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Why focus on midlife work ability and old 

age disability?

 Baby boom generation 
retire within next decade

 What are the effects on 
wellbeing and service use?

 Employees exiting work 
force have outnumbered 
those entering

 Work ability is a balance 
between resources and 
demands

 Lifetime occupation 
predicts disability 

 Long-term effects of work 
ability promotion



Finnish Longitudinal Study on Municipal Employees 

(FLAME)
Baseline in 1981

n =6 257 / 7 344

1985

n = 5 556

1997

n =3 917

2009

n =3 093

Missing n=701

NR n=609, died n=92

1992

n =4 534

Missing n=1 723

NR n=1 330, died n=393

Missing n=2 440

NR n=1 726, died n=714

Missing n=3 164

NR n=1 085, died n=2 027

^ Municipal employees born  between 1923-1937

^ 2 863 (45.8%) participated in all waves
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Work ability model

 Juhani Ilmarinen et 

al./FIOH



Gould et al 2008





Work ability index

Poor 7-27

Moderate 28-36

Good 37-43

Excellent 44-49



Work ability and age

Gould et al, 2008



Individual work ability variation 
larger with increasing age
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Ilmarinen et al. 1997

Large differences in work ability 

In same occupations



Poor work ability predicts disability pension and death



Ilmarinen et al, 1997
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0 % 25 % 50 % 75 % 100 %

Poor work ability

Moderate work ability

Excellent work ability

Poor wor ability

Moderate work ability

Excellent work ability No difficulties

Some difficulties at 
least in 1 task

A lot of difficulties in at 

least 1 of the 3 hardest 
tasks
A lot of difficulties in at 

least 1 of the 2 easiest 
tasks

ADL disability at follow-up in 2009  

according to professional class and work ability in midlife in the 

year 1981
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Risk for ADL disability according to midlife professional group and work

ability* 

*adjusted for age+marital status+alcohol intake+smoking+exercise+main chronic diseases
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Work ability changes according to pension benefit 

1981-2009



Mortality rates per 1000 person-years, 

women

(von Bonsdorff MB et al. 2009 CMAJ)



Mortality rates per 1000 person-years, 

men

(von Bonsdorff MB et al. 2009 CMAJ)



Work ability trajectories for women

during a 28-year follow-up

(von Bonsdorff ME et al. in review)
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Work ability trajectories for men

during a 28-year follow-up

(von Bonsdorff ME et al. in review)
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Conclusions

 Promotion of good work ability over occupationally active years

has a strong impact on later-life self-assessed health.

 If an ageing employee would have possibilities to maintain his or

her work ability over occupationally active years it would enforce

healthier and disability-free 3rd age.

 Work demand should be adjusted to employee resources to help

to ensure better functional ability for people also years after their

retirement

 Improving the working life conditions and focusing on timely

early prevention could have far-reaching effects for the aging

population

 This may have strong implications for social policy as the

populations in most industrialized countries are ageing rapidly

and the economic costs of this ageing are expected to rise in the

future.



Thank you!

 Clas-hakan.nygard@uta.fi


