 
in the lower occupational classes, manual workers, and workers with unusual working 
hours or shiftwork are more likely to worry about their ability to keep up physically 
in their jobs as compared to workers belonging to the higher occupational classes and 
workers with regular working hours (De Breij et al. 2020; Solinge & Henkens 2017). 
Similarly, being in a full-time blue-collar occupation is associated with high job strain, 
which in turn is associated with elevated depressive symptoms (Mezuk et al. 2011).

Psychosocial working conditions

Psychosocial working conditions encompass a broad range of concepts, including orga-
nizational justice, workplace social capital and culture and behaviors of supervisors, co-
workers, customers, and clients (Rugulies 2019). The nine included studies demonstrate 
this diversity by investigating how a wide range of psychosocial working conditions 
influence older workers’ mental wellbeing. 

For instance, findings show that positive co-worker relationships affect wellbeing 
positively, whereas negative co-worker relationships have a negative impact. Marchiondo 
et al. (2020) find that higher levels of incivility at work are negatively related to affec-
tive wellbeing among employed older couples. Similarly, almost never getting assistance 
from colleagues or superiors (Jones et al. 2013) and lack of support and understanding 
from managers (Tufte et al. 2008) influence older workers’ mental health negatively. 

Conversely, Froidevaux et al. (2016) show in a mediation analysis that social sup-
port at work has a positive effect on mattering (i.e., the feeling that one makes a dif-
ference in the world), which in turn has a positive impact on life satisfaction. Similarly, 
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negative emotional reactions to increasing retirement ages are softened by a positive 
psychosocial work environment, that is, an environment without age discrimination, 
with accessible accommodative HR facilities, and in which the social norms support 
prolonged employment (Mulders et al. 2021). Moreover, improvements in, for example, 
autonomy, support, and administrative justice are associated with improved mental 
health (Havermans et al. 2018), and having high autonomy at work is associated with 
fewer depressive symptoms among older workers (De Breij 2020).

Two studies combine various psychosocial working conditions to measure their 
aggregated impact on mental wellbeing. First, Henseke (2018) uses data from SHARE 
to investigate the effects of job quality on mental health among older European workers. 
His measure of job quality includes intrinsic job quality and job insecurity – each based 
on a range of questions. Intrinsic job quality combines information about the opportu-
nity to develop new skills, discretion over how to do the work, availability of support in 
difficult situations, and time pressure as well as information on skill level. Job insecurity 
combines information on perceptions of job security and career prospects as well as 
information on the type of contract (fixed term vs. open ended) and the predicted risk of 
unemployment. The findings suggest that better jobs (i.e., with higher intrinsic job qual-
ity and lower job insecurity) are associated with better mental health among older work-
ers when accounting for unobserved heterogeneity, selection bias, and reversed causality. 

Second, a somewhat different approach is taken by Hasselhorn et al. (2020), who 
use German survey data to construct a typology for work exposure based on nine indi-
ces. The indices include information on influence at work, the social environment at 
work (e.g., support from colleagues), quality of leadership, participation in continued 
education, prospects (e.g., risk of losing one’s job and promotion prospects), and earn-
ings. They identify five work-exposure profiles and find that work-exposure profiles 
with a high degree of unfavorable working conditions had worse mental health than 
profiles with favorable working conditions. 

Discrepancies

Theoretical models suggest that detrimental health effects occur when there is a dis-
crepancy between positive and negative aspects of psychosocial or physical working 
conditions. For instance, Karasek’s (1979) demand-control (job strain) model of work 
postulates that it is the combination of high cognitive or physical occupational demands 
on the one hand and low decisional latitude, low control, or low rewards on the other 
hand that drives the association with poor mental health. Another model, the effort-
reward imbalance model, claims that an imbalance between high efforts spent and low 
rewards received adversely affects health (Siegrist et al. 2004). Seven studies of older 
workers’ mental wellbeing use these models as a point of departure. Generally, these 
studies demonstrate that discrepancies are indeed associated with reduced mental well-
being among workers approaching retirement. 

For instance, De Breij et al. (2020) find that the combination of high demand and 
high control is associated with less depression. Mezuk et al. (2011) analyze the associa-
tion between job strain – that is, high job stress and low job satisfaction – and depressive 
symptoms among older workers and find that high job strain is associated with elevated 
depressive symptoms, relative to low job strain. In addition, high job stress combined 
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with high job satisfaction, and low job stress combined with low job satisfaction are 
also associated with elevated depressive symptoms, although to a lower degree than 
for high job strain. Similarly, workers experiencing high quantitative and cognitive job 
demands are more likely to show symptoms of depression and anxiety, whereas workers 
who have influence at work and experience possibilities for development are less likely 
to show depressive symptoms (Mc Carthy et al. 2017). Lastly, discrepancies between 
number of tasks and allocated time to complete them leads to reduced mental wellbeing 
among workers in the Danish long-term care sector (Tufte et al. 2008). 

Siegrist et al. (2012) investigate effort-reward imbalance based on data from the 
USA, Japan, and a range of European countries. They find elevated odds ratios of depres-
sive symptoms among older workers experiencing high work stress (defined as either 
effort-reward imbalance or low job control) compared to older workers experiencing 
low or no work stress. Similarly, Lai-Bao et al. (2020) find that a high effort-reward 
imbalance is associated with a significantly higher incidence of suicidal ideation among 
older workers. Their results show that effort-reward imbalance is particularly detrimen-
tal for women as well as for those with low and medium levels of education or high 
levels of income. 

Hoven et al. (2015) investigate if effort-reward imbalance and low control mediate 
the role of occupational class and occupational status on depressive symptoms. They 
find that the lower the occupational status or class, the higher the risk of effort-reward 
imbalance or low control. Moreover, effort-reward imbalance and low control are asso-
ciated with a higher risk of depressive symptoms.

Workers’ socioeconomic and psychological resources 

Eight of the identified studies show that older workers’ socioeconomic and psychologi-
cal characteristics and resources are important for their mental wellbeing. For instance, 
an individual’s own or a partner’s financial resources constitute a buffer toward adverse 
mental health among older workers (see, e.g., De Grip et al. 2012; Lain & Phillipson 
2019; Olivera & Ponomarenko 2017; Solinge & Henkens 2017) – potentially because 
individuals or couples with more wealth have more options in terms of early retirement 
than their less wealthy counterparts do. Moreover, workers with financial resources 
are less likely to experience job lock, which is negatively associated with mental health 
(Fisher et al. 2016). 

Similarly, socioeconomic and demographic characteristics, such as gender, educa-
tion, and marital status are also associated with older workers’ mental health. Munnell 
et al. (2021) find that women, non-whites, people with low levels of education, and 
singles are overrepresented among non-traditional jobholders – who in turn are more 
likely to be depressed than older workers in traditional jobs.

In addition to older workers’ socioeconomic situation, their psychological profile 
may influence their mental health. For instance, Choi et al. (2020) report a positive asso-
ciation between older workers’ self-efficacy and engagement and their mental health. 
However, workers with higher cognitive abilities experience a stronger negative asso-
ciation between pension insecurity and life satisfaction – potentially due to them being 
more aware of the negative consequences of the changing retirement legislation (Olivera 
& Ponomarenko 2017). 
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Workers’ physical resources, for example, in terms of physical health, also influence 
their mental wellbeing. For instance, older workers with more chronic health conditions, 
and who feel that their health conditions limit their work performance, are more likely 
than workers in good health to be angry, or to worry about keeping up physically and 
mentally in their jobs (Solinge & Henkens 2017; Vanajan et al. 2022). Furthermore, 
older workers who have recently been diagnosed with a chronic health condition expe-
rience decreased vitality and increased health-related worries (Vanajan et  al. 2022). 
Similarly, qualitative studies demonstrate that workers in poor health worry about los-
ing their jobs due to their problems, forcing them to conceal their bad health at work 
(Lain & Phillipson 2019).

Uncertainties in the statutory framework

Six studies investigate the influence of changes to the statutory framework (i.e., retire-
ment policy) on the mental wellbeing of workers. Results show that uncertainties in the 
statutory framework for retirement age and pension income influence the mental well-
being of older workers negatively. Thus, workers facing increasing statutory retirement 
ages experience a strong deterioration in their mental health (Barschkett et al. 2022; De 
Grip et al. 2012) and react with negative emotions such as anger and worry (Lain & 
Phillipson 2019; Mulders et al. 2021; Solinge & Henkens 2017). Negative emotions, 
as a response to increasing retirement ages, are associated with personal resources and 
working conditions. In particular, workers are more likely to worry about their ability 
to keep up physically and mentally in their jobs if they have limited accumulated wealth, 
jobs that are more demanding, longer career duration, or if they work unusual hours or 
in shifts (Solinge & Henkens 2017). Women worry more about their ability to keep up 
physically in their jobs than men (ibid). Qualitative research among older female work-
ers in physically demanding occupations in the UK supports these quantitative findings 
by demonstrating that older female workers in bad health and who are single (and thus 
rely on one income) are particularly concerned about being able to keep up in their jobs 
until the (increasing) state pension age (Lain & Phillipson 2019).

Not only actual changes to retirement legislation influence older workers’ men-
tal wellbeing negatively – expected reforms have a similar effect. Thus, workers who 
expect that the government will reduce their pensions, or increase the statutory retire-
ment age, have a lower subjective wellbeing, or are more likely to be diagnosed with 
a stress-related or affective disorder than workers who do not hold such expectations 
(Barschkett et al. 2022; Olivera & Ponomarenko 2017). In particular, such expectations 
have a negative effect on the life satisfaction among workers who are relatively poor 
(Olivera & Ponomarenko 2017). 

Discussion

This scoping review investigated what is known from the existing literature about what 
influences the mental wellbeing of workers approaching statutory or standard retire-
ment age. Our interest in this subject is motivated by the growing need to facilitate and 
encourage older workers’ labor market participation to achieve the goal of prolonging 



 Nordic journal of working life studies 17

working lives. The large and increasing numbers of workers who are leaving the labor 
market on disability pension due to mental health reasons throughout the Nordic region 
suggest that ensuring mental wellbeing would be an important component in any efforts 
to prolong working lives. We identified 23 studies that focus on how working conditions, 
workers’ socioeconomic and psychological resources, and uncertainties in the statutory 
framework – or combinations of these factors – influence older workers’ mental wellbe-
ing. Thus, this scoping review demonstrates that factors at the individual, workplace, 
and welfare state level impact older workers’ mental wellbeing. 

While such factors potentially influence the wellbeing of all workers (regardless of 
age), older workers may be particularly susceptible to them for a number of reasons. 
First, younger workers facing increasing retirement ages have the opportunity to adjust 
by increasing their level of savings, whereas older workers do not have sufficient time to 
undertake such adjustments (Olivera & Ponomarenko 2017). Second, poorer opportu-
nities for being re-hired and for training may prevent older workers from transferring to 
a better job, should they experience adverse working conditions (Charni 2022; Picchio 
2021). Third, older workers have different work-related priorities and health needs com-
pared to their younger counterparts (Eurofound 2014). Therefore, a particular focus on 
older workers’ mental wellbeing – from firms and policymakers alike – is warranted.

At the individual level, a wide range of factors influence older workers’ mental 
wellbeing. These factors include demographic characteristics such as gender and eth-
nicity (e.g., Munnell et al. 2021; Lain & Phillipson 2019), socioeconomic character-
istics such as education, wealth, and marital status (e.g., De Grip et al. 2012; Fisher 
et al. 2016), and health (e.g., Solinge & Henkens 2017; Vanajan et al. 2022). In general, 
workers with less resources (e.g., with less wealth, lower levels of education, or poorer 
health) are more susceptible to experiencing adverse consequences of detrimental work-
ing conditions and are less able to cope with retrenchments to retirement policy (De 
Grip et al. 2012; Lain & Phillipson 2019; Olivera & Ponomarenko 2017; Solinge & 
Henkens 2017). Consequently, workplaces and policymakers wishing to protect older 
workers’ mental wellbeing should consider this heterogeneity, and in particular focus on 
the more vulnerable older workers when making efforts to improve working conditions 
or policies. 

At the workplace level, studies demonstrate that psychosocial working conditions 
(e.g., Henseke 2018; Marchiondo et al. 2020; Mulders et al. 2021) as well as physical 
working conditions (e.g., Hasselhorn et al. 2020; Jones et al. 2013) are important for 
workers’ mental wellbeing. Furthermore, studies show that discrepancies at work – be 
it between effort and reward (e.g., Siegrist et al. 2012; Lai-Bao et al. 2020), or between 
demand and control (e.g., Mc Carthy et al. 2017; Mezuk et al. 2011) – influence older 
workers’ mental wellbeing detrimentally. 

While occupational medicine literature has confirmed the existence of a relation-
ship between working conditions and the wellbeing of workers in general (Leka & Jain 
2010), this scoping review demonstrates that similar associations are found in the group 
of older workers, and that the negative impact of adverse working conditions extends to 
their mental wellbeing (and not only to their job-satisfaction). Thus, this scoping review 
demonstrates that workplaces play an important role for older workers’ mental wellbe-
ing and consequently for achieving the goal of prolonging working lives.

Turning to the welfare state level, relatively few studies investigate the impact 
of uncertainties in the statutory framework on older workers’ mental wellbeing. 
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Nevertheless, those studies that do investigate such matters show that increasing retire-
ment ages or decreasing pension payments influence older workers’ mental wellbeing 
negatively (Barschkett et al. 2022; De Grip et al. 2012; Solinge & Henkens 2017). 
In addition to the actual changes to retirement ages and pension incomes, the high 
degree of uncertainty implied by frequent changes to retirement systems also influences 
older workers’ mental wellbeing negatively (Olivera & Ponomarenko 2017). Although 
increasing retirement ages may be necessary to achieve sustainable pension systems, our 
results show that welfare states can contribute to older workers’ mental wellbeing by 
reducing the degree of uncertainty – for instance by avoiding making frequent statutory 
changes in the pension area, or by giving ample advance notice of statutory changes to 
come. 

While only five studies investigate more than one theme and only one of those stud-
ies investigates all three of the themes (working conditions; workers’ socioeconomic and 
psychological resources; and uncertainties in the statutory framework), the studies find 
that the three levels represented by the themes – workplace, individual, and welfare state 
– interact and that uncertainty or precarity at one level can be counteracted by security 
or resources at another level (Lain & Phillipson 2019; Solinge & Henkens 2017). These 
results are in line with the theoretical model proposed by Lain et al. (2019), which 
suggests that workers’ experience of precarity is determined in the intersection of jobs, 
households and welfare states. Moreover, this review demonstrates that older workers’ 
socioeconomic and psychological resources are important protective factors that may 
prevent adversities at the household, workplace, and welfare state level from having 
detrimental consequences on their mental wellbeing. As such, the theoretical model pro-
posed by Lain et al. (2019) may benefit from the inclusion of individual level resources 
as a buffer against household, workplace, and welfare state precarity. 

Strengths and limitations

Strengths of this scoping review include the comprehensive search strategy that was 
adapted to each database by an experienced information specialist – a further strength 
being the broad set of multi-disciplinary databases that were included in the search. 
Moreover, the database search was complemented with hand searching the included 
studies’ reference lists as well as selected Scandinavian-language journals and project 
homepages. This strategy minimized the risk of excluding relevant studies and assured 
that our review includes many different study types and methodologies encompassing 
the essential literature. A limitation to this review is that the study selection was chiefly 
done by one author – although a sensitivity check pointed towards agreement across 
authors in the classification of studies. Moreover, all cases of doubt regarding inclusion 
or exclusion were resolved through discussions among the authors.

Conclusion and implications

Despite the growing interest in prolonging working lives and increasing labor market 
participation of older workers, this review identified relatively few studies that investi-
gate what may influence older workers’ mental wellbeing. The identified studies mainly 
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investigate how working conditions influence older workers’ mental wellbeing, whereas 
fewer studies investigate the influence of factors at the individual or welfare state level. 
In particular, we identified four important gaps in the current evidence base. 

First, although studies find that single older workers are in a more vulnerable situation 
than coupled ones (Lain & Phillipson 2019), no study focused on the association between 
older workers’ family situation and their mental wellbeing. However, research outside the 
scope of this review shows that workers’ retirement decisions and their mental wellbeing 
in retirement can be influenced by their partnership status and by the potential insecurities 
that accompany partnership, such as the risk of divorce (Moffatt & Heaven 2017). In the 
longer run, having a partner is a decisive factor for the mental wellbeing of older adults 
(Lewin 2017; Wright & Brown 2017). With increasing divorce rates among older adults 
(Brown & Lin 2012), investigating the impact of partnership status and changes therein 
on older workers’ mental wellbeing is an important path for future research. 

Second, our knowledge about how statutory changes and related uncertainties 
influence the mental wellbeing of older workers is limited to only few countries and 
cultures. Three of the six studies investigating the associations between older workers’ 
mental wellbeing and changes in the statutory framework were based on data from 
the Netherlands. However, the emotional and mental responses to such changes may 
vary significantly across cultural contexts – for example, as indicated by the large and 
recurring strikes against pension reforms in France in the spring of 2023 (Breeden 
2023). Thus, future research should seek to investigate how these responses to statutory 
changes may vary across countries and cultures. 

Third, in spite of mental health problems being the primary reason for disability 
pension receipt in the Nordic countries, we identified only one study on older workers’ 
mental wellbeing carried out in this region. Thus, research furthering our understand-
ing of factors influencing older workers’ mental wellbeing in the Nordic countries is 
urgently needed.

Fourth, only one study took a holistic approach by simultaneously investigating fac-
tors at the individual, workplace and welfare state levels. However, as societal domains 
interact, a beneficial situation in one domain can counteract a detrimental situation in 
another (Lain et al. 2019). Therefore, future studies should investigate how the interac-
tion between factors at the individual, household, workplace, and welfare state levels 
influence older workers’ mental wellbeing. 
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Appendix 1: Search terms for Academic Search Premier

#1 (DE “RETIREMENT planning” OR DE “Retirement decisions OR DE 
“EMPLOYMENT of older people” OR DE “RETIREMENT age” ) OR ( approach* 
N1 retire* or retire* N1 decision* or retire* N1 plan* or “planning to retire” or “near 
retirement” or “decide to stop working” or “deciding to retire” or “decide to leave the 
workforce” or “future retiree” or “future retirees” or “prospective retiree” or “prospec-
tive retirees” or “potential retiree” or “potential retirees” or “transitioning from work to 
retirement” or “transition from work to retirement” or transition N1 retire*or “think-
ing about retirement” or “thinking of retiring” or “retirement uncertainty” or “retire-
ment insecurity” or “retirement expectations” or “expected retirement” or “retirement 
intention” or “retirement intentions” or “intended retirement” or “intended timing of 
retirement” or “consider to retire” or “consider retirement” or “considering retirement” 
or “preferred retirement” or “preferred age of retirement” OR “retirement thoughts” 
or “retirement attitude*” or “retirement timing” or worker* N1 stuck* or job* N1 
lock* or near* N1 retire* or retire* N1 insecur* or “forced to stay in the lab?r mar-
ket” or “prolonging lab?r force participation” or “extended work life” or “extended 
working lives” or “prolonged work” or “prolonged working” or “retirement timing” ), 
Expanders – Apply equivalent subjects: (12,466)

#2 ( DE “RETIREMENT—Psychological aspects” OR DE “DEPRESSED persons” 
OR DE “ANXIETY disorders” OR DE “ANXIETY” OR DE “SUBJECTIVE well-being 
(Psychology)” OR DE “LIFE satisfaction” OR DE “EMOTIONS” ) OR TI ( psychologi-
cal effects or mental health or psychological wellbeing or psychological impact ) OR 
AB ( psychological effects or mental health or psychological wellbeing or psychological 
impact ) OR KW ( psychological effects or mental health or psychological well-being or 
psychological impact ) OR AB ( anxiety or depression or depressive disorder or depres-
sive symptoms ) OR TI ( anxiety or depression or depressive disorder or depressive 
symptoms ) OR KW ( anxiety or depression or depressive disorder or depressive symp-
toms ) OR TI ( life satisfaction or satisfaction with life or subjective wellbeing or well-
being or quality of life ) OR AB ( life satisfaction or satisfaction with life or subjective 
wellbeing or wellbeing or quality of life ) OR KW ( life satisfaction or satisfaction with 
life or subjective wellbeing or wellbeing or quality of life), Expanders – Apply equivalent 
subjects : (179,967)

#3 (#1 AND #2): (380), – Limiters: Peer Reviewed, – Published Date: 
20000101-20230629

Appendix 2: Project homepages

Uncertain Futures: Managing Late Career Transitions and Extended Working Life. https://gtr.
ukri.org/projects?ref=ES%2FL002949%2F1#/tabOverview (2023-10-14)

De erfarne. (https://erfarne.ku.dk/) (2023-10-14)
Understanding employment participation of older workers – Creating a knowledge base for 

future labour market challenges. https://jp-demographic.eu/projects/understanding-em-
ployment-participation-of-older-workers/ (2023-10-14)

https://gtr.ukri.org/projects?ref=ES%2FL002949%2F1#/tabOverview
https://gtr.ukri.org/projects?ref=ES%2FL002949%2F1#/tabOverview
https://erfarne.ku.dk/
https://jp-demographic.eu/projects/understanding-employment-participation-of-older-workers/
https://jp-demographic.eu/projects/understanding-employment-participation-of-older-workers/
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EXTEND – Extending working lives of an ageing workforce (Germany, Denmark, United 
Kingdom, The Netherlands, Finland). https://jp-demographic.eu/projects/extend/ 
(2023-10-14)

AgeWellAccounts – Age-Specific Wellbeing- and Transfer Accounts: Evaluating 
Intergenerational Support. https://agewell.eu/ (2023-10-14)

CREW – Care, Retirement and Wellbeing of Older People Across Different Welfare Regimes 
https://crewmoreyearsbetterlives.wordpress.com/ (2023-10-14).
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