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Abstract

Sweden abolished its statutory fixed retirement age and shifted to a life income-based system
in the 1990’s to meet the challenges to the pension system from, among other things, the
increase in life expectancy. Nevertheless, a 65-year retirement norm remains. Measures
adopted in support of extended work life policy, such as tax-breaks on income for those over
65 years, raising the age for the right to remain at work or introducing age in the
Discrimination Act, have not been successful. In fact, the policy change has been
accompanied with claims of ageism against older jobseekers and discussion of the difficulty
for certain occupational groups to continue working due to work injuries or heavy work.
Through the perspective of nudge theory, the study analyzed the Swedish Pensions Agency’s
communication or “positive campaigning” in press releases and Facebook posts to persuade
the public of the benefits of extended work life, as well as the responses in newspapers and
Facebook comments. The results show that the Pensions Agency used communication or
nudges of varying degree of visibility (subconscious to obvious) and of varying degree of
effort of reflection (intuitive to conscious). The responses to the nudges proved to be two
folded, where a majority of the articles in newspaper media were neutral or supportive to the
communication and the Facebook followers overwhelmingly critical oftentimes referring to
fatigue and little gain from continued work. In sum, the nudges did not seem to substantially
alter the choice environment of those seemingly in most need of extended work life.
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Introduction

Sweden’s current pension system is described as a pension pyramid, consisting of four parts
(see Figur 1 below). The base of the system is the national public pension and premium
pension, generated by a persons’ lifetime income, deducted by the employer, and
administered by the Swedish Pensions Agency. A choice can be made for the administration
of the premium pension, where the employee can choose to invest in equity funds or, if no
choice is made, a default option is provided. Through collective agreements between
employers and trade unions, covering about 90 % of Swedish employees, there is furthermore
an occupational pension deducted from salaries by the employer and administrated by
occupational pension financial institution. Finally, individuals can choose to save towards
their retirements, though this is done on income after tax and without any tax advantages.

‘ Private Savings
‘ Occupational Pension

Premium Pension

National Public Pension

Source: Edited Figure from the Swedish Pensions Agency (2024)

Figure 1: Swedish Pensions Pyramid

There is a “reference age” that determines the earliest withdrawal of national public and
premium pension. This reference age is recalculated continuously on the bases of life
expectancy, currently 63 years for those born 1961 to 1962, and 64 years for those born 1963
to 1969. For those that have no income or very low income, there is a guarantee pension to
safeguard a minimum pension level.

In average, the pension share of prior income is between 72 — 110 % (Pensionsmyndigheten,
2023), where those that have had very low income might receive up to 110 % of their prior
income. As of January 2024, there are 2,3 million pensioners in Sweden out of a population
of 10,5 million inhabitants (SCB, 2024), this amounts to about 22 % of the population. The
average retirement age is 64,8 years (as of 2022) (Pensionsmyndigheten, 2024).

The pension system is the result of a reform in the 1990s, when the fixed retirement age of 65
years was abolished and a shift to a life income-based system was made. Additional measures
in support of this policy shift have been adopted over time, such as raising the earliest age
from when a person can withdraw public national and premium pension as well as raising the
age for the right to remain at work in the Employment Protection Act to 69 years. Tax-breaks
for older adults that continue working and positive campaigning from the Swedish Pensions
Agency are other measures established. Nevertheless, as mentioned above with the average
retirement age, there seems to be a 65-year retirement age norm still in place.
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In 2009 the Discrimination Act was revised, adding age as a ground for discrimination, in
part to counteract agism of older adults in the labor market. Despite this amendment, there
are continued allegations of agism of older adults in working life. Various reports from trade
unions (Civilekonomerna, 2019, SACO, 2021), and the Swedish Public Employment Service
(Arbetsformedlingen, 2021) report on this, even a government-appointed delegation
presented support to these allegations in their reports (Carlsson & Eriksson, 2019; Svensson,
2019). A study on recruitment ages and anti-discrimination work in government agencies in
Sweden shows that new recruitments of staff drop from the age of 45 years (Segerlund,
2024). This drop was particularly noticeable from 55 years, and recruitments were very low
from 65 years. As for anti-discrimination work, only 1 out of 5 agencies reported any kind of
work specifically targeting age in this respect.

Aims and Research Questions

The present study aims at providing an understanding of the Pensions Agency’s
communication on extended work life from the perspective of nudge theory, as well as the
response this communication has led to. The research questions are:
1. What is the content of the communication on extended work life?
2. How does the public and media respond to this?
3. What can be learned from this case of “nudging” in view of the prevailing 65-year
retirement norm?

Nudge theory developed within behavioral economics to capture the influence of choice
environment on individual preferences and choices, i.e., where you simultaneously as you
respect the freedom of choice attempt to influence behavior or “nudge” the individual
towards better choice possibilities.

Delimitations

The study covers the period of 2018-2023 to collect a sufficiently significant amount of data
and remain up to date on the topic of extended work life. A further delimitation was made
regarding the responses to the Pensions Agency’s communication, here a focus is made on a
limited selection of social media and newspaper media.

Review of Research

This review focuses on extended work life and draws upon some recent contributions for an
insight into the current state of research. It is not intended to be exhaustive, but rather to
highlight the different issue-areas raised by the researchers. Changes in demography seen
globally with an aging population in relation to extended work life policies and the need for
research in this area is highlighted by Fideler (2020). Among other things, Fideler mentions
aspects of choice, necessity, statistical data, discrimination to be important subjects in
relation to this issue-area and where research is needed. The contributions reviewed below
also touch upon some of these aspects.

The perceptions of the older adults themselves occur in some of the research contributions
reviewed, such as in Nilsson et al (2016) where a survey on objective and self-rated health
status of older workers was conducted. Findings reveal that, among other things, the workers
put most importance into issues of fatigue (physical or mental), work satisfaction,
discrimination, and managers’ attitudes in relation to continued work. Gyllensten et al (2019)
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discuss the views of assistant nurses aged 55-64 years on extended work life from partly
similar aspects. Hovbrandt et al (2019) also address the perception of older adults, discussing
incentives for staying on, where the work itself, being part of a team, personal finances,
identity and being challenged and still manage work tasks were findings presented.

Health aspects on extended work life are covered in a recent study by Kim, Jang and Cho
(2023). In this study the work life balance of Korean older adults was at focus, discussing the
optimal number of work hours for maintaining good health when continued work is
concerned. The issue of health was in part also present in a study by Lain & Phillipson
(2019), where the absence in the debate on extended work life of disadvantaged older adults
with low health and education was pointed out.

Labor market related topics were addressed in a few contributions, where, e.g., participation
in learning in 50+ age group was studied in relation to retirement policies (Melesk, 2021).
The study followed the assumption that the closer an employee comes to retirement, the less
likely the employee is to invest in learning. However, Melesk concluded that the relation has
a gender aspect, whereas higher retirement age policies affected women’s learning
participation in general (higher participation) it had no significant effect on lower educated
men’s learning participation. Unemployment among older adults is discussed in Laliberte
Rudman & Aldrich (2021), analyzing the understanding and management of unemployment
in older age groups. An individualization approach was discovered among service providers
and stakeholders in the framing of the problems, where older jobseekers were encouraged to
take a more realistic view on their future options in the job market.

Last mentioned in this review is the perspective of employers. In a study of the municipality
sector in Sweden, managers’ perceptions of whether older adults can and want to work until
65 years and beyond was at focus in Nilsson & Nilsson (2022). The study found that
managers were more optimistic in the ability of older adults to continue working (close to
80 % believed in this) than of the desire of older adults to continue working (just under 60 %
thought this to be true).

The present study will contribute to this growing field of research with the perspective of the
attempts to affect older adults’ behavior in their choice to extend their work lives.

Methods and Analytical Approach

The study applied a mixed method, using both quantitative and qualitative content analysis,
and arguments on nudge theory. The collected data consists of communication from the
Pensions Agency’s website and Facebook account and the responses to this communication
in media and social media.

Data Selection
The selected data specifically addressed the topic of extended work life in a broad way, e.g.,
messages concerning the advantages of working after 65, generally on working longer,

withdrawing pension and working at the same time, etc. All data is in Swedish and translated
to English by the author.
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The data from the Pensions Agency’s website was delimited to press releases, as this
communication channel is specifically aimed at reaching a wider audience.! The four largest
daily newspapers in Sweden were selected for coverage of media responses, they include
Aftonbladet (independent social democratic), Dagens Nyheter (independent liberal
enlightenment tradition), Expressen (independent classical evening papers) and Svenska
Dagbladet (independent liberal conservative). Aftonbladet and Expressen are evening papers,
whereas Dagens Nyheter and Svenska Dagbladet are morning and subscription papers. All
four newspapers have national coverage, although Dagens Nyheter and Svenska Dagbladet
are mainly found in the larger cities.

Furthermore, posts by the Pensions Agency on their Facebook account “Pensions Agency —
Ask questions about pension” were selected as a second communication channel having the
largest number of followers (approximately 39,000 followers as of 2023).2 This should be
compared with the other social media channels used by the Pensions Agency (X/Twitter,
LinkedIn, YouTube, and Instagram), with at most around 6,700 followers. The Facebook
account also includes more posts and more comments from followers than the other social
media channels that oftentimes address the same topics.

Collected Data No. of Items
Pensions Agency’s press releases 22
Newspaper articles 99
Pensions Agency’s Facebook posts (incl. number of comments within brackets) * 26 (746)

* The number of comments also include some responses by the Pensions Agency.

Table 1: Overview of Collected Data
Analytical Approach

The study takes its point of departure in arguments on social norms, agism, and nudge theory.
The analytical approach is anchored in arguments of ageism (age-based discrimination), a
concept introduced by Robert N. Butler (1969) and later in Sweden with the Swedish term
“alderism” by Andersson (1997). The study identifies a tension between the policy shift of
extended work life (abolishment of a fixed retirement age) accompanied with “positive
campaigning” or nudging by the Pensions Agency, and the alleged existence of age-based
discrimination (agism) of older adults in the labor market. Agism as a frame of reference for
this study thus seems motivated.

More specifically this study applies nudge theory in the analysis of the communication from
the Pensions Agency (positive campaigning), here understood as nudges towards extended
work life, and the responses to these nudges. In short nudge theory aims at influencing
peoples’ behavior by shaping their decision-making environment or what has been defined as
’choice architecture” (Thaler & Sunstein, 2022). Nudge theory has evolved within behavioral

! See the Swedish Pensions Agency’s [Pensionsmyndigheten] website www.pensionsmyndigheten.se. The study
intends to include other communication in a later stage.

2 See the Swedish Pensions Agency’s [Pensionsmyndigheten] Facebook account “Pensionsmyndigheten — Fraga
om pension” [Swedish Pensions Agency — Ask About Pension] www.facebook.com/fragaompension.
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economics as a response to rational choice arguments. Thaler and Sunstein (2008) is often
mentioned as having popularized nudging as a concept, but the field covers many research
contributions as well as critical discussions of the arguments involved. In the present
discussion, I will limit the discussion to a model presented by Moseley (n.d.), where the main
arguments of nudge theory are summarized (see Table 2 below). This model is also used in
combination with thematic analysis method in the analysis of the collected data.

Moseley summarizes the development of nudge theory according to two main dimensions,
seen in the table below. The ability to discern the nudge addresses how easy a nudge can be
detected, and the degree of reflection entailed how much consideration or deliberation is

needed when exposed to nudges.

Ability to Discern the Nudge

Low

Moderate

High

Degree of Low
Reflection
Entailed

Subliminal messaging,
priming (e.g., sensory
nudges to encourage
handwashing by
clinicians, use of music to
discourage antisocial
behavior, use of visually
appealing paintings in
public places to
discourage vandalism or
graffiti), changing defaults
(e.g., size of plates;
portions; default side dish;
automatic enrollment in
retirement plan, organ
donation, or green energy
tariff), visual illusions to
reduce traffic speed

Framing/salience (e.g.,
highlight-ing losses
instead of gains to exploit
loss aversion, framing of
risk information), changed
layout of canteen or shop
to encourage healthy
eating, physical layout/
positioning of stairs or
elevator changed to
encourage more walking

Visible road safety
measures (e.g., signs with
children crossing,
sensory-based speed
reduction signal to slow
down based on driver’s
speed), provoking
automatic response with
little or no reflection
required

Moderate

Graphical warnings (e.g.,
use of shocking imagery
to highlight risks of
smoking or driving too
fast), targeting automatic
responses to emotional
stimuli

Changing a default (e.g.,
organ donation) alongside
public infor-mation
campaign to advertise the
change with easy
mechanism to opt out,
invoking a social norm
(e.g., comparison of own
energy or alcohol
consumption compared to
average), traffic light food
labeling system, anchoring
(e.g., recom-mended no. of
fruit/veg portions per day)

Reminders (e.g., to pay
back loan repayments or
tax return), commit-ment
devices to encourage
savings or exercise in
light of present bias,
posters containing
information and
imagery to encourage
stair use or take measure
to prevent infectious
diseases

High

N/A

Statistical warnings (e.g.,
statistics about smoking),
explicit calorie
information on menus

Required or prompted
choice (e.g., organ
donation, blood donation,
or retirement plan)

Source: Moseley, n.d.

Table 2: Nudges Categories

If the ability to discern a nudge is low and it simultaneously involves a low degree of
reflection, then we are moving within a subconscious and intuitive space of nudging and
perception of nudges (upper far left corner in the model). This could be exemplified in
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nudges that have a more hidden, implicit message. On the other hand, if the nudges are more
obvious and demand a conscious effort, they are easy to discern and involves a high degree of
reflection. Here the nudge would be more direct and evident, demanding an explicit action by
those exposed to the nudge.

Findings

The discussion of the initial results of the study will first address the communication by the
Pensions Agency through their press releases and Facebook posts, and thereafter examine the
responses found in selected newspapers and Facebook followers’ comments.

Main Themes in the Pensions Agency’s Press Releases and Facebook Posts

The analysis of the Pension Agency’s 22 press releases on extended work life identified five
recurring thematic used to influence the choice environment of the public. They are presented
in order of frequency as “work mantra”, norm change, economic aspects, specific groups and
circumstances, and legislation.

Most of the press releases address the importance of work in different ways, such as pointing
to the importance of early job market entry, postponement of pension withdrawal, the
benefits of working one year extra or to just continue working, and to work part time and
withdraw pension simultaneously. The last-mentioned argument is accompanied with new
terms in Swedish like “flexpension” and “jobbondr” (combining the words of job or work and
pensioner). Headlines appear such as “Many overestimate the importance of private pension
savings” (Pensions Agency, 2022a) together with information on the better option of working
one extra year. It comes across as a mantra in view of the many reappearances this has in the
communication by the Pensions Agency.

Another important point made by the Pensions Agency is that there is a norm change in the
way that 65 years is not the retirement age anymore. Although the information may include
facts on the average retirement age still being 65 years, it is at the same time pointed out that
there is an increasing spread in the ages of pension withdrawal. An example is a press release
with the heading “Fewer and fewer retire at 65, but 65 is still the norm” (Pensions Agency,
2018), arguing that there is an increasing spread in retirement ages. This is also presented as a
“freedom of choice” for the individual (Pensions Agency, 2019). Oftentimes, good examples
are presented in this regard to further enhance the abolishment of the fixed 65-year retirement

norm: “Three out of 10 plan to work longer to increase the pension” (Pensions Agency,
2022b).

Positive economic aspects of extended work life are highlighted in different ways, e.g.,
through presentation of calculation examples of what working an additional year means in
pension payment in real terms as well as reminders of tax-breaks for older adults that
continue working or in the case of later pension withdrawal. An example is the press release
“Tax-break for pensioners and wage earners over 65 (Pensions Agency, 2021). Wordings
like “winners” and “losers” occur in the communication. The Pensions Agency also refer to
the access to their database with personal pension details or to online forecasting tools.?

* Though not part of this study, printed annual pension details on national public and premium pension earned
so far is also distributed to all income earners in Sweden, termed the orange envelope after the color of the
envelop as well as the profile color of the Pensions Agency’s logo.
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Occasionally mentioned are specific groups and circumstances as aggravating aspects for
future pension payments, implicitly to be avoided if possible. Women and their generally
lower income come up, as does longer periods of parttime work, and low-income groups or
professions in general. A few times there are statements that the legal minimum age for
pension withdrawal has generated the greatest impact on extended work life.

The recurring thematic in the Pensions Agency’s Facebook post follow largely the same
pattern as that of the press releases, with work mantra, tax-breaks (the term “double tax-
breaks™ is introduced), norm change, role models versus cautionary examples or pitfalls
(working parttime for longer periods), information on effects of increase in life expectancy
and preparation for life after retirement. For example, “What would today's 70-75 year olds
have done differently if they could choose again?” (Pensions Agency, 2020) where a survey
of this age group reveals that they regret early retirement. It is also suggested that parttime
work can be a way to adjust to retired life, instead of retiring fulltime at once. This is said to
have health benefits in that continued work affects an individuals’ wellbeing. Emphasis is
made on the need to make plans, prognosis, and choices. Links are also provided for further
information or tools on the Pensions Agency’s website (database and online calculation).

The Facebook posts differ from the press releases in that the messages are shorter, more
direct, and personal in their approach. Another difference to the press releases is that the
Facebook post also often have pictures as illustrations to the communication, as seen in the
figure below.

: . |
Figure 2: Pictures Used by the Pensions Agency in
their Facebook Posts

Most pictures portrayed older adults in work situations, oftentimes smiling and giving an
energetic impression, so as to further emphasize the benefits of extended work life. Other
pictures showed older adults eagerly studying documents or representing the Pensions
Agency’s own flex-pension staff.

Responses From Newspapers and Facebook Followers

Starting with the newspapers the study found 99 articles addressing the Pensions Agency’s
communication on extended work life in the selected newspapers. Expressen published the

4 Referring to lower taxes for older adults that continue working and withdraw late pension at the same time.
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largest number with 39 articles, followed by Svenska Dagbladet, Aftonbladet and Dagens
Nyheter as seen in Table 3 below.

Name of Newspaper No. of No. of No. of
(political stance) Articles ”Critical” Articles | ”Neutral/ Supportive” Articles
Aftonbladet 18 6 12

(social democratic)

Expressen 39 6 33
(liberal, classical evening paper)

Dagens Nyheter 14 2 12
(liberal, enlightenment tradition)

Svenska Dagbladet 28 10 18
(liberal conservative)

Total 99 24 75

Table 3: Responses by Newspaper Media

With the aim to tease out standpoints by the newspapers on the issue of the Pensions
Agency’s communication on extended work life, the articles were categorized as critical,
neutral and supportive. Critical or supportive here means that the articles also comment on
the facts used from the Pensions Agency, and neutral means that the articles only refer to
facts used from the Pensions Agency’s communication. Currently, the study has made a first
categoriztion of the articles, where the critical articles were the first category to be examined
(the neutral/supportive articles are yet to be distinguished in a later stage). From this first
analysis of articles, it is interesting to note that the critical articles are in minority (24 out of
99 articles), and furthermore that the critique is spread among all newspapers. One might
have expected to see more of critical articles in Aftonbladet and Expressen, being evening
papers on the left or radical political dimension.

To exemplify the range of topics found in the articles, the following headlines can serve as
illustrations. Aftonbladet (2 September 2018) discusses at length the reformed pension
system with its life income-based system and negative aspects for low-income earners:
paraphrasing the Swedish national anthem Thou Ancient, Thou Free, Thou Mountainous
North under the headline Thou Ancient, Thou Fooled. Articles that are neutral and supportive
appear with headlines like The Tax is Reduced for Everyone 66+ (Expressen 15 January
2022), referring to the decision to lower income tax for older adults that continue working,
”Seniors in Demand as Hired Staff. Senior Staffing Companies Increase Turnover” (Dagens
Nyheter, 26 June 2022), supporting the call to work longer and Working Longer the Only
Solution (Svenska Dagbladet, 12 March 2018), interview with the responsible Government
minister on the topic of the pension system.

Turning to the Facebook followers’ comments we find that, apart from some few general
questions and answers by the Pensions Agency, an overwhelming majority of the written
comments by followers are critical to the communication posted. Simultaneously, when
looking at the Facebook “emojis reactions” (thumbs up for like, crying face for sad, etc.)
there is a total of 848 “Likes” (thumbs up) to the Pensions Agency’s Facebook posts, but very
few of these express written comments. In addition, there are expressions of the following
emojis: 121 “Angry”, 21 “Sad”, 18 “Haha” (laughing face), 1 “Wow” (surprised face), and 1
“Care” (hugging face). Although one might discard these expressions and comments as the
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commonly superficial or even inappropriate behavior found in social media, it is of interest to
look into the overall perceptions of the followers that make the effort to express themselves
publicly in writing.

To show the content of the comments, some examples are presented of different kind of
perceptions found among the followers’ written comments. There are those that express
disappointment, as seen in the following comments: “It's not much you get after 40 years of
hard work™ (Facebook, 29 May 2018) and,

If you have had a job where your body is worn out, you can be happy if you can last
until 60. Since these occupations are usually low-wage occupations, you get a pension
that is barely enough to live on. If you also worked part-time, then it will be even less.
It is just as expensive to live as a pensioner, but the money is not there. (Facebook, 10
May 2022)

Others contradict the content in the communication and try to provide another view:

Don't believe it. Had to retire at 65, have worked since I was 14 years old. After
retirement, I have worked in other places parttime, but now after 10 years the pension
is just as low. About half of the salary that I had at 65. (Facebook, 27 May 2021)

In a similar vein this follower brings up the issue of agism: “It is a bit difficult to work until
you are 67 if you become unemployed at 55. Especially as very few want to hire someone
over 55” (Facebook, 12 January 2023).

Then again you find comments that are outright critical or occasionally aggressive as seen in
these two comments: “Stop misleading. You have nothing to offer but forced administration.
I advise everyone to provide for their own pension. Don't give these fiddlers any more of
your capital.” (Facebook, 27 July 2019) and “I really hate the Government” (Facebook, 12
January 2022).

As a final example of comments, you find those that apply humour or irony into their
criticism of the messages by the Pensions Agency such as: “We must work longer so that the
supremacy can get their salaries...” (Facebook, 4 June 2020a), or “Why not take a taxi
directly from the workplace to the crematorium” (Facebook, 4 June 2020b).

The responses by the Pensions Agency to the above comments are sparce, limiting them to
mostly answering direct questions or correcting obvious misconceptions. Thus, the Pensions
Agency pretty much leaves these comments to speak for themselves or to comments by other
Facebook followers. In fact, there is some what of a conversation among Facebook followers
feeding into each other’s comments with supportive posts.

Conclusions
These conclusions constitute a first, summary analysis of the collected data attending to the
content of the Pensions Agency’s communication (nudges), the responses to them and what

can be learned from this case so far.

Turning first to the content of the communication by the Pensions Agency and the ability to
discern the messages, one of the dimensions when categorizing nudges, there are varying
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degree of “visibility” in the Pensions Agency’s messages. From the use of subliminal
messages, subconsciously perceived language (new terms with positive connotations),
pictures of happy and energetic older adults at work, to the more direct and obvious nudges
that provoke an automatic response by, e.g., clicking on provided links for further reading,
enter a database and make a pension forecast. This in turn demands different degrees of
reflection, the other dimension in the categorization, that lead to various perceptions of the
nudges. Looking at a picture obviously involves a low degree of reflection, i.e., intuitive
reception of messages, compared to when a reader is prompted to deliberately making a
pension forecast that could be understand as a commitment device.

Secondly, when examining the response there is a clear distinction between newspaper
articles and the followers’ comments in social media. Although the newspapers also include
critical articles, the majority of them are neutral or even supportive and rather echoing the
Pensions Agency’s messages. The contrary is the case when the comments on the Pensions
Agency’s post on their Facebook account is concerned. The overwhelming majority of the
written comments express critical views on the Pensions Agency’s posts. It rather seems that
the followers commenting on the posts are provoked by the messages.

Finally, the positive campaigning as an example of nudging comes across as two parties that
talk past each other, at least when it comes to the Pensions Agency and the Facebook account
followers. The followers seem to have a better understanding amongst each other and even
take consolation in their interactions with other followers. Thus, it seems that the group in
most need to increase their future pensions through extended work life are the ones that are
the least motivated by the messages. It does not seem to affect the choice environment, as this
may already be determined by other factors such as mental and physical fatigue.

The present study can obviously not claim to present a comprehensive understanding of the
Pensions Agency’s positive campaigning and nudging. Apart from the limitation in the
selection of data as well as the validity of Facebook comments, other additional data
exemplifying the Pensions Agency’s communication as well as further responses from the
public could be included in future studies. Furthermore, the different perceptions in
newspaper media and social media followers merits further attention as does the perceptions
to extended work life within other strands in society. This would constitute an important
contribution to the knowledge on extended work life and how to achieve such a policy shift
with the consent of the public.
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