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Nicole Legrain
The Employment of Seniors in France

France, like Poland, is still far from the Lisbon goal of  a 75 percent employment 
rate of  the active population between fifteen and sixty–four. At around 40 percent, 
the senior employment rate is much too low in both countries. Successive French 
governments have tried to implement various measures at a national level. None 
have provided the expected return on investment. Meanwhile, conditions for reti-
rement have been modified several times. Some changes induced longer work and/
or contribution periods, while others facilitated early retirement—subject to certain 
conditions with either a positive or a negative impact on future pensions, depen-
ding on the type of  modification.

Key words: senior employment in France, entrepreneurship by seniors, senior image, retirement 
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Introduction

Several reasons explain why such measures have proved ineffective in solving the 
problem of  senior unemployment:

■ Social and cultural changes since the end of  World War II, which favored early 
retirement;

■ A distorted image of  senior employees, who are considered a burden rather than 
an opportunity;

■ Lack of  any systemic or preventive approach in evaluating the impact of  the 
implemented measures.

Thus, all stakeholders have their part to play in improving senior employment:
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■ The State should limit its intervention to designing a reference frame that ensu-
res basic protection for both employers and employees;

■ The local level should be considered as the proper place to develop cooperation 
between all actors and create and/or strengthen opportunities based on local specifi-
cities, resources, and needs;

■ Employers, employees, and trade unions have a joint responsibility to ensure ca-
reer paths that include life–long learning and professional mobility for every employee 
as well as full use of  all competencies, innovation abilities, and motivations;

■ Media should communicate good practices as well as the potential seniors re-
present;

■ Senior employees must be encouraged to develop their own activities and even 
to create sustainable companies that will act as starting points for the creation of  new 
jobs for all age groups.

While senior employees are often considered “has–beens,” all too often they can 
reveal themselves as pioneers in our fast changing world.

French Context  
Various Governmental Initiatives: Achievements and Limits

The Delalande Convention 

Employers firing a senior employee—someone aged over fifty—were obliged to 
pay a specific contribution called the “Delalande contribution.” This contribution 
was to be paid to the unemployment fund and was calculated on the basis of  the 
age of  the fired employee and, within a short period of  time, also on the basis of  
the size of  the company. It could vary from one to twelve months. 

The measure was intended to discourage employers from firing their senior em-
ployees. In actual fact, the main results were that it prevented employment of  senior 
employees and accelerated the firing of  employees just before they reached fifty. 
For this reason, the contribution was cancelled in 2008.

Temporary and State Supported Contracts 

Various forms of  specific contracts have been proposed by the government, some-
times with the official support of  the trade unions. An example is the temporary 
eighteen–month contract dedicated to senior employees over fifty–seven years of  
age and subject to specific terms. Such a contract could be renewed once. This pro-
posal has proved fruitless, however.
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Employment Agreements for Senior Employees

– All French firms, whether private or public, employing over fifty employees, were 
requested to have either an agreement signed with their social partners or to have 
developed an action plan relating to senior employment encompassing a period of  
three years before January 1, 2010. 

– Action in favor of  senior employment meant: 
1) Either to have a target number of  seniors (over fifty–five) employed in the firm 

or to have an objective of  number of  recruitments of  senior employees (over fifty).
2) The development of  actions aimed at maintaining senior employees working 

in the firm or to hire older people (and decide on relevant indicators to measure 
whether or not the objectives have been reached).

– This implied a rigorous analysis of  what was already in existence in the com-
pany, employment perspectives, required competencies, loss of  competency risks, 
training practices, age structure, expected leave for senior employees, work time 
flexibility, and performance and competency evaluations, just to name a few key 
elements.

– Actions aimed at answering the problems, risks, and opportunities outlined by 
the diagnosis had to be decided upon.

– These actions had to be classified in accordance with a grid provided by the 
regulatory text. There were six predefined areas: 

■ Recruitment of  senior employees,
■ Evolution of  professional careers,
■ Improvement of  working conditions and prevention of  strenuousness of  work,
■ Development of  competencies and qualifications—access to training,
■ Transition between work and retirement, and
■ Transmission of  knowledge and know–how as well as tutoring.
– Indicators were to be related to each of  these actions.
A minimum of  three areas was to be covered by the agreement or the action 

plan.
Financial sanctions equivalent to 1% of  their total wage costs per month of  de-

lay were planned for firms that failed to meet this requirement by January 1.
The positive effects of  this measure are that it forced employers to think about 

their senior employees and, as a result of  the pressure of  the financial sanctions, 
almost all firms complied with the request. The diagnosis and the action plans were 
not always as comprehensive as expected, but at least they initiated a beginning of  
the reversal of  the image of  senior employees at work and generated more conside-
ration on what they can bring and how they can be managed. 

However, most actions involved the maintaining seniors in employment rather 
than recruiting seniors.
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This measure has been stopped after the election of  the present French govern-
ment. For this reason no evaluation has been performed. However, many firms 
have developed actions in line with this program and continue along this track.

Generation Contracts 

Statistics covering the various states of  Europe demonstrate that countries with  
a poor rate of  senior employment also have a high junior unemployment rate. This 
is the reason behind the proposal of  the French President, when he was still a can-
didate, to implement “generation contracts.”

The concept behind such contracts, which have already been implemented and 
made compulsory, is to link the recruitment of  a young person to the recruitment 
of  an older one or to the maintenance of  the older person in the firm until he or 
she is allowed to retire. Such a concept is aimed at facilitating the transmission of  
know–how in the company and, under certain conditions, at easing transfer in com-
panies. Financial aid is granted for a two–year period to small participating firms, 
while large firms that do not participate must pay a financial penalty. 

Because of  this constraint, companies initiate implementation of  this measure 
and usually include it in the previously described senior employment agreement, 
which they have kept in place. For the time being, however, this measure cannot 
even pretend to be very effective.

Modifications of Retirement Terms

France has attempted to extend working life. The compulsory retirement age has 
been postponed until seventy by the previous government and this decision has 
been maintained. The decision to progressively increase the number of  years at 
work necessary to receive a retirement pension at the full rate had been taken by the 
previous government, despite strikes and protests. However, the present govern-
ment has reduced the scope of  this measure by introducing facilities making it po-
ssible to retire early under certain conditions (arduousness of  work, long careers). 
Moreover, people are allowed to work longer than expected and in this case, their 
retirement pension is increased. If  they work less, their pension is decreased.

Both the retirement age and the pension systems are difficult to handle in Fran-
ce. The cause is the high number of  existing specific systems (about forty systems). 
This makes it difficult for any adjustment to be socially acceptable. Currently, in 
order to receive a full retirement pension, the required age is sixty–two with 145 
quarters worked. The number of  required quarters will increase progressively year 
by year by cohorts.
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Why Have these Measures Been Ineffective in Preventing Senior Unemployment?

Several reasons may explain this difficulty in convincing senior employees to work 
into older age and work longer, and firms to keep them at work longer and even to 
recruit senior employees, in spite of  the fact that they are seniors. Among them are 
cultural aspects, the image of  seniors, and the lack of  prevention.

Social and Cultural Changes since the End of World War II 

The French retirement pension system at the end of  the war was built at a time 
when most people would work for forty–five years without interruption and benefit 
from pensions from five to ten years, based on repartition (pay as you go) between 
active workers paying a contribution to the system that is then disbursed to the re-
tired workers. However, as time passed the situation has changed. Life expectancy 
is growing, unemployment has made an appearance disrupting careers, and there 
is a sharp decrease in the number of  active people as compared to retired people. 
Additionally, in 1981 the government in place lowered the age of  retirement to sixty 
instead of  sixty–five (with forty years of  work). Moreover, pre–retirement systems 
have been developed to facilitate early retirement.

This early retirement was supported by all actors:
■ The government, because it lightened the unemployment statistics,
■ The employers, because it facilitated the adjustment of  their working resources;
■ Senior workers, who were happy to enjoy a longer period free of  work, with 

enough money to live, and with trade union agreement and support;
■ Society as a whole, which, at that time, strongly believed that the departure of  

seniors from the workplace would facilitate the entry onto the labor market of  the 
younger generation.

However, this short–sighted policy failed to take into consideration the cost 
for the collective and the danger this would represent for retiring papy–boomer 
pensions. 

Distorted Image of Senior Employees on the Labor Market

Senior employees often have an image of:
■ Being expensive as compared to their productivity because of  the usual in-

crease in wages linked to the number of  years with the company and because it is 
assumed they do not provide a return on investments if  they have to be trained  
a few years before retirement;

■ Being difficult to manage because they do not learn as easily as younger pe-
ople, they are poor at coping with stress and frequent changes in the organization, 
they tend to stick to routine, they are less adaptable and more anti–authoritarian, 
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they over estimate their competencies, they fail to master new technologies, their 
rate of  absenteeism is higher, and young people are reluctant to work with senior 
employees, especially if  they have been out of  work for some time;

■ Endangering the image of  dynamism of  the company.
However, employers who trust senior employees are of  the view that:
■ The cost problem is an unfair charge because money and career progression 

are no longer the main motivation for seniors. They are often looking for jobs 
they enjoy, but with fewer responsibilities and stress, and fewer working hours. For 
these reasons they are ready to earn lower wages. If  they are trained, the return 
on investment is high enough because they stay with the company longer—until 
retirement—where young people are keen to leave for new adventures and career 
progression.

■ They contribute to a good climate in the company as well as to company pro-
ductivity because of  their education, their way of  being, their know–how, and their 
life experience—junior employees run faster, but senior employees know the short 
cuts. They benefit from a natural authority; they are stable and trustworthy and, as 
such, can play the role of  facilitators. Furthermore, they are keen on quality and 
customer satisfaction, and contribute to the efficiency of  intergenerational teams, 
which prove to be more efficient than teams made up of  just young people.

■ They can contribute positively to the firm’s image and to its development by 
representing the voice of  senior customers in the workplace, by suggesting specific, 
innovative products and services, and by delivering adapted services.

Lack of a Systemic and Preventive Approach 

There will be no senior employment as long as there is no improvement of  the 
labor market as a whole. Despite some recent positive announcements, there is still 
no clear and strong policy to develop an environment favorable to employment as 
such and to senior employment in particular. Efforts fostering diversity have been 
mainly aimed at young unskilled people, gender equality, and protection of  all sexu-
al–orientations, but not so much at senior employees.

Moreover, the problem of  senior unemployment is limited to the short–term, 
where it should be considered in the longer–term perspective. Not much can be 
done at this time for unemployed senior workers over fifty to help them find jobs. 
Other solutions have to be explored. However, it is essential that the future unem-
ployment of  people over fifty, as well as over forty if  one bears in mind the rapid 
development of  the digital economy, be prevented. 

The present approach also suffers from a strong global orientation, while indi-
vidual senior situations differ from one person to another, where these situations 
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can be very different depending of  sector, geographical area, company size, and the 
local environment. 

For all these reasons, associations and think–tanks concerned with the 
employment of  seniors tend to favor local and innovative solutions, implying 
a coordinated contribution of  all actors rather than global national measures 
headed by the State.

Potential Solutions in France

Besides new improvements to the existing measures announced by the government 
for the near future and the recent economic measures favoring enterprises that will 
hopefully stimulate employment, proposed measures imply the responsibility of  all 
actors.

At national level, the government and central administration’s responsibility 
would be to ensure a simple reference frame to offer basic protection to both em-
ployers and employees, but to leave enough freedom to allow flexibility at all levels 
and develop local and individual best practice. It should also make the age of  reti-
rement a free choice, within certain limits, with the level of  the retirement pension 
dependent on the number of  years worked. Unemployment allowances should gu-
arantee social security, but at the same time be designed in such a way so as to serve 
as incentives to find and accept an adequate job as quickly as possible.

The local level should become the key ground in the development of  innova-
tive and well–adapted solutions with the collaboration of  all local actors, including 
local elected representatives, local administration, chambers of  commerce, trade, 
and agriculture, businesses, public employment services and associations dedicated 
to help unemployed people find jobs, training organizations, and social services 
responsible or housing and transportation. The objective would then be to provide 
social allowances for the unemployed or to ensure that they are given a sustainable 
level of  resources in exchange for their local social contribution, obviously based on 
their abilities and motivation. For instance:

■ They could support young unskilled people by coaching them in acquiring 
basic knowledge in French speaking, reading, writing as well as in mathematics, 

■ They could contribute to the strengthening of  association management, 
■ They could also contribute to enlarge SME expertise and competencies as mem-

bers of  dedicated expert associations of  engineers or managers in various fields,
■ They could play different parts in schools and universities and bring in the 

voice of  companies and trades, and
■ They could contribute to the development of  new initiatives linked to tourism 

or any other projects.
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Employers, specifically operational managers and human resource ma-
nagers, are expected to be more concerned with the development of  their employ-
ees’ working path from the day that they are recruited until the day they leave freely 
for another activity or the day that they retire. This means that there must be regular 
meetings among the actors in order to analyze the strengths, competencies, limits, 
difficulties, needs, and motivation of  the employee and to define the next profes-
sional step(s) as well as the necessary training or working/volunteer experience. An 
action plan must be established and its results analyzed to facilitate improvement, 
if  needed. Professional mobility must be emphasized in order to prevent routine, 
health problems, and demotivation while flexibility of  the work organization and of  
its salary policy must be promoted. It is essential that employers feel responsible for 
the employability of  their human resources until retirement age is reached, with the 
support of  financial incentives, if  they can help. Specific attention must be aimed 
at training all employees in new technologies all along their career paths in order to 
safeguard their employability.

Employees must be motivated to be actors involved in their work paths, to re-
fuse routine, and to ask for relevant training in order to remain employable, healthy, 
confident, and motivated.

Trade unions are expected to become more in favor of  reforms and consensus 
than they are now, as is the case in the Nordic countries. They can play a positive 
role in companies, checking that seniors are properly considered.

Media also have an important part to play by communicating positively on se-
nior image and senior contribution to business as well as to the society as a whole.

Good examples of  the implementation of  such types of  measures already exist 
in France, but they need to be communicated more widely.

Another way of  developing senior activity is to help seniors create their own 
businesses.

The Entrepreneurship of Seniors

Senior employees have acquired a significant number of  competencies, know–how, 
and experience. They have a network of  relations. Many of  them have lower fi-
nancial burdens. They have paid off  their houses or apartments, hopefully their 
children have jobs and live on their own, and some wish to remain active not only 
as volunteers, but as business actors and are ready to take the risks they could not 
afford to take when they were younger.

If  they receive the coaching and the financial support they need, they may be 
able to develop their activity, get associated with other people offering complemen-

ZZL(HRM)_5-2014_Legrain_N_113-121



121The Employment of  Seniors in France

tary competencies, and be able to expand their activities. Not only will they have 
created a job for themselves, but they will offer jobs to other people and will be able 
to organize the transfer of  their company when they decide to retire.

Conclusion

As a conclusion we would like to say that from our experience in France, senior 
employees are not “has–beens,” but, on the contrary, they can be pioneers. They 
can be at the focus of  more flexibility in companies. They can contribute to more 
weight being dedicated to human relations at work and towards customers and 
partners, which will be positive with respect to the whole of  society. They can be 
at the cusp of  innovation in products and services, and as such can contribute to 
the development of  the business. They can create their own activity and even, in  
a second stage, create jobs for young, middle–age, or senior employees.

_____________________

N i c o l e  L e g r a i n has been an operational manager in marketing and sales 
before becoming a quality and human resource manager in an international chemi-
cal company and then in a semi–public organization. From these experiences she 
has become a consultant in quality and human resources and as such worked in 
different sectors of  activities, large groups and small size firms, public and private 
hospitals and medico–social organizations, and local and national administration 
and services.
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ZZL(HRM)_5-2014_Legrain_N_113-121



Human Resource Management  
Guidelines For Contributors

We expect openness in information regarding entities playing a role in the development of  the 
publication (substantive, material, financial, etc. input). Ghostwriting and guest authorship are 
manifestations of  scientific dishonesty. All discovered examples shall be made public, inclusive of  
the informing of  relevant entities (institutions employing the authors, scientific societies, scientific 
editor associations, etc.).
1. We accept textual materials in *.doc format and graphs in *.xls format. Please forward ma-
terials by e–mail to the address of  the editorial staff: <redakcja.zzl@ipiss.com.po>.
2. The length of  forwarded articles should not exceed 30,000 characters.
3. The article should be preceded by a summary (up to 700 characters) and key words. 
4. Submitted articles should include: the objective of  the paper, methods and solutions applied, 
research and analysis results, summary and conclusions, and references used.
5. Please include the following at the end of  the article:

a) List of  references (in accordance with the examples given in item 8),
b) Title and summary (up to 1,000 characters) as well as key words in the English language, 
c) Information about the author: names and surname, degrees/professional titles, place of  
     work, position, scientific interests, and achievements (up to 700 characters),
d) Declaration stating that the article has never been published and the information regarding 
    entities playing a role in the development of  the publication (substantive, material, financial,  
    etc. input), 
e) Contact information: e–mail, mailing address and Publication order reference.

6. All drawings should have a maximum width of  12.5 cm [4.9”], which is the width of  a B–5 co-
lumn. The drawing description (title) should be placed above the illustration. Graphs and drawings 
should have a legend and source (placed after them). Graphs should also be provided as a separate 
file in their native format (e.g. *.xls).
7. As is the case of  drawings, tables should be positions one line from the text (top and bottom). 
Starting from the left margin, the word Table should inserted followed by its number. The table 
title should be on the same line following a period. Tables should be aligned left. Tables should 
include their source. Please insert large tables and attachments at the end of  the paper! 
8. References in the main text should be placed in brackets (author’s name, year of  publication, and 
page number, if  applicable). References should be placed at the end of  the article (in line with 
the examples in “Instructions for authors published” http://zzl.ipiss.com.pl/wskazowki.html).
9. The Editor does not disburse royalties for published materials. The author is obligated to sign 
and return a consent form for publication without remuneration. After a two–year grace period, 
we make published materials available at http://zzl.ipiss.com.pl/archiwum at no charge.
10. All forwarded texts are subject to review. Only materials that received an unequivocal recom-
mendation for printing are published.
11. The editor reserves the right to make abbreviations, stylistic adjustments, and changes to the 
title without consulting the author. Major modification will only be made with the consent of  the 
author.
12. Materials that do not follow the above guidelines will neither be directed for in–house review 
nor publication.
13. The editorial offices do not return unordered materials.
14. The authors of  papers will receive one complementary copy of  the periodical sent to the 
address as provided for correspondence.
15. The editor accepts commissioned publications, but no larger than one author’s sheet. Submis-
sions and orders should be forwarded in a single copy, inclusive of  an electronic version of  the 
text.

Contributions Welcomey
HRM Editorial Staff

ZZL(HRM)_5-2014_Legrain_N_113-121




