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About the Adecco Institute

The Adecco Institute is committed to facilitating discussions on the
broad topic of work and how work impacts our society among all
stakeholders, from politicians and academics to employers, unions
and employees. 

Through primary and secondary research as well as thought pieces,
conferences and events, the Institute provides a forward-looking and
fact-based perspective on innovative approaches to help organiza-
tions and regions raise employability, productivity and employee 
satisfaction at work. 

Adecco’s worldwide reach enriches the Institute’s views. With over
6,600 offices in more than 70 countries and territories, and manag-
ing a workforce of over four million individuals each year, every day
Adecco employees face economic and demographic realities that
both challenge and foster clients’ business goals.

www.adeccoinstitute.com
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Executive Summary

Long term demographic change is a powerful and irrepressible
force. In less than ten years’ time people over 40 will, for the first
time in history, form the demographic majority in all Scandinavian
countries: While dramatic changes in population and substantial
ageing of the workforce in the next decades are already broadly 
accepted empirical facts, it is not anticipated in the same extend 
that this development will substantially reshape all aspects of our
live – and therefore our businesses, workplaces, health and educa-
tion systems in ways that we are only beginning to grasp. Compa-
nies have to tackle these changes, and companies proactively acting
are in advantage to those purely reacting.

Against this backdrop this White Paper based on the Demographic
Fitness Survey of Swedish companies continues our research on
ageing workforce in Europe focusing on how companies tackle with
the changes in the age structure of the workforce. The Demographic
Fitness Survey is an annual study conducted by the Adecco Institute
to evaluate if and how companies are prepared for the impact of de-
mographic changes. We started this research in 2006 by questioning
firms of Europe’s five biggest economies (EU Big 5: France, Germany,
Italy, Spain, and United Kingdom), and expanded to companies from
actually 11 European countries. 

Main outcome of the Demographic Fitness Survey is the Demo-
graphic Fitness Index (DFX), assigning each firm a score on an index
of 100-400 points, based on their performance in five areas of HR
activity, and an aggregated country-wide score. This report on
Swedish companies is part of our actual survey on Scandinavian
countries also enclosing Denmark and Norway. Interviews were 
conducted with HR decision makers in 1,050 companies to identify
their practices in the five areas of Career Management, Lifelong
Learning, Knowledge Management, Health Management and 
Diversity Management. 

On average, Swedish firms achieve a Demographic Fitness Index
(DFX) of 196 points. This puts Swedish firms in a front runner position
in comparison with both the other two northern countries and the 
remaining European countries. Compared to other EU countries, this
is a remarkable result. These high scores compared to other Euro-
pean countries indicate that Swedish companies are more aware 
of future demographic trends and their consequences compared to
all other European countries. However, the figures below 200 out of
possible 400 also indicate that they are also far away from being
‘excellent’, and significant improvement is possible – and needed. 
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While Swedish firms are starting to recognize demographic change
as a big challenge (31 %), globalization (36 %) and technological
change (39 %) are still seen as more important. Most companies
have not fully analysed the age structure of their employee, and still
see personnel planning as a short-term event and plan their staff
barely one year ahead.

Our previous results show that although firms increasingly need to
attract, develop and retain workers, most are not prepared across
five key areas of lifelong learning, career management, healthcare,
knowledge management, and age diversity management. But how
does Sweden perform in these areas? In sum, Swedish companies
are more aware of the needs to actively manage their workforce in
these fields:

• Swedish companies are more aware of the relevance of career
management than firms in other European countries. But compa-
nies could benefit from these supportive measures even more if
they better met employees’ needs. 

• Swedish companies have better recognised the necessity of 
customising schemes in the field of ‘lifelong learning’, and can 
already present positive results, especially in the industrial sector. 

• Swedish companies are also aware of the necessity for the need
of knowledge management. However, they rarely analyse and
document the parameters of knowledge management com-
pletely. A more serious implementation of an already accepted
necessity is needed. 

• Swedish companies tackle the issue of health management 
on an above average level. A high awareness of companies‘ 
responsibility in preserving the heath status of their employee 
is already given.

• Swedish companies are also leaders in the application of age 
diversity management. These measures are not restricted to 
‘formal’ issues such as treating all age groups equally and other
anti-discrimination rules, where Sweden already has a leading
role on the legal side. Also programmes to promote a corporate
culture of mutual esteem and value creation are well-developed.

In the light of the high probability of a strong economic meltdown 
in the next year, we underline that the given activities have to be 
retained and even extended independent of cyclical changes. Demo-
graphic change and its challenges are not topics related to business
cycle. These are long-term strategic investments for the companies.
Only companies that keep this in mind and retain their activities will
be prepared for the next upturn. In this, shortages of workforce are
even more likely than it is today.

In addition to demographic awareness, HR leaders were asked
about their actual capability to fill their vacancies, and their experi-
ence with older workers. Swedish companies experience substantial
skill shortages: 32 % of the companies complain about a shortage 
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of technological knowledge, and thus face a higher share than 
Denmark (29 %) and Norway (30 %), and only a slightly lower share
compared to the one reported by EU Big 5 companies, and a sub-
stantially higher share than for example Dutch companies (23 %). 
It is particularly large commercial enterprises that lack sufficient tech-
nically qualified staff. 
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Demographic change – facts and figures

Within this White Paper we show that demographic trends that have
been observed in the Big-5 European economies1 are broadly similar
in direction and implication in the Scandinavian countries, ands
specifically in Sweden. As argued in detail in our inaugural report
(2006), ageing workforce is a challenge of the same magnitude as
globalization and technological change. Over the next 50 years
every industrialized country in the world will see not just a steep rise
in retirees, but also a sharp drop in the share of people of prime
working age. 

Sweden is the largest country in Scandinavia with currently about 
9.1 million. Average life expectancy is high, even by international
comparison, with 82.8 years for women and 78.4 years for men in
2005. Female labour force participation rates in Sweden have been
among the highest in Europe. This also was considered as a main
reason for the fertility decline between the mid-1960s and early
1980s, along with the increasing dominance of post-modern values
and the availability of effective modern contraceptives and abortion
on demand in case of contraceptive failure, allowing women to 
control their childbearing. The second half of the 1980s and the
1990s showed a pattern of pro-cyclical fertility as childbearing 
became strongly related to income development at both micro 
and macro levels.

Population forecast for older workers (60+) 
selected EU countries, 2000 – 2050

Source: UN World Population Prospects; detailed figures in the appendix.
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1 EU Big 5 are the five biggest economies in Europe: France, Germany, Italy, Spain, and
United Kingdom.
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As the long-term population forecast of the United Nations indicates,
the Scandinavian countries show less dramatic ageing workforce 
figures compared to the rest of Europe. However, all three countries
are faced with substantially higher shares of older people. The long-
term population forecast in a comparison shows that within the next
20 years, the share of people aged over 60 will rise dramatically.
While in 2000 the share of this group was only 20.3 %, this will be
25.6 % in 2020 and will reach over a third (34.5 %) of the overall 
population in 2050. 

Sweden, as the other Scandinavian countries do, shows a bit of a 
diverging figure in this context: While ageing population was already
above EU average in 2000 (22.2 %) and will reach over one fourth in
just 2 years (25.1 % in 2010), the long-term development is a bit less
dramatic: The growth rate is below the EU average, by 2030, the 
average share of 60+ in population will fall under the one in the EU.
However, this will be substantially higher than today with 29 %, 
although the growth will nearly be equalized and the share of older
workers will stay at about 30 % until 2050. This can be interpreted as
the fact that there was already a need to react to the development.
And that this reaction will lead to a slowdown in growth in the long-
term perspective. While this is in part good news, as it shows that
with the right policies, there will be a peak. 

However, the apparent figures, and the mid-term perspective in
Sweden indicate a development in the same direction as all other
European countries. Ten years are a relevant time horizon for strate-
gic business decisions. And in just the next ten years, people over 40
will be in the majority across Europe. This time horizon asks basically
for the same: companies have to prepare themselves for an ageing
workforce to achieve their business needs.

The Swedish figures indicate that public policy has an impact. The
ageing of our society is not totally ‘given by nature’ and alternative
developments are possible by creative policies that react on changes
in societies of the 21st century. However, in order to combat the im-
pact of a shrinking workforce, companies must proactively address
the issue of workforce retention. Every employee who leaves a firm,
at any stage of their career, drains much needed expertise from the
firm. Proactive companies will recognize this threat and act today to
put policies and practices in place to retain workers and encourage
them to continue to contribute through, and when possible, past the
official retirement age.
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The Demographic 
Fitness Index (DFX) – Methodology

In September 2006, the Adecco Institute launched the Demographic
Fitness Survey – the first ever quantitative analysis of the extent to
which European companies are preparing for the realities of an in-
creasingly ageing workforce. The Demographic Fitness Index (DFX)
based on five factors measures a firm’s ability to leverage an ageing
workforce: 

• Career Management
• Lifelong Learning
• Knowledge Management
• Health Management
• Diversity Management.

Firms are scored on a scale of 100 to 400 points. Interviews were
conducted in September and October 2008 by TNS Intratest using
computer aided telephone interviews (CATI). TNS assessed the un-
derlying structure of the Swedish economy in terms of size of com-
panies (medium vs. large), and sector (industry, trade or services) to
establish a representative sample of all Swedish companies. 

The Swedish Demographic Fitness Survey is part of the Scandinavian
Survey drawing on responses from 1,050 companies: 565 medium
sized (annual sales of Euro 10 to 50 million) and 485 large (annual
sales of more than Euro 50 million). The sample included 359 com-
panies engaged in the trade sector, 384 engaged in industry-, and
308 engaged in the services sector. The interview samples were
weighted using a representative European structure for the final total
analysis and for calculating the DFX.

It has not traditionally been the ‘business’ of business to plan for
long term demographic change; however, it is an emerging trend
over which employers have an unprecedented degree of control.
Companies that actively prepare for an ageing workforce will be 
better prepared to continue to engage their existing employees 
on their career path, attract older workers, and deliver against their
business plans even as workers age and fewer young people
emerge to replace them. As mentioned we have identified five areas
where companies can develop policies that will increase productivity
and loyalty in all employees – and encourage older employers to 
remain engaged, committed and focused as they age: Taking each,
briefly, in turn:

Career Management addresses the needs of both employers and
employees throughout the life cycles of both. When an employer 
is willing to accommodate the life-cycle needs of employees (e.g.
changes in professional interests, having children, caring for elderly
parents), employees develop a level of loyalty to the firm that cannot
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be fostered with traditional perks like pay increases. Companies will-
ing to respond to the individual needs of employees while actively
managing their own workforce needs (e.g. with tools like profession-
al career planning and realistic succession planning) will enjoy a
dedicated workforce with a real commitment to the company. 
Employees, who, alternatively, feel that their employer fails to under-
stand or accommodate their needs, or simply ”doesn‘t care“, will
look for opportunities elsewhere – taking their expertise with them.

Lifelong Learning is increasingly essential in today‘s workplace, an
environment that is characterised by constant change – in work
processes, in competition, in customer tastes and demands, and in
how we work. Both employers and employees must be committed 
to lifelong learning in order to keep ahead of – and in some cases,
abreast of – the demands of business. Lifelong learning means 
making learning something we do every day – whether via informal
processes that keep employees up-to-date, or via structured learn-
ing. By making learning relevant and compelling, employees keep
skills up to date while employers benefit from an active and attuned
workforce.

Knowledge Management. As older staff leave, firms often lose vital
expertise, customer relationships and internal networks – all of
which can affect their ability to produce, innovate and compete.
Firms can renew and retain such critical “intangibles” through a sys-
tematic approach to knowledge management and better cultural 
appreciation of people’s know-how and experience. Knowledge
management encompasses essential tools that enable companies to
understand the role that employees play in keeping the business go-
ing – and the risks that companies run when key employees depart.

Health Management. Firms suffer costs from worker absence, lower
productivity, and poor motivation. These can be reduced with better
analysis of people’s stress levels, emotional and physical health, and
by adopting ergonomics, regular check ups and healthier lifestyles.
Healthcare has not been a managerial issue in Europe to date, but
health issues are growing fast and thus firms better at handling
them will enjoy a competitive advantage in coping with demographic
change.

Diversity Management recognizes the necessity of creating a work
environment that values each individual’s contribution – regardless 
of age or rank. It ensures that work groups include both older and
younger workers, and that projects are staffed to enable members
of all ages to actively contribute – thus building self- and mutual 
esteem, and reducing barriers to workers who may feel ‘out of place’
in a group comprised primarily of older or younger workers. Firms
can enhance their ability to compete, innovate and produce not just
through the correct application of legal norms on diversity, but also
via efficient interactions between younger and older employees in
the workplace e.g. through mentorship and mixed task forces.
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The 2008 Sweden Demographic 
Fitness Survey

In this section we present detailed results of the Swedish Demo-
graphic Fitness Survey. First, the main trends in HR management 
related to expectations of importance of main trends, the awareness
of Swedish companies to analyze their intra-corporate structure, their
actual planning horizon of personnel needs and their expectations 
in staffing requirements. Second, we present the results of the DFX,
our aggregate indicator evaluating the fitness of Swedish companies
to tackle changing future needs in HR management towards a more
strategic approach. We first present the results of the overall DFX 
indicator in an international comparison and then discuss the five
components career management, lifelong learning, knowledge
management health management and diversity management. In a
third sub-section we present results of an additional focus in this
year‘s survey: skill shortage and actual experience with older work-
ers in Swedish companies.2 

Main trends in Swedish HR management

Demographic change is one of the biggest future challenges for al-
most one third of all Swedish companies. In comparison with the five
large European national economies (EU Big 5 = Germany, France,
UK, Spain and Italy), demographic change is a less significant issue
for all Scandinavian countries. Sweden; the country already consid-
ers itself as being in a good position, and 31 % of companies see 
demographic change as one of the two major challenges (EU Big 5:
47 %), however the other Scandinavian countries see this as even
less important, while only 27 % of the companies in Norway see it as
major topic, the figure of Denmark is the lowest (25 %). 

All Scandinavian countries consider other widely discussed chal-
lenges, namely globalisation, technological progress and general
social / political conditions – to be less ‘real’ threats compared to the
view of other countries. The detailed analysis according to industry
shows that almost half the companies from the service sector (45 %)
consider demographic change to be a challenge.

Despite sound basic economic conditions, the human resources
managers in this sector already seem to be sensing the initial conse-
quences of an ageing society on corporate policy. As seen in the
previous section, demographic change is a bit less dramatic for
Swedish companies, however, society has already an age above the
EU average. Although specific branches like the service sector recog-
nise the risks, the overall awareness of the need for systematic
analysis as a basis for a strategic approach is essentially low.

Adecco Institute
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countries published this year (EU Big 5, Benelux). We mention potential consequences
caused by changed economic perceptions in our conclusions.
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Swedish companies are very reluctant to analyse their intra-corpo-
rate structure intensively. Only one in five companies has fully
analysed the current and future age structure of their existing staff.
Almost half of all companies state they do not analyse these struc-
tures at all. Compared to other Scandinavian countries this is the
lowest result, followed by Denmark (22 %) and Norway (29 %). How-
ever, these figures are all far below the EU Big 5-average of 40 %.
Obviously a significantly fewer number of Swedish companies are far
less well informed about the age structure of their entire workforce. 

A comparison by industry reveals that the service companies – who
are most likely to state that demographic change can become a
threat for them – have made some efforts in this respect. The fact
that Sweden has a bit less dramatic figures related to future demo-
graphic change perhaps explain the fact that companies are not that
sensible about the topic. However, ageing society is also a highly 
relevant topic in Sweden, and an improvement in this respect is
highly desirable.

Swedish companies plan their personnel needs only a short time
ahead, the Swedish are not an exception with an average planning
horizon of slightly more than one year. However, all Scandinavian
countries are a bit above other European countries, and Sweden is in
the mid-field of the Scandinavian countries with 1.2 years, compared
to 1.3 in Norway and 1.1 in Denmark – which is also the EU Big 5 
average. Planning periods in Sweden are relatively more extensive
for professional staff (still less than 1.4 years) and shortest for indus-
trial personnel (exactly 1 year). While a short term approach is under-
standable given the rhythm of modern business life, it is alarming
with the demographic changes and skills shortages we are faced
with.

Share in %  Top two on a scale from 1 to 6; (1 = very major challenge, 6 = not a challenge at all)

Globalisation

Demographic Change

Changes in general 
(political/social) conditions

Technological Progress

36

31

Companies’ view on the importance of future issues 
and challenges

EU Big 5Sweden Scandinavia

39

31

36

 27

37

30

56

 47

53

39
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Large companies allow themselves a somewhat longer preliminary
lead time with the engagement of better qualified staff (skilled staff
and executives, and commercial staff) than medium sized business-
es. As far as the individual sectors are concerned, the industrial 
sector shows the best planning security with regard to staffing, while
the service sector has to employ people at the shortest notice – a
possible reason for the already greater awareness of demographic
changes and their consequences on HR policy in this sector.

Despite comparable planning horizons, the percentage of new 
positions that are filled within the desired timescale is lower in 
Sweden – only 75 % of the requested deadlines can actually be met.
With ca. 80 % staffing to suit market needs, however, further demand
with regard to ‘qualifications’, ‘number of staff’, and ‘location’ are
comparable with the results for the EU Big 5. Companies are opti-
mistic about their outlook for the next five years: At least one third of
all companies believe that staffing to suit market needs will improve,
and only very few forecast a change for the worse here.

In sum we see that Sweden, in line with the other Scandinavian
countries, does not diverge substantially compared to their neigh-
bours a bit more south. Ageing of population is more apparent than

Required qualification    19

   19

   25

16

81

81

75

84

17

16

24

17

   83

   84

   76

84

   19

   17

   20

   13

81

83

81

87

Required staff: appointment of vacancies vs. requirements
EU Big 5Sweden Scandinavia

Share in %

appointed fully according to the need       

Required site/ location

Required date

Required number/quantity

appointed not fully according to the need

All staff employed by the company   1.2

  1.4

  1.1

  1.0

  1.2

  1.4

  1.2

  1.1

  1.1

  1.3

  1.1

  0.9

Staffing requirement and planning horizon
EU Big 5Sweden Scandinavia

Average (in years)

Industrial staff

Commercial staff

Professionals and executives
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is the case in other European countries; prospects are, although a 
bit less – but already dramatic. And companies are not really 
aware of how the future workforce will change. Against this back-
ground, the main result of our DFX index is perhaps already a bit a
surprise – however: Sweden is the new European ‘leader’ as will be
shown in the following section. 

Fitness of Swedish companies – Results 
of the DFX analysis

1. The DFX score – Sweden is new leader

The DFX score is an aggregate summarizing how Swedish compa-
nies are prepared based on the five pillars of strategic HR mana-
gement defined earlier. Swedish firms achieve a DFX score of 196
points out of a possible score of 400 in the 2008 Demographic Fit-
ness Survey. This puts them in the front runner position in compari-
son to companies from all other European countries. Norway follows
with just 2 points less (194) putting them into the second place in an
overall comparison of all 11 European countries. Denmark (183) lies a
bit behind taking a midfield position together with the Netherlands.
They are therefore behind Germany, United Kingdom (both 186) on
place 5. In regional comparison Scandinavian countries take a lead-
ing position with an average of 182 compared to EU Big 5 (183) and
Benelux (182).

These high scores compared to other European countries indicate
that Swedish companies are more aware of future demographic
trends and their consequences compared to all other European
countries. However, the figures below 200 out of possible 400 also
indicate that they are also far away from being ‘excellent’, and 
significant improvement is possible – and needed.

SWE: 196

NOR: 194

DEN: 183

Average score:  191

The Demographic Fitness Index (DFX): 
Sweden takes the lead

EU Big 5 BeneluxScandinavia

GER: 186

UK: 186

ITA: 182

ESP: 180

FRA: 174

182

BEL: 182

NL: 183

182
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An analysis by industrial sector and company category reveals the
following: Large companies are clearly positioned best with an im-
pressive 216 index points, the trade sector currently does not handle
the issue of demographic change as well as the other economic sec-
tors at the moment (192 index points). 

The service sector has actively engaged with biggest fears concern-
ing demographic change, and reached a likewise above average
DFX of 198 points. The results confirm that Swedish companies had
already started to create structural preconditions to help them to
face demographic change quite a while ago – which makes them
one of the pioneers in this respect.

2. Career Management

By putting increased attention on career development, companies
are more likely to be able to retain key resources and prevent the
loss of talent. Of the nine main career management tools cited in 
our survey, Swedish firms, on average, offer 4.7. This is clearly above
the EU average of 4.1, however below the number of programmes
offered by companies of the other Scandinavian countries: Denmark
average is 4.9, while Norway already offers 5, and therefore gets 
into the leading position in career management.

Ø (= Index) 196 Points

100 points 7 8

23

41

15

7

7

1

0

7

18

41

17

9

7

1

0

8

23

26

28

11

4

0

0

21

38

18

9

6

1

0

The state of fitness of Swedish companies by sectors

Services

198 pts.

Trade

192 pts.

Industry

199 pts.

Sector

400 points

351 – 399 points

301 – 350 points

251 – 300 points

201 – 250 points

151 – 200 points

101 – 150 points
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Going to the details, Swedish firms, in general, are emphasizing indi-
vidual career programmes, with 63 % of firms offering this tool which
is the lowest figure amongst the Scandinavian countries. However,
work-life plans are offered by 52 % (Denmark: 45 %, Norway: 42 %).
Coaching programmes and internal career consulting are widely
available, with 66 % of firms offering these tools in Sweden.

In contrast to the above average supply from company side, employ-
ee adoption of available tools is rather low – only 32 % of employees
use the tools that are available. The average across Europe is 36 %,
ranging from a high of 54 % in Italy to a low of 24 % in Germany. In
Denmark (35 %) and Norway (34 %) the figures are comparable to
the Swedish.

These relatively low utilization rates raise the questions as to the 
effectiveness of the provided tools. As so few employees use the 
offers provided, the question should be asked, are the appropriate
tools being offered to the employee? Here, a clear focus should be
set by the Swedish companies on both the range of offerings and

Work life plans

32% 34% 36%

Career Management: Number of tools and their utilisation
Sweden

4.7 (of 9) 4.9 (of 9) 4.1 (of 9)

EU Big 5Scandinavia

52

53

63

39

51

66

54

21

63

47

58

63

41

52

66

60

29

67

Degree of utilisation of offered toolsShare in %

45

53

54

29

40

49

52

34

50

Average number 
of tools offered: 

Individual career 
programmes

External career consulting

Internal career consulting

Coaching programmes

Mentoring programmes

High potential programmes

Creation of entirely 
new positions

Change of profession/
career path
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the utilization rate of career management tools. Swedish companies
are aware of the relevance of career management, and thus already
implement an important component of demographic fitness very well
– be it consciously or automatically. However, companies do not yet
benefit from their effort in the full range. They would benefit from
these supportive measures even more if they better met employees’
needs. A more practical approach would help Swedish firms to im-
prove employee loyalty (retention) and increase their appeal for new
employees (recruitment).

3. Lifelong Learning

Continuous update and acquisition of new skills over the whole
course of a working life is a second key determinant of both individ-
ual employability and corporate growth. Lifelong learning is increas-
ingly essential in today‘s workplace, an environment that is charac-
terized by constant change. In Swedish companies, specified tools of
lifelong learning are also introduced and implemented comparatively
well. 

Within the last 12 months, 56 % of all companies have started new
initiatives / programmes. Here, too, the Swedish companies provide
most schemes overall, compared to the EU Big 5 companies and
nearly in the average of all Scandinavian companies (57 %). How-
ever, they are clearly outperformed by Norway where 60 % of all
companies have implemented new measures.

The focus of lifelong learning in Scandinavia is clearly on individual
further training measures such as ‘analysis of individual training 
requirements’, ‘encouragement through individual attention’, and 
especially in ‘schemes for imparting social skills’, all Scandinavian
countries outperform the EU Big 5 (24 %) with an average of 39 %,
and Sweden (40 %) together with Norway (41 %) are much better than
Denmark (35 %). 
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When we compare the results disaggregated by industrial sectors,
the trade sector introduced the smallest number of further training
measures overall – probably for reasons of economy. The same 
applies to the number of (new) initiatives that were actually started 
in this sector within the last 12 months.

While large sized firms offer more lifelong learning schemes in the
overall measure with 59 % compared to 55 % in medium sized firms,
the latter are much better in schemes that are denoted to the indi-
vidual employees like ‘provision of individual training requirements’
with 63 % compared to 51 % in large sized firms and ‘encouragement
through individual attention / advice’ (56 % compared to 47 %). In
turn, large sized companies take the lead in ‘work based training
schemes’ (55 %, compared to 44 % in medium sized companies) and
‘schemes imparting technical skills’ (52 % compared to 41 % in small
medium companies). 

Average no. of tools offered:

Share in %

5.4 (of 8) 5.3 (of 8) 5.1 (of 8)

Analysis of individual training  
requirements/regular discussions 87

68

67

75

78

69

42

54

78 73

72

70

69

75

69

41

52

87

67

75  

56

62

48

41

Mainly used tools of lifelong learning  
EU Big 5Sweden Scandinavia

Schemes for imparting social skills 

Schemes for imparting           
methodological skills

Schemes for imparting 
technical skills

Encouragement through individual 
attention/advice

Advanced training initiatives 
from external providers

Internal training initiatives                
outside the workplace

Workplace based training initiatives 
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In sum, companies in Sweden have better recognised the necessity
of customising schemes in the field of lifelong learning, and can 
already present very positive results. Especially the industrial sector 
is better prepared than companies in other countries analyzed, and
large sized companies have an emphasize on the development
‘hard’ skills recognizing the needs of the production process, while 
in medium sized companies, the individual employee and his/her
needs are more in the foreground.

4. Knowledge Management

Knowledge management encloses essential tools that enable com-
panies to understand the role that employees play in keeping the
business going – and the risks that companies run when key em-
ployees depart. Swedish firms are taking knowledge management
seriously as evidenced by the number of tools that they offer to man-
age this critical area, but employee adoption of these tools lags, 
indicating that employers aren’t achieving the advantages they
could. Six of the 12 key tools of knowledge management are utilised
by companies in Sweden. Overall, the range of tools for utilising,
saving and renewing knowledge ranges slightly above the level of
the EU Big 5. At 48 %, the same applies to the corresponding accept-
ance by the employees.

Share in %

No new initiatives in the past year 44

56

60

46

38

50

54

44

33

40

46

54

52

32

40

56

46

39

30

27

42

58

64

58

38

53

53

46

32

49

43

57

66

45

33

36

72

46

37

42

New initiatives of lifelong learning in Sweden by sector

ServicesTrade Industry

Total Sector

Schemes for imparting social skills

Schemes for imparting 
methodological skills

Schemes for imparting technical skills

Encouragement through 
individual attention/advice

Advanced training initiatives 
from external providers

Internal training initiatives 
outside the workplace

Workplace based training initiatives

Individual training requirements

Yes, we started new initiatives
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However, in line with their rather poor efforts concerning age struc-
ture analyses, Swedish companies rarely analyse and document the
parameters of knowledge management completely: Only 16 % of 
all companies state they have precisely identified the knowledge 
carriers within the company. This is far below the Scandinavian 
average of 21 %. At the same time, 35 % of all companies believe
they are fully aware of the risk of knowledge loss (through the loss 
of employees).

This becomes most apparent in the industrial sector. Economically,
this is currently positioned very well, and allows for the assumption
that companies treat the relevance of the body of knowledge care-
lessly – probably due to the currently good conditions. Technical
knowledge is also documented by only 25 % of the Swedish compa-
nies. In comparison with the EU Big 5, where 43 % of all companies

Management Information Systems

48% 45% 43%

Knowledge Management: number of tools and their utilisation
Sweden

6.2 (of 12) 6.2 (of 12) 5.6 (of 12)

EU Big 5Scandinavia

65

63

54

29

42

49

50

73

63

Share in % Degree of utilisation of offered tools

67

32

32

64

61

57

36

35

49

50

71

67

65

35

30

57

46

33

30

40

55

57

62

58

54

29

23

Average number of tools offered: 

Contact with external think tanks 

Establishing own think tanks 

Cooperation with colleges and 
other institutions

Cooperation with other companies

Use of external consultants

Targeted advanced training 
programme for renewal of knowledge

Standardised records of 
business critical knowledge

Building mixed age teams

Publication of knowledge holders in 
internal “Yellow Pages” 

Internal online forums 

Customer Relationship 
Management Systems
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claim to do so, this indicates major deficiencies, especially with
medium sized companies. In case of specific processes of change,
companies will lack a crucial basis for implementing processes they
started in a cost efficient way.

In sum, Swedish companies, although taking knowledge manage-
ment as a serious topic, they currently do not perform that well when
it comes to detailed analyses and documentation of existing struc-
tures concerning business critical knowledge. Although they can cur-
rently follow the package of measures of knowledge management
very well, this could become more difficult in the future – especially
in sectors with a limited budget – if they fail to do fundamental 
research.

5. Health Management

Healthcare has not been a managerial issue in Europe to date, 
but health issues are growing fast and thus firms better at handling
them will enjoy a competitive advantage in coping with demographic
change. Most Swedish companies tackle the issue of health man-
agement with an average number of tools of 5.0 out of 9 far above
average level both related to the Scandinavian average (4.3 out of 9)
and EU Big 5 scoring only 3.4 out of 9 tools. 

While the difference in more ‘classical’ medical measures like ‘med-
ical checkups at work’ (78 %) and ‘regular health check’ do not differ
that substantially from the EU Big 5 where these are applied in 76 %
(‘medical checkups’) and 71 % (‘regular health check’, the awareness
of the need of measures that actively involve employees to preserve
or improve their health is significantly higher.

Holders of business 
critical knowledge 34

25

16

35

25 26

20 39

Analysis of structure and knowledge in Swedish companies by sector

Services

Sweden Sector

Trade Industry

Share in % full and complete analysis      no analysis at all

44

23

14

34

26 25

18 41

26

28

12

38

24 26

24 39

30

23

27

31

27 29

16 38Company specific 
technical knowledge

Workplace specific 
technical knowledge 

Risk of loss of knowledge when 
individual employees leave
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Companies implement these measures for active health promotion,
such as ‘sports facilities’ with 57 % compared to 19 % in EU Big 5,
‘back strain reduction’ 43 % compared to 13 % in EU Big 5, and most
significantly in ‘relaxation programmes’ where Swedish companies
outrange their competitors in the EU Big 5 by 39 %. These figures are
also far above the Scandinavian average, which is reduced in all
measures by the low performance of Denmark. The wide range of
offers Swedish employees are faced with have great acceptance by
them – more than 75 % of them make use of the services. The fact
that companies apply pre-employment medical checkups is imple-
mented to a 26 % lower extent than the EU big 5 average allows 
that they trust their employees much more to care about their health
individually. They do not see a great need to reassure the health 
status of new employees. In sum the Swedish results in health
management programmes indicate a high awareness of companies‘
responsibility in preserving the heath status of their employees.

6. Diversity Management

Diversity Management recognizes the necessity of creating a work
environment that values each individual‘s contribution – regardless
of age or rank. Sweden, like other European nations, scores well in
diversity management areas such as age-neutral job advertisements
and appointments, and equal opportunity for all age groups – areas
that are typically protected by law. 

Average no. of tools offered:

Share in %

5.0 (of 9) 4.3 (of 9) 3.4 (of 9)

Company sports facilities

Back strain reduction

Relaxation programmes

Healthy catering

Dietary advice

Medical checkup at work

Pre employment medical checkup

Regular health checks

Health advice/medical consultation 

57

46

44

41

31

78

47

78

72

48

43

34

61

23

65

33

59

57

19

13

5

25

9

76

72

71

46

Degree of implementation of health management tools
EU Big 5Sweden Scandinavia
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But as mentioned above, diversity management is much more than
application of legal rules, but also through efficient interaction like
team building seminars or mentoring programmes. 

In comparison with the EU Big 5, Swedish companies here also
achieve good results: 6.1 out of 11 tools are implemented, bringing
Sweden not only in the lead compared to the the EU Big 5 (5.1), but
also above the Scandinavian average of 5.7 out of 11 measures. 
And here, too, measures are not restricted to “formal” issues such 
as treating all age groups equally: an above average number of
companies also provide for long-term programmes to promote a
corporate culture of mutual esteem and value creation, such as 
‘performance orientated payment systems‘, ‘teambuilding seminars‘,
and ‘platforms for exchange between employees‘.

However there is much room for improvement. In the area of aware-
ness raising workshops for managers on the subject of age diversity,
for example: managers are on the front line in handling the issue of
age diversity, and helping them understand the risks and rewards of
effective diversity management will set the basis for putting these
policies into practice. 

Share in %

Age neutral job advertisements 

Average no. of tools offered:

77 72 69

Age neutral appointments 74 70 73

Equal opportunities for all age groups 91 90 86

Performance orientated payment system 75 68 57

Junior-/Senior Round Table 25 22 27

Age heterogeneous working groups 46 32 53

Age homogeneous working groups 25 20 29

Teambuilding seminars  72 74 28

Platforms for exchange between employees 58 55 31

Mentoring programmes  45 46 37

Awareness raising workshops for managers 
on the subject of age diversity  18 18 15

Degree of implementation of diversity management tools
EU Big 5Sweden Scandinavia

5.1 (of 11)6.1 (of 11) 5.7 (of 11)
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Skill shortages and experience with older workers

Skill shortages

Even though Swedish companies may currently be in the best posi-
tion as regards demographic fitness, they must admit to experienc-
ing skill shortages in individual sectors: 32 % of the companies com-
plain about a shortage of technological knowledge, and thus face
the same problems that occur in the EU Big 5. It is particularly large
commercial enterprises that lack sufficient technically qualified staff,
while the service sector experiences more of a shortage of sufficient
highly qualified employees (i.e. business knowledge). Almost 25 % of
the service companies also complain about skill shortages in tasks
that concern the immediate work environment. 

At the same time, the people in charge indicate that companies may
lack adequately skilled staff, but not the strategies to counteract this
deficiency: 
When asked for particularly effective strategies / measures to fight
skill shortages, companies come up with a large number of strate-
gies ranging from a better transition from school to work life to the
use of external employment agencies.

84 % of all respondents agree that with a more professional human
resource development, a lot of problems could be eliminated in 
the companies themselves. Commercial enterprises also see 
great potential in the increasing education of women for technical
careers – more than 82 % of these companies consider this to be a
particularly effective measure. It does not come as a surprise that
the immigration of foreign skilled workers has long been another
particularly “popular” strategy of counteracting skill shortages in
Sweden.

EU Big 5Scandinavia

Share in %

IT skills 12 13 19

Business knowledge 14 16 18

Technical/Engineering skills 32 30 35

Language skills 8 9 14

Specific job related skills 18 17 23

Other skills 9 11 6

Skill shortage: Areas with most severe shortage
Sweden
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In sum, those in charge in the companies are definitely able to 
reflect upon the current problems, and they are aware of the fact
that they, too, have an obligation to better balance the requirement
levels for the employees in the according field of application. The fact
that the appropriate budget does not (yet) exist or is not made avail-
able in individual companies and sectors also shows the great will-
ingness to seek support from private employment agencies: almost
70 % of all companies consider the use of private employment agen-
cies to be a valuable support. 

Experience with older workers

The readiness to employ older staff (50+), is already more advanced
in Sweden than in the EU Big 5: 20 % of Swedish companies state
they employed more older staff (50+) in 2007 than in the previous
year (EU Big 5: 10 %). The outlook for next year is therefore slightly 
reserved: only 11 % of the companies intend to employ more older
staff (50+) again in the coming year. The service sector will widely 
rely on similar staffing as has hitherto been the case with regard to
age distribution in the future, while the vast majority of commercial
enterprises intends to employ less older staff (50+) (again) next year.

When asked for their performance level, hardly any company as-
sumes older staff achieve a poorer performance level: one third of 
all companies especially considers the motivation and commitment
of older staff to be better than with younger staff – the same applies
for the industrial sector. The service sector tends to prefer younger
staff (as expected). 

Hired last year

Expectation for next year

8%

20%

35%

38%
6%

19%

40%

35%
4%

10%

45%

42%

5%

11%

38%

45%
5%

14%

43%

39%
11%

9%

46%

34%

Hired persons 50+ (Status Quo and perspective)
EU Big 5Sweden Scandinavia

More persons older than 50 

Just as many persons older than 50 

Less persons older than 50 

No answer/don’t know  
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Conclusions and recommendations

The relatively positive long-term perspectives of demographic devel-
opment in Sweden show that alternative outcomes are possible.
However, it is already too late to stop, much less reverse, the seismic
demographic change through major national and EU policies. 
Sweden‘s population forecasts show that in the long-term perspec-
tive, the rise of ageing workforce can be lowered, but ageing is a
given fact, and companies have to handle this issue. 

Up to now, Swedish companies are the best at incorporating all key
areas of demographic fitness in their operative recruitment policy.
This is the reason for placing them at the top of our DFX ranking. 
In individual sectors, however, the overall lower perception of the
problem of demographic change leads to a situation where the 
required time and financial resources fail to be provided to an extent
that would enable an even better implementation. 

An essential factor for success is that companies realize that meas-
ures must be designed to meet the needs of the individual. In order
to stay competitive with their European neighbours, companies must
particularly improve their strategic human resource activities to pre-
pare for future workforce trends. This is the only way to optimize the
positive efforts with regard to their competitiveness in the future, be-
cause skill shortages also occur in Swedish companies, and the vari-
ous existing approaches to counteract these deficiencies must be im-
plemented by the companies. The results of the demographic fitness
of Swedish companies can be summarized in the following points:

• Swedish companies are more aware of the relevance of career
management than firms in other European countries. But compa-
nies could benefit from these supportive measures even more if
they better met employees‘ needs. 

• Swedish companies have better recognised the necessity of 
customising schemes in the field of ‘lifelong learning‘ and can 
already present positive results, especially in the industrial sector. 

• Swedish companies are also aware of the necessity for the need
of knowledge management. However, they rarely analyse and
document the parameters of knowledge management com-
pletely. A more serious implementation of an already accepted
necessity is needed. 

• Swedish companies tackle the issue of health management 
on an above average level. A high awareness of companies‘ 
responsibility in preserving the heath status of their employee is
already given.

• Swedish companies are also leaders in the application of age 
diversity management. These measures are not restricted to 
‘formal‘ issues such as treating all age groups equally and other
anti-discrimination rules, where Sweden already has a leading
role on the legal side. Also programmes to promote a corporate
culture of mutual esteem and value creation are well-developed.
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Swedish firms are obviously ‘fitter‘ to tackle future needs of the de-
mographic challenge. The high scores of the DFX index compared to
other European countries indicate that Swedish companies are much
more aware of future demographic trends and their consequences.
However, these results must not be interpreted in the way that the
Swedish economy is already well prepared and no further improve-
ment is needed. The awareness of action is given, the implementa-
tion already lags behind. The results of efforts in career manage-
ment underline this gap most significantly. Signs in Sweden indicate
to the right direction. This way should be followed, and in the light 
of an enforced ageing of the workforce in the next decade, these 
efforts should be accelerated.

Especially in the light of the high probability of a strong economic
meltdown in the next year, we underline that the given activities have
to be retained and even extended independent of cyclical changes.
Demographic change and its challenges are not topics related to
business cycle. These are long-term strategic investments for the
companies. Only companies that keep this in mind and retain their
activities will be prepared for the next upturn. In this, shortages of
workforce are even more likely than they are today.
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Appendix 

Population forecast: aged 60+, 2000 – 2050

EU DK N S UK I E F D B NL CH
2000 20.3 19.8 19.3 22.2 20.7 24.2 21.6 20.8 23.2 22.0 18.2 19.5
2005 20.6 21.2 19.7 23.4 21.2 25.3 21.7 20.8 25.1 22.1 19.3 21.1
2010 21.9 23.4 21.5 25.1 22.8 27.0 22.7 22.9 25.7 23.7 22.1 23.0
2015 23.6 24.9 22.8 26.1 23.6 28.2 23.9 24.7 27.5 25.3 24.4 24.6
2020 25.6 26.3 24.3 26.9 24.7 29.8 25.8 26.4 29.7 27.3 26.8 26.7
2025 27.6 28.1 25.9 28.0 26.5 32.3 28.5 28.0 32.8 29.5 29.2 29.0
2030 29.4 29.5 27.6 29.0 28.1 35.2 31.6 29.3 35.5 31.1 31.2 30.8
2035 30.9 30.4 28.8 29.7 28.9 37.6 34.9 30.5 36.1 32.2 32.0 31.1
2040 32.2 30.4 29.1 29.7 29.1 38.8 37.8 31.0 36.1 32.7 31.6 30.8
2045 33.5 29.6 29.2 29.7 29.5 38.9 39.1 31.4 36.5 33.0 31.1 30.7
2050 34.5 29.4 29.6 30.3 30.1 38.6 39.0 31.8 37.0 33.2 30.7 30.7

Source: UN World Population Prospects

Career management

Lifelong learning

Knowledge management

Health management

Diversity management

Building blocs in the 5 DFX areas (lists is not comprehensive)

• Flexible, life-cycle oriented work models e.g., family-friendly, part-time phasing out
• Balanced age structure and retirement processes (to retain workers/avoid a mass exodus)
• Property structured career and succession planning linked to business needs
• Opportunities for alternative careers e.g. horizontal shifts for professional growth

• Incentives to increase effective participation in learning activities across all age groups
• Processes to keep older employees’ knowledge up to date (vs creeping know-how decline)
• Cycle-oriented leaming linked to age, performance and learning abilities
• Individualized formal an informal learning to boost professional, social, personal skills

• Knowledge retention tools and processes, with efficient IT support
• Knowledge rejuvenation strategies, and platform for informal knowledge sharing
• Active alumni management to ensure access to expert knowledge past retirement
• Culture of creativity, inspiration and innovation (“leaming organization”)

• Age-conscious workplace design and ergonomics
• Work-life balance and workplace stress/strain reduction programs for all employees
• Full range of healthcare, checks and consultations – including prevention / long term
• Better employee self-awareness of health maintenance issues

• Better inter-generational cooperation and knowledge exchange
• Staffing of all age groups according to their individual strengths
• Culture of highly valuing work experience
• Efforts to raise work satisfaction, loyalty, performance even as average age of staff rises

Main dimensions of the Demographic Fitness Index (DFX)
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Holders of business critical knowledge

Risk of loss of knowledge when individual employees leave 

Workplace specific technical knowledge 

Company specific technical knowledge 

  16

        35

      26

         39

  34

     25

     25

      20

Analysis of structure and level of knowledge
in Swedish companies by company size 

13

     33

 20

      37

36

   27

  29

    23

27

   42

    46

     49

24

 19

   14

   12

large sized

Sweden

medium sized

Revenue

Share in % full and complete analysis no analysis at all

100 points

The state of fitness of Swedish companies by revenue

216 pts.196 PointsØ (= Index) 191 pts.

large sizedmedium sized

Revenue

400 points

351 – 399 points

301 – 350 points

251 – 300 points

201 – 250 points

151 – 200 points

101 – 150 points

7 9 2

21 21 20

38 40 32

18 18 19

9 7 16

6 6 8

1 0 3

0 0 0

Adecco Institute
Demographic Fitness Survey: Sweden 2008

29



Better than younger staff 

Just as good as younger staff

Worse than younger staff

No answer / don’t know

Efficiency and productivity

Motivation and commitment 

10%
4%

19%68%

10%
3%

19%68%

9%

5%

24%62%

12%
2%

33%

53%

10%
2%

42%

46%
11%

5%

35%

46%

Experiences with older staff
EU Big 5Sweden Scandinavia

No new initiatives in the past year 44 45 41

56 55 59

60 63 51

46 44 55

38 36 45

50 50 51

54 56 47

44 41 52

33 35 24

40 37 51

New initiatives of livelong learning in Sweden by company size

large sized

Total

medium sized

Revenue

Share in %

Schemes for imparting social skills

Schemes for imparting methodological skills

Schemes for imparting technical skills 

Encouragement through individual attention/advice

Advanced training initiatives from external providers

Internal training initiatives outside the workplace

Workplace based training initiatives

Individual training requirements 

Yes, we started new initiatives
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