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The Lisbon Council set the overall target of reaching a 70% employment rate by the year 2010, with the special target of raising the employment rate for women to more than 60%. Raising the employment rate can happen in either or both of two ways: by reducing unemployment and/or by recruiting more people from the economically inactive population, i.e. persons outside the labour force. This report focuses on the inactive population in the European Union, as well as the Candidate and EFTA countries in the years 2002 to 2004. A Statistics in focus on those outside the labour force was previously published in 2003 and referred to the year 2001. When analysing the economically inactive population it is at once apparent that inactivity is extremely age and gender specific. The main reason for inactivity of young people is participation in education, while retirement is the main reason for inactivity of older persons. Women are much more likely than men to be inactive and having family responsibility as the main reason identified. This report is divided into three main sections, looking at each age group, 15-24, 25-54 and 55-64 years in turn. At the end there is a brief look at persons aged 65-74 years. Since 1999 the share of the inactive population in the total population of 15 to 64 years old has dropped from 31.8% to 30.4% in the EU-25. Almost all of the decrease is due to an increase in the labour force participation of women. The share of inactive women has gone down in this period from 40.5% to 38.1%, while the share of men outside the labour force has remained almost stable, 23.0% to 22.6%. In the same period the share of inactive women has fallen even more in the old EU-15, from 40.6% to 37.6%.
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Women are, in all the Member States, more likely than men to be outside the labour force. In the Nordic and Baltic countries the difference was 9 percent points or less in 2004, while in Cyprus, Luxembourg, Ireland, Spain, Italy and Greece the difference was more than 20 percentage points. In Malta the gender difference is by far the greatest, at more than 44 percentage points.
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Figure 1. Inactivity rates in the EU-25 1999-2004 by sex. Source: Eurostat – LFS.



Young persons in education Persons aged 15-24 years are usually not active in the labour market. In 2004 51.5% of men and 58.5% of the women in that age category in the EU-25 were inactive. In total, 30.8 million young men and women were outside the labour market. Overall, the rate of inactivity in this age group among men ranges from 28.0% in the Netherlands and 28.2% in Iceland to 69.1% in Lithuania and 73.0% in Luxembourg. Iceland and the Netherlands have also the lowest inactivity rates for women in the age group, 27.9% and 28.9% respectively, while it is highest in Lithuania, 78.6%. Differences between countries in the number of students having a job largely explain the variation in the inactivity rates. While being in education is the main reason given for inactivity for both sexes, young women in the EU-25 in 2004 were more likely to be inactive for this reason than men (47.8% and 44.7% respectively). The remaining difference between the genders is due to women in this age group who state family responsibility (3.9%) as the main reason for being outside the labour force.



consequently very pronounced when inactive persons in this age category are examined. In 2004, 8.2% of men in this age group were inactive in the EU-25 compared to 24.7% of women. In absolute numbers this amounted to about 8 million men and 24 million women. The inactivity rate of men was less than 5% in Switzerland, Cyprus and Luxembourg, but highest in Hungary and Bulgaria (15.0% and 17.1%). The inactivity rates of women aged 25 to 54 years ranged in 2004 from 13.2% in Lithuania to 36.4% in Italy. Malta is exceptional with 63.5% of women in this age group outside the labour market. Of the 24.7% inactive women, 11.6% are inactive because of personal or family reasons, while 0.3% of men identify that as the main reason for being outside the labour force. Apart for personal or family responsibilities, the differences between the genders are minimal: approximately the same number of men and women in this age category are inactive due to sickness/disability, education or retirement; 5.1 million men and 5.2 million women. EU-25 EU-15 Eurozone BE CZ DK DE EE EL ES FR IE IT CY LV LT LU HU MT NL AT PL PT SI SK FI SE UK BG HR RO IS NO EEA CH
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Figure 3. Inactivity rates of persons aged 25-54 years by sex and main reason for not being economically active in the EU25, 2004. Source: Eurostat – LFS.



Figure 2. Inactivity rates of young persons (15-24) by sex and main reason for not being economically active in the EU-25 2004. Source: Eurostat – LFS.



Fathers and mothers of young children behave differently



Family responsibilities main cause of inactivity of 25-54 old women



Mothers aged 25-54 years of young children, i.e. children less than 7 years of age, have higher inactivity rates than women in this age group who are not mothers of young



The main working age in the Union is the period between 25 and 54 years old. This is also the age when families are founded and children raised. Gender differences are 2
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children; 34.7% compared to 22.1% in the EU-251 in 2004. For men the opposite was true. If they had one or more young children of their own or of their spouse in the household, the inactivity rate in EU-25 was 3.7% compared to 9.4% if no such young child was present in the household. The inactivity rates of women with children increase if there is more than one child, whereas fathers are hardly affected at all. If there are two or more children and the youngest is less than 7 years then the inactivity rate of mothers was 39.6%, but 3.9% for fathers in the EU-25 in 2004 (see Table 1). E U- 2 5 E U- 15 E uro zo ne BE CZ DK DE EE EL ES FR IE IT CY LV LT LU HU MT NL AT PL PT SI SK FI SE UK BG HR RO IS NO EEA CH
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Persons with lower education are more likely to be inactive In 2004, the inactivity rate of men in the age group 2554 years, who had attained less than upper secondary level education, was 12.3% in the EU-25. In contrast, the inactivity rate was 4.2% among men who had completed tertiary level education. The inactivity rate of men with less than upper secondary education was highest in Hungary, 34.4%, with UK, Poland, the Baltic countries, Slovakia, Bulgaria, Romania and Norway all having more than a 20% inactivity rate in this group of men.



Excluding Denmark, Ireland and Sweden.
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Figure 5. Inactivity rates of persons aged 25-54 years by level of education in the EU-25, 2004. Source: Eurostat – LFS.
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Figure 4. Inactivity rates of persons aged 25-54 years by presence of own young children (0-6 years) in the EU-25 (Excl. DK, IE and SE), 2004. Source: Eurostat – LFS.
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In 2004, the inactivity rate of EU-25 women in this age group, who had completed less than upper secondary education, was 41.6%, while the inactivity rate of women with tertiary level education was 11.8%. In Malta the inactivity rate of women in this age group who had less than upper secondary education was 74.1%, with Ireland and Italy with a more than 50% inactivity rate for this group of women.



6.1 million inactive 25-54 old women are willing to work Economically inactive persons are characterised by not having a job and either not being actively looking for a job or not being immediately available for a job. Such persons have nevertheless varying degree of attachment to the labour market. Two groups close to being active, are persons who are looking for a job but not immediately available, and persons willing to work, even if they were not looking in the reference week. In 2004, 33.7% of inactive men in the EU-25 aged 25-54 years were willing to work, while 8.7% were actually looking for work. Relatively fewer inactive women were willing to work, 25.2%, while 4.3% of inactive women had actually looked for some work in the reference week and the preceding three weeks. As women in this age group have higher inactivity rates than men, the lower percentage of inactive women willing to work
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represents a greater absolute number of inactive women than men willing to work; 6.1 million women compared to 2.7 million men. EU-25 EU-15 Eurozone BE CZ DK DE EE EL ES FR IE IT CY LV LT LU HU MT NL AT PL PT SI SK FI SE UK BG HR RO IS NO EEA CH 60
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Retirement is also the main reason for the inactivity of women in this age group, with 31.5% of women in this age category stating this as the main reason. The second most common reason is personal or family responsibilities (10.0%) with own illness or disability being the main reason for 8.3% of the women in EU-25 in this age category in 2004. Unlike men, however, the pattern is less clear for the Member States. In many countries, personal or family responsibilities are the main reasons stated for female inactivity, with retirement the prevalent reason in other countries. EU-25 EU-15 Eurozone BE CZ DK DE EE EL ES FR IE IT CY LV LT LU HU MT NL AT PL PT SI SK FI SE UK BG HR RO IS NO EEA CH
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Figure 6. Persons 25-54 years willing to or looking for work, as percentage of inactive men and women in the EU-25, 2004. Source: Eurostat – LFS.
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46% of older men and 66% of older women inactive Persons aged 55 to 64 years are less active on the labour market than the younger age groups. 45.7% of men in this age category were outside the labour market in the EU-25 in 2004, and 66.0% of the women. The total number of inactive persons in this age group was 11.5 million men and 17.6 million women. The inactivity rates of men were over 59% in five Member States; Luxembourg, Poland, Hungary, Belgium and Austria; while in six countries inactivity rates were less than 30% (Denmark, Norway, Cyprus, Sweden, Switzerland and Iceland). In the last named countries, except Cyprus, the inactivity rates of women were also below 45%, while these were over 80% in Malta, Slovakia, Slovenia and Austria. For men in this age category, retirement is the main reason given for being outside the labour market. 29.9% of the total male population in this age group were retired. The second most common reason is illness or disability, with 9.5% of the male population in this age category inactive for this reason.
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Figure 7. Inactivity rates of older persons (55-64) by sex and main reason for not being economically active in the EU-25, 2004. Source: Eurostat – LFS.



Older inactive persons less willing to work In 2004, 8.1% of inactive men aged 55-64 years in the EU-25 were willing to work, and 5.4% of inactive women in the same age category. This corresponds to 0.9 million men and 1 million women. Older men and women in Estonia, Latvia and the United Kingdom were more willing to work than their fellow EU-citizens. More than 20% of inactive men in Estonia and inactive men and women in Latvia were willing to work, while 18.9% of older inactive men in the UK expressed a willingness to have a job.



4–8% of persons aged 65-74 years active In 2004, 91.9% of men and 96.2% of women aged 65-
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74 years were outside the labour market. Only in Cyprus, Estonia, Romania and Portugal did the inactivity rate of men go below 80%. In Iceland, the inactivity rate of men in this category is exceptionally low, at 56.8%. Only in Norway, Latvia, Estonia, Portugal, Romania and Iceland was the inactivity rate of women lower than 90%. In Romania and Iceland the



inactivity rate of women in this age group was below 80%. In the EU-25 approximately 0.2 million men and 0.1 million women in this age group were willing to work, or 1.1% and 0.6% respectively of the inactive population.



Table 1 - Inactivity rates of persons aged 25-54 years by family situation, age and number of children, EU-25* 2004 Men and women



Total Parents Parents of children 
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