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Fewer people outside the labour force in 2009 
Increased female participation in the labour market 
 

In 2009, the number of inactive persons as a 
percentage of the working age population 
reached a new low of 28.9% in the EU-27, 
continuing the downward trend of the 
previous years. This positive development is 
largely due to the increased participation of 
women in the labour market. The 
economically inactive population remains a 
heterogeneous group, e.g. as regards age, 
reasons for inactivity and the level of 
attachment to the labour market. 

All figures in this report are based on the EU 
Labour Force Survey (EU-LFS). 

This report analyses the economically inactive 
population, i.e. the population that is neither 
employed nor unemployed. Since 2000 the share of 
the inactive population in the total population of 
working age1 has fallen from 31.4% to 28.9% in 
the EU-27. This corresponds to a reduction of 4.6 
million inactive persons. The 2009 result confirms 
the downward trend in the population outside the 
labour market in spite of the economic crisis. The 
effects of the crisis are visible nevertheless: the 
reduction of the inactivity rate in 2009 is the lowest 
recorded percentage since 2002, i.e., -0.1 points 
down on 2008. The crisis has affected people 
differently depending on their sex and age. While 
in 2009 the inactivity rate of women aged 25-64 
maintained the downward trend seen in previous 
years, the inactivity rate among men aged 25-64 
rose by 0.2 percentage points. Young adults aged 
15-24 are affected even more; this is particularly 
true for males, who saw their inactivity rate 
increase by 0.9 percentage points between 2008 
and 2009.  

Almost all of the decline in inactivity rates since 
2000 is due to the rising participation of women in 
the labour force. The share of women outside the 
                                                      
1 The working age is conventionally set at 15-64 years of 
age. Above this age more than 95% of persons are 
economically inactive, hence supporting this convention.  

labour market fell during that period from 39.9% to 
35.7%, while the share of men outside the labour 
force remained almost stable, falling slightly from 
22.8% in 2000 to 22.2% in 2009. 

In all Member States women are more likely than 
men to be outside the labour force. In the Nordic 
and Baltic countries the gender gap was 7 
percentage points or less in 2009, while in Malta, 
Italy and Greece the difference was more than 20 
percentage points. The extreme cases are Finland, 
where the gender difference is only 2.9 percentage 
points, and Malta, where it reaches 35.8 percentage 
points. 

Figure 1. Inactivity rates2 15-64 by sex, EU-27, 
2000-2009  
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Source: Eurostat, EU-LFS (lfsi_act_a) 
2 Inactivity rates are the share of inactive population in the 
total population in the same age group living in private 
households.

http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/product?code=lfsi_act_a&mode=view
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Persons with lower education are more likely to be inactive 

As was seen above, the incidence of inactivity in the 
labour market is very gender specific. Another 
determining factor is the educational level attained.  

Persons attaining a low educational level are more 
likely to be inactive. In 2009 and for the whole EU-
27, the inactivity rate of persons in the age group 25-
64 who had attained a low educational level (i.e. less 
than lower secondary) was 37.2%, as compared to 
20.7% for persons with a medium educational level 
(at least lower secondary level, but less than tertiary) 
and 11.5% for persons with a high (i.e. tertiary) level. 
This means that the likelihood of staying out of the 
labour market is more than 3 times greater for the 
poorly educated than for highly educated people. 
Young persons aged 15-24 are omitted from this 
comparison as many of them are still in education.  

This relationship between education and inactivity 
applies irrespective of sex and age. While inactivity 
rates are very different for men and women and 
between the age groups 25-54 or 55-64, within each 
combination of these variables those with lower 

education have a greater likelihood of being out of the 
labour market.  

Figure 2. Inactivity rates by sex, age and 
educational level attained, EU-27, 2009 
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Source: Eurostat, EU-LFS (lfsa_igaed). 

Young adults in education 

Persons aged 15-24 tend not to be in the labour force: 
in 2009, 56.1% of young men and women in that age 
category in the EU-27 were inactive, making a total 
of 33.3 million persons. The rate of inactivity in this 
age group ranges from 28.3% in Denmark and 28.4% 
in the Netherlands to 75.4% in Hungary and 70.9% in 
Italy. Differences between countries are largely 
explained by the number of students having or 
seeking a job (as they are then classified as employed 
or unemployed instead of inactive persons, even if the 
job is a minor one).  

The incidence of and reasons for inactivity of men 
and women in this age group 15-24 do not reveal 
gender differences comparable to those observed in 
older age groups. Being in education is the main 
reason that both sexes give for inactivity, but young 
women are more likely to be inactive for this reason 
than men (42.6% and 40.3% respectively in the EU-
27 in 2009). The biggest gender-related difference in 
this age group is that 3.7% of women report family 
responsibilities as their main reason for not looking 
for a job, while for young men this is extremely rarely 
the case. Exceptionally, in Turkey a majority of 
inactive women aged 15-24 report family or personal 
responsibilities as the main reason for inactivity. 

Figure 3. Inactivity rates of young persons (15-
24) by sex and main reason for not looking for a 
job, 2009 
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(*) No reasons information for France and Ireland 

http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/product?code=lfsa_igaed&mode=view
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/product?code=lfsa_igar&mode=view
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Family responsibilities main cause of inactivity of women aged 25-54 

The prime working age in the EU is between 25 and 
54 years. This is also the age when families are 
started and children are raised. It is in this age group 
that the gender differences of the inactivity rate are 
more pronounced. In 2009, 8.2% of men in this age 
group were inactive in the EU-27 compared to 22.1% 
of women. In absolute numbers this amounted to 
about 8.7 million men and 23.4 million women. The 
inactivity rate of men was lowest in the Czech 
Republic (4.9%), Greece (5.6%) and Luxembourg 
(5.7%) and highest in Romania (13.7%), Hungary 
(13.1%) and Bulgaria (12.0%). The inactivity rates of 
women aged 25-54 ranged in 2009 from 13.0% or 
less in Slovenia, Sweden and Denmark to 51.1% in 
Malta and 35.5% in Italy. Turkey recorded 69.0% of 
women aged 25-54 being outside the labour market. 

Figure 4. Inactivity rates of prime-aged people 
(25-54) by sex and main reason for not looking 
for a job, 2009 
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Source: Eurostat, EU-LFS (lfsa_igar) 
(*) No reasons information for France and Ireland 

In the EU-27, 10.1% of the women aged 25-54 (i.e. 
almost half of the total of 22.1% of inactive women), 
are inactive for personal or family reasons, whereas 
only 0.5% of men give this as the main reason. The 
EU-LFS only collects the main reason although other 
reasons might exist.  

Aside from 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: 4.9 
million men and 5.0 million women (respectively, 
56.0% and 21.5% of inactive men and women). 

Women aged 25-54 have higher inactivity rates if 
they are mothers of young children aged 6 or under: 
31.3% compared to 19.4% in the EU-27 in 2009. For 
men the opposite is true: if there is one or more young 
children in their household, men's inactivity rate in 
the EU-27 was 3.8%, compared to 9.5% if no such 
child was present in the household. Those patterns, 
due to the presence of children, work in the same 
direction in every country. In addition, the inactivity 
rates of women with children increase if there is more 
than one child, whereas inactivity rates of men hardly 
change. 

Figure 5. Inactivity rates of persons aged 25-54 
by presence of own young children (0-6 years), 
2009 
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Source: Eurostat, EU-LFS (lfsa_igar).  
(*) Data not reliable 
No household composition data available for Sweden, Iceland, 
Norway, Switzerland and the former Yugoslav Republic of 
Macedonia. 

http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/product?code=lfsa_igar&mode=view
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/product?code=lfsa_igar&mode=view
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41% of men and 60% of women in the age group 55-64 are inactive 

Persons aged 55-64 years are less active on the 
labour market than the younger age groups. 41.5% 
of men in this age category, and 60.1% of women, 
were outside the labour market in the EU-27 in 
2009. The absolute number of inactive persons in 
this age group was 12.0 million men and 18.6 
million women.  

The inactivity rates of men were highest in Hungary 
(57.4%), France (55.9%), Belgium (54.8%) and 
Luxembourg (53.2%) and they were lowest in 
Sweden (22.2%), Cyprus (25.1%) and the United 
Kingdom (30.1%). On the women’s side, the 
inactivity rates were as high as 87.9% in Malta, 
76.8% in Poland and 74.4% in Slovenia, and as low 
as 30.1% in Sweden, 33.9% in Estonia and 40.3% in 
Latvia. Inactivity rates are particularly low in Iceland: 
only 11.4% of men and 22.3% of women in this age 
group are inactive. 

Retirement is the main reason given by men in this 
age category for being outside the labour market. 
22.4% of the total male population in this age group 
were retired. The second most common reason is 
illness or disability, with 8.3% of the male population 
in this age category inactive for this reason. 

Retirement is also the main reason for the inactivity 
of women in this age group, with 27.0% of them 
giving this as the main reason. Personal or family 
responsibilities (7.9%) and own illness or disability 
(7.8%) are other reasons of similar importance for 
inactivity among women in the EU-27 in this age 
category in 2009. Unlike for men, however, the 
pattern for women is less consistent across the 
Member States. Cultural or specific national factors 
might lead survey respondents to distinguish 
differently between their main reason for inactivity 
and other reasons. In many countries, personal or 

family responsibilities are the main reasons given in 
this age group for female inactivity, with retirement 
being the prevailing reason in other countries.  

Figure 6. Inactivity rates of older persons (55-
64) by sex and main reason for not looking for a 
job, 2009 
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Source: Eurostat, EU-LFS (lfsa_igar) 
(*) No reasons information for France and Ireland 

76% of inactive persons aged 25-54 have not worked during the last two years 
The concept of an economically inactive population 
encompasses people with very varying degrees of 
attachment to the labour market. This can be seen, for 
instance, by looking at their previous working 
experience, i.e. how many of them have previously 
worked and how long ago.  

Among the young inactive persons aged 15-24 in the 
EU-27 in 2009, the overwhelming majority (89%) 
have never worked before; 8% have worked during 
the last 2 years and only 2% last worked over 2 years 
ago. This means that most of these persons have not 
yet entered the labour market, and those who have 
done so retain some attachment in the form of a 
relatively recent previous job. Among inactive 

persons in the prime working age group 25-54, the 
distribution shifts significantly: 22% have worked in 
the last two years, 48% last worked more than two 
years ago and 28% have never worked. This shows a 
rather high degree of detachment, as 76% have not 
worked during the last 2 years. Finally, among the 
inactive population aged 55-64, 18% have worked in 
the last two years and 73% have worked more than 
two years ago and only 8% have never worked. This 
shows that, with age, most people do eventually have 
some contact with the labour market, but for many the 
connection does not last. This type of analysis shows 
hardly any difference between men and women. 

 

http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/product?code=lfsa_igar&mode=view
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Figure 7. Inactive persons by age group and previous work experience, EU-27, 2009 
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Source: Eurostat, EU-LFS 
Note: the sum of shares may differ from 100% because of rounding effects 

14.2 million jobless persons are not looking for a job despite wanting to work 

Economically inactive persons are defined by the 
fact that they do not have a job and are either not 
actively looking for a job or are not immediately 
available to work (or both), i.e. they are neither 
employed nor unemployed. The varying degree of 
attachment of these people to the labour market can 
be analysed from the viewpoint of their behaviour 
with regard to the three following main variables: 
Do they want to work? Are they actively seeking a 
job? Are they available to start immediately in a 
new job? These variables are interrelated. For 
instance, some people who are not available to 
work do not even consider whether they want to 
work (this is the case for many students). Instead, 
for other jobless persons, the lack of immediate 
availability is not an impediment to seeking a job, 
which indicates a much stronger attachment to the 
labour market. By applying this logic it is possible 
to establish a typology of economically inactive 

persons according to the combinations of the LFS 
variables of availability, willingness to work and 
active job search. Table 1 shows a possible 
typology. The categories are constructed and listed 
by decreasing degree of attachment. 

In particular, table 1 shows that 1.6 million jobless 
jobseekers are not classified as unemployed 
because they do not fulfil the criterion of being 
immediately available to start in a new job. In 
addition, 14.2 million inactive persons, i.e. the total 
of categories 3 and 4, want to work but are not 
looking for a job. The last category 'others' is much 
bigger because it also includes persons who are 
still in formal education and those already in 
retirement. Figure 8 sheds more light on those 
groups.   

Table 1. Typology of inactive persons aged 15-64 with regard to their labour market attachment (in 
1000 persons), EU-27 2009 

Inactive persons 95,996

1. Having found a job to start later 489

2. Seeking a job but not available to work 1,633

3. Wanting to work and available but not seeking 7,525

4. Wanting to work but neither seeking nor available 6,630

5. Others not interested to work 79,719  
Source: Eurostat, EU-LFS 
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Figure 8: Labour market attachment of persons aged 15-64 in EU-27, 2009 (in 1,000s) 
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Source: Eurostat, EU-LFS 
Note: ":" colons are used for extremely unreliable data. See EU-LFS publishing guidelines for details. 

http://circa.europa.eu/irc/dsis/employment/info/data/eu_lfs/lfs_main/related_documents/reliab_annual.htm
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ESSENTIAL INFORMATION – 
METHODOLOGICAL NOTES  
Sources: All statistics presented in this publication are derived 
from the European Union Labour Force Survey (EU-LFS). The 
EU-LFS is a quarterly, large sample survey providing results for 
the population in private households in the EU, EFTA, and the 
Candidate Countries (except Liechtenstein).   
Country codes: European Union (27 countries) is written as 
EU-27 and includes Belgium (BE), Bulgaria (BG), the Czech 
Republic (CZ), Denmark (DK), Germany (DE), Estonia (EE), 
Ireland (IE), Greece (EL), Spain (ES), France (FR), Italy (IT), 
Cyprus (CY), Latvia (LV), Lithuania (LT), Luxembourg (LU), 
Hungary (HU), Malta (MT), the Netherlands (NL), Austria (AT), 
Poland (PL), Portugal (PT), Romania (RO), Slovenia (SI), 
Slovakia (SK), Finland (FI), Sweden (SE) and the United 
Kingdom (UK). EFTA countries are Iceland (IS), Norway (NO) 
and Switzerland (CH). Candidate countries are Croatia (HR), 
the former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia (MK), and Turkey 
(TR). The abbreviation MK used for the former Yugoslav 
Republic of Macedonia is a provisional code which does not 
prejudice in any way the definitive nomenclature for this 
country, which will be agreed following the conclusions of 
negotiations currently taking place on this subject at the United 
Nations.  
Reference periods: Data in figures 1 and 2 are annual 
averages of quarterly EU-LFS data. Data in figures 3 to 8 are 
annual data because the variable 'reasons for not working' is not 
collected quarterly. Figures 5 and 7 and table 1use annual data 
for consistency with other reported data. 

Definitions: The concepts and definitions used in the EU-LFS 
follow the guidelines of the International Labour Organisation 
(ILO). 
– Inactive persons are persons who are neither employed 

nor unemployed.  

– Employment (EU-LFS concept) covers persons aged 15 
years and over (16 and over in Italy, Spain and UK; 15-74 
years in Denmark, Estonia, Latvia, Hungary, Romania, 
Finland, Sweden and Norway; 16-74 in Iceland) who during 
the reference week performed work, even for just one hour, 
for pay, profit or family gain or were not at work but had a job 
or business from which they were temporarily absent for 
example because of illness, holidays, temporary lay-off, 
flexible working time arrangements, industrial dispute or 
education and training. 

– Unemployment covers persons aged 15-74 (16-74 in Italy, 
Spain, UK and Iceland) who were without work during the 
reference week, were currently available for work and had 
either been actively seeking work in the past four weeks or 
had already found a job to start within the next three months. 

– Inactivity rate is the share (in %) of the inactive population 
in the total population in the same age group living in 
private households. 

 
 

Child is any individual younger than 7 years at the end of the 
reference week. Parent (father or mother) is any person who 
lives in a private household with one or more children who are 
that person’s own children or the children of his or her spouse.  

Level of education is defined according to the International 
Classification of Education 1997 (ISCED 1997). Three levels 
are distinguished in this publication: low (ISCED 00 to 21), 
medium (ISCED 22 to 43) and high (ISCED 51 to 60). 

Reason for inactivity is the main reason why somebody is 
not seeking employment. The main reason may or may not be 
the only reason. Only the main one is retained for analysis in 
this publication. 

Willingness to work is assumed if a person explicitly states 
that he or she is willing to work. 

Availability to work means availability to start working in the 
next 2 weeks. 

 



 

 

 

Further information 
 
 
Eurostat Website: http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat 
 
Data on EU-LFS Statistics 
http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/portal/page/portal/employment_unemployment_lfs/data
/database 
 
More information about EU-LFS Statistics 
http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/portal/page/portal/employment_unemployment_lfs/introduction 
 
 
Journalists can contact the media support service: 
 
Bech Building  Office A4/125  L - 2920 Luxembourg 
Tel. (352) 4301 33408 Fax (352) 4301 35349 
E-mail: eurostat-mediasupport@ec.europa.eu 
 
 
European Statistical Data Support: 
 
With the members of the ‘European statistical system’, Eurostat has set up a network of 
support centres in nearly all Member States and in some EFTA countries. 
 
Their mission is to provide help and guidance to Internet users of European statistical 
data. 
 
Contact details for this support network can be found on our Internet site: 
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/ 
 
 
All Eurostat publications can be ordered via EU-Bookshop: 
http://bookshop.europa.eu/  
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