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1 Introduction 
This report is part of the project ‘Safer and healthier work at any age’, initiated and financed by the 
European Parliament12. The objective of the European Parliament was to further investigate possible 
ways of improving the health and safety of older people at work.  

The project, which started in 2013,  

 reviewed state of the art knowledge on ageing and work; 
 investigated EU and Member States policies, strategies, and programmes addressing the 

challenges of an ageing workforce  in the field of occupational safety and health (OSH) and policy 
areas that affect OSH, such as employment and social affairs, public health, and education;  

 investigated EU and Member States policies, strategies, and programmes in relation to 
rehabilitation/return-to-work;  

 and collected information on related workplace-level practices.  

To review policy developments and initiatives taken in Europe to tackle the demographic change, 
country reports were prepared, with a specific focus on initiatives to improve the health and safety of 
an ageing workforce and on those aiming at promoting rehabilitation/return to work.  

 

Methodology 

The information used to prepare the present report was collected between September 2013 and June 
2014 and comes from international, European and national sources, referenced in the report’s 
bibliography.  

The indicators presented in the first section of the report have been selected based on: 

 Relevance to the topic: To understand the context for safer and healthier work at any age, it is 
important to investigate not only working conditions but also more general contextual factors such 
as the demographic situation of the country, the state of the labour market in regards to older people 
and their general health status. 

 Possibility of age breakdowns: As the focus of this work is to investigate activities in the context of 
an ageing workforce, it is thus central to the project to collect data by age groups.  

 Possibility of country breakdowns: In order to be able to compare results across the Member States, 
it is important to use similar indicators in all country reports. For this reason, European and 
international sources were favoured. 

Finally, in order to validate the findings of the desk research, EU-OSHA’s network of focal points 
reviewed the country reports.  

 

Structure of the report 

The first section of the report provides background information on demographic developments, the 
labour market, working conditions and the health status of the older working population. The institutional 
and legal framework for occupational health and safety in Portugal, as of June 2014, is also described.  

The second section of the report describes strategies, policies, programmes and activities initiated by 
the government or government-affiliated organisations, social partners and non-governmental 
organisations to tackle the challenges related to demographic change, and more specifically to the 
ageing of the workforce. These initiatives were identified primarily in the area of occupational health 
and safety but also in the areas of employment and public health and any other relevant policy areas.  

                                                      
1 Official Journal of the European Union, ‘04 04 16 – Pilot project - Health and safety at work of older workers’, Chapter 0404—

Employment, Social Solidarity and Gender Equality, 29.02.2012, pp. II/230 - II/231. Available at:  
http://bookshop.europa.eu/en/officialjournal-of-the-european-union-l-56-29.02.2012-pbFXAL12056/   
(Accessed December 2014  

2 The activities carried out for the European Parliament’s pilot project are coordinated by the European Agency for Safety and 
Health at Work (EU-OSHA) and implemented by a consortium led by Milieu Ltd (other consortium partners include: COWI, 
IOM, IDEWE, FORBA, GfK, NIOM). 

http://bookshop.europa.eu/en/officialjournal-of-the-european-union-l-56-29.02.2012-pbFXAL12056/
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The third section of the report focuses on the issue of the rehabilitation and return to work of workers 
following a health problem (accident or disease). The section starts by introducing the national system 
for the rehabilitation of workers following a long-term sick leave or work incapacity and considers the 
legal and policy framework, the actors involved and the main steps of the rehabilitation process. The 
second part of the section describes specific activities, programmes or strategies implemented by the 
government or government-affiliated organisations, social partners and non-governmental 
organisations for the rehabilitation of workers.  

The present report describes policies and strategies in Portugal, addressing the ageing of workforce. 
Specifically, it focuses on initiatives to improve the health and safety of an ageing workforce and on 
those aiming at promoting the rehabilitation/return to work of workers following a health problem. 
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2 General context  
Section I of this report starts with an overview of the most relevant facts and figures on the current 
situation in Portugal with regard to demographics, the labour market, working conditions and the health 
status of the older working population. It then provides background information on the institutional and 
legal frameworks in Portugal that pertain to safe and healthy work in the context of an ageing workforce. 
Finally, it provides a brief overview of the pension system, looking specifically at legal and actual 
retirement ages, early retirement opportunities and ongoing or upcoming reforms that would affect older 
workers. 

2.1 Facts and figures  
In this sub-section on facts and figures, a number of indicators introduce the current situation in Portugal 
with regard to demographic factors, the labour market, working conditions and health status of the older 
working population.  

The following definitions aim to provide clarity on a number of terms used frequently in this section:3 
 “Median age” is the age that divides a population into two groups that are numerically equivalent.  
 The “old age dependency ratio” is the ratio of the number of older people at an age when they are 

generally economically inactive (i.e. aged 65 and over), compared to the number of people of 
working age (i.e. 15-64 years old)  

 “Old age pension” is payment to maintain the income of a person after retirement from 
employment at the standard age or payment made to support the income of older persons.4 

 “Healthy life years”, also called disability-free life expectancy (DFLE), is defined as the number of 
years that a person is expected to continue to live in a healthy condition.5 

 

Table 1 provides a quick snapshot of selected indicators, some of which are further described in the 
rest of the section. 

 
Table 1: Overview table of main indicators 

 
 Portugal EU-28 

Median age 2013 (2060) 43 (53) 42 (46) 

Share of population aged 55 to 64 years (2013) 13% 13% 

Share of population aged 65+ (2013) 19% 18% 

Old age dependency ratio 2013 (2060)  29% (64%)  28% (50%)  

Employment rate of 55 to 64-year-olds (2013) (∆ since 2003) 47% (-5 p.p.) 50% (+10 p.p.) 

Official Retirement age6  65  

                                                      
3 Definitions extracted from the Eurostat glossary (unless stated otherwise): 

http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/statistics_explained/index.php/Thematic_glossaries (Accessed December 2014) 
4 Eurostat, Methodologies and Working Papers, The European System of integrated Social PROtection Statistics (ESSPROS), 

ESSPROS Manual and user guidelines, 2012, p. 58. Available at:  
 http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/documents/3859598/5922833/KS-RA-12-014-EN.PDF/6da3b2bf-85ba-4665-b318-

a41d6a2df37f?version=1.0 (Accessed December 2014) 
5 This indicator is compiled separately for men and women, both at birth and at age 65. It is based on age-specific prevalence 

(proportions) of the population in healthy and unhealthy condition and age-specific mortality information. A healthy condition is 
defined as one without limitation in functioning and without disability.  
6 See section 1.4 on Pension system.  

http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/statistics_explained/index.php/Thematic_glossaries
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/documents/3859598/5922833/KS-RA-12-014-EN.PDF/6da3b2bf-85ba-4665-b318-a41d6a2df37f?version=1.0
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/documents/3859598/5922833/KS-RA-12-014-EN.PDF/6da3b2bf-85ba-4665-b318-a41d6a2df37f?version=1.0
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 Portugal EU-28 

Effective retirement age (2012) 7  66.4(f)/68.4(m) 60.9(f)/62.3(m)*8 

Share of pensioners (50-69) who quit working for health or 
disability reason (2012) 37% 21% 

Pension expenditures (% of GDP) (2011*) 

All pensions 

Old-age pensions 

Disability 

 

14.8%9 

10.6% 

1.9% 

 

13.0%10 

  9.5% 

  0.9% 

Life expectancy at 65 years, in years (2011) 

Women 

Men 

19.9 

21.6 

17.8 

19.7 

21.3  

17.8 

Healthy life years  at the age of 65 ( and 50) (2011) 

Women 

Men 

7 (15.7)  

6.3 (14.7) 

7.8 (16.7) 

8.6 (17.7) 

8.6 (17.9) 

8.6 (17.5) 

Employed persons aged 55 to 64 years reporting one or more 
work-related health problems in the past 12 months in 2007 
(% from all employed aged 55 to 64 years) 

7.3%11 11%12 

Share of employed people aged 55-64 yrs who perceive their 
health as in being in a bad or very bad status (and 45-54 yrs), 
2012 

15.7% (8.3%) 5.7% (3.8%) 

Share of employed people aged 55-64 yrs who have a long-
standing illness or health problem (and 45-54 yrs), 2012 39.1% (28.6%) 33.3%** 

(24.2%**) 

Share of people aged 55-64 yrs who report MSDs as their 
most serious work-related health problem during the past 12 
months (2007) 

Women 

Men 

 

61% 

69% 

50% 

 

60%13  

64% 

56% 

Share of workers above the age of 50 who think they could do 
their current job at the age of 6014   (2010) 50% 71%15 

                                                      
7 Source: OECD estimates on the “average effective age of retirement versus the official age, 2007-2012” 
8 These figures refer to the EU-27 
9 Provisional data (all types of pension expenditures) 
10 Provisional data (all types of pension expenditures) 
11 Definition differs 
12 This figure is for the EU-26 without France. Due to different wording in the French version of the questionnaire, the results 

were very different in France and Eurostat recommends using the aggregate figures without France. 
13 This figure is for the EU-26 without France. Due to different wording in the French version of the questionnaire, the results 

were very different in France and Eurostat recommends to use the aggregate figures without France. 
14 Source: European Working Conditions Survey 2010 
15 This Figure refers to the EU-27 

http://www.oecd.org/els/emp/ageingandemploymentpolicies-statisticsonaverageeffectiveageofretirement.htm
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 Portugal EU-28 

Share of employed people with working experience who 
report that measures to adapt the workplace for older people 
have been put in place at their workplace16  (2013) 

27% 31% 

Sources: All figures are as published by Eurostat, unless mentioned otherwise. Sources used by Eurostat include: Eurostat 
population statistics, Eurostat population projections, the European Labour Force Survey (EU-LFS), the European Survey on 
Income and Living Conditions (EU-SILC), the European System of Integration Social Protection Statistics (ESSPROS).  
*figure refers to 2011; ** estimated figures only (by Eurostat) 

 

Demographic developments 

Portugal’s population has been continuously ageing since 1960. While the increase of the median age 
between 1960 and 1980 was still modest (around 2-year-increase), it has been stronger since the 1980s. 
While the median age in 1980 was around 30 years, in 2013 it was 43 years17 (just a year higher than 
the overall EU population’s median age in 2013)18. This ageing is also reflected in the distribution of 
the population across the different age groups and their development between 1990 and 2013. The 
share of the oldest age group (65 years and above) has increased since 1990 from 13% to 19% in 2013 
(EU-28: 18% in 2013). The group of 55 to 64-year-olds has increased from 11% in 1990 to 13% in 2013 
(EU-28: 13% in 2013).  

The population ageing is predicted to continue. The age group “65+” will increase from 19% of the total 
population in 2013 to 35% in 2060. This ageing is also shown in the age pyramid below (Figure 1) 
which shows that between 2010 and 2050, the age group of 20 to 65-year-olds is predicted to decrease 
while the age group of 65+ is predicted to increase. This is also reflected in the old-age dependency 
ratio (see Table1). 

 
Figure 1: Total population by age group and gender, 2010 and 2050 

 
Source: International Conference on Population and Development Beyond 2014, Portugal Country Implementation Profile19.  

                                                      
16 Source: European Commission, Flash Eurobarometer on Working Conditions, 2014. Fact sheet for Portugal. Available at: 

http://ec.europa.eu/public_opinion/flash/fl_398_fact_pt_en.pdf (accessed December 2014).  
17 Source: Eurostat population statistics 2013, structural indicators, figure for 2012 for Poland is provisional.  
18 Source: Eurostat population statistics 2013, structural indicators. 
19 International Conference on Population and Development Beyond 2014, Portugal Country Implementation Profile. Available 

at: http://icpdbeyond2014.org/about/view/19-country-implementation-profiles (Accessed December 2014) 

http://ec.europa.eu/public_opinion/flash/fl_398_fact_pt_en.pdf
http://icpdbeyond2014.org/about/view/19-country-implementation-profiles
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Labour market participation 

Contrary to many other EU Member States, employment among the older age groups has been rather 
high in Portugal already since 2002. As shown in the graph below (fig. 2), the employment rate among 
the Portuguese population between 55 and 64 years was constantly above EU average between 2002 
and 2011. However, it has actually decreased since 2008 and therefore was lower than the EU average 
rate for the first time since 2002 in 2012 – at 47% (the EU average employment rate for this age group 
was around 49% in 2012).  

The employment rate of the population aged 65 and above in Portugal was almost four times as high 
as the EU average rate between 2002 and 2008. However, also this rate has decreased in Portugal 
since 2007 – nevertheless, it was still almost three times as high in 2013 (13%) than the EU average 
rate (5%).  

 
Figure 2: Employment rates per broad age groups, trend 2000-2013, residents in Portugal, all nationalities 

 
Source: Eurostat 2013, EU-LFS, annual detailed survey results, Employment rates by sex, age and nationality (%) [lfsa_ergan] 

 

Working conditions 

Based on the Fifth European Working Conditions Survey (5th EWCS), carried out by the European 
Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions (Eurofound) in 2010,20 the following 
conclusions can be drawn with regard to the working conditions of older workers21 in Portugal:  
 The share of older workers having to carry heavy loads at least a quarter of the time decreased 

between 2005 and 2010. This share was almost the same among Portuguese older workers as 
among all European workers in this age group (both around 31%) in 2010.  

 In Portugal, 29% of older workers worked in tiring or painful positions almost all of the time in 2010, 
while 24% of the 30 to 49-year-old workers reported the same. Furthermore, older workers in 
Portugal are much more exposed to working in painful positions at least ¼ of the time than workers 
across the EU-27 (71% for Portugal compared to 47% at EU level).  

                                                      
20  Unless mentioned otherwise, the figures in this paragraph relate to the EWCS from 2010. Available at: 

http://eurofound.europa.eu/surveys/ewcs/2010/european-working-conditions-survey-2010 (Accessed December 2014) 
21 The term “older workers” in this section refers to workers aged 50 years and above, the term “young workers” refers to workers 

below 30 years.  
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 According to 2010 data, exposure to shift work decreased with age in Portugal. However, older 
workers in Portugal were much less exposed to shift work than older workers across the EU in 2010 
(5.7% in Portugal compared to 14% at EU level). The share of workers exposed to night work also 
decreases with age in Portugal and Portuguese older workers were less exposed to night work 
than older workers across the EU (11% reported working at night once or more a month in Portugal 
compared to 16% at EU level). 

 In Portugal, the share of older workers reporting that their working hours fit well with their private 
life was slightly higher (88%) than among the EU-27 workers (85%).  

 As in most other EU Member States, the number of people reporting three or more external 
constraints on their work pace (such as demands from people or production/performance targets) 
in Portugal decreased after the age of 50 years in 2010.  

 In Portugal, a lower share of workers from all age categories receive on-the-job training compared 
to the EU average. For older workers, this is 14% compared to 26% respectively. 

 In Portugal, the share of older workers who reported that their health was affected negatively by 
their work was higher in Portugal (36%) than across the EU-27 (27%).  

 Satisfaction with working conditions among older workers in Portugal increased between 2000 (78% 
were satisfied) and 2010 (83% were satisfied – similar to the EU level – 84%). However, older 
Portuguese workers were less satisfied with their working conditions than workers under 30 years, 
among which 91% were satisfied in 2010.  

 A smaller share of older workers in Portugal think they will be able to do the same job at the age of 
60 in Portugal (50%) than across the EU-27 (71%).  

 In Portugal, 27% of employed people and people with working experience indicated that measures 
to adapt the workplace for older people had been put in place at their workplace (compared to 31% 
at EU-28 average). Four percent of those that responded did not know whether their workplace had 
been adapted to older workers22.  
 

Health 

In 2011, estimations showed that Portuguese men of the age of 65 years had a life expectancy of 
around 17.8 additional years23 (same as EU average – 17.8) including 7.8 considered “healthy life 
years”24 (slightly lower than EU average – 8.6 years). Women of the age of 65 had a life expectancy of 
21.6 additional years (21 years in the EU) but only 6.3 “healthy life years” (compared to the 8,6 at EU 
level).  

The perceived health status among employed persons in Portugal worsens with age as demonstrated 
in Table 2 below. 

 
Table 2: Self-perceived health among employed in different age groups, 2012; shares of age group 
reporting “very bad” or “bad” health status 

 
 16-44 years 45-54 years 55-64 years 65 years and above 

Employed 2.2% 8.3% 15.7% 15.1% 
Source: EU-SILC Self-perceived health by sex, age and labour status (%) [hlth_silc_01] 

 

                                                      
22  European Commission, Flash Eurobarometer on Working Conditions – Fact sheet for Portugal, 2014. Available at: 

http://ec.europa.eu/public_opinion/flash/fl_398_fact_pt_en.pdf (Accessed December 2014) 
23 Eurostat 2013’Life expectancy by age and sex’ [demo_mlexpec] 
24 Eurostat 2013 ‘Healthy Life Years (from 2004 onwards) (hlth_hlye).  

http://ec.europa.eu/public_opinion/flash/fl_398_fact_pt_en.pdf
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As shown in Table 3 the share of Portuguese workers between the age of 55 and 64 years who reported 
that they suffered from work-related health problems was lower than the EU average for the same age 
group in 2007.25 

 
Table 3: Self-reported work-related health problems by workers in Portugal and EU-27, by age group 

PT 25-34 yrs 2%** 
PT 35-44 yrs 4%** 
PT 45-54 yrs 6%** 
PT 55-64 yrs 7%** 

Men 6%** 
Women 9%** 

EU-27* 55-64 yrs 11% 

Source: EU LFS ad-hoc module 2007 on accidents at work and work-related health problems, Persons reporting one or more 
work-related health problems in the past 12 months, by age - % [hsw_pb1]; according to Eurostat, ‘minor wording, conceptual, 
or cultural differences were identified’ for data from this country; therefore, comparability with other countries has to be interpreted 
with caution26. *this figure is for EU-27 excluding France, since in France, the question wording was slightly different, causing a 
bias. Eurostat suggests using the aggregate without France. 
** definition differs  
 

The most serious work-related health problems reported among the 55 to 64-year-olds were – as in 
most other countries – musculoskeletal disorders (MSDs) (Table 4).27 While the prevalence of physical 
illnesses (cardiovascular disorders and musculoskeletal disorders) as most serious work-related health 
problems increases with age, the prevalence of psychosocial disorders (stress, depression and anxiety) 
decreases.  

 
Table 4: Most serious work-related health problem during the past 12 months, % of all employees who 
reported a work-related health problem during the past 12 months; by gender and by most prevalent types 
of diseases28 

  
 
 

Cardiovascular 
disorders 

Musculoskeletal 
disorders 

Stress, depression, 
anxiety 

Pulmonary 
disorders 

35-44 
yrs. 

Total 

(EU-27*) 

0.8 

(2.9) 

47.9 

(60.9) 

31.6 

(16.4) 

5.1 

(4.9) 

 Women 1.1 46.1 34.5 1.9 

 Men 0.3 50.4 27.5 9.5 

45-54 
yrs. 

Total 

(EU-27*) 

2.4 

(6.2) 

57.1 

(61.3) 

21.5 

(13.5) 

5.4 

(4.7) 

                                                      
25 EU LFS ad-hoc module 2007 on accidents at work and work-related health problems “Persons reporting one or more work-

related health problems in the past 12 months, by sex, age and education - % [hsw_pb1]”; shares from all employed in the 
respective age group; a work-related health problem is defined as covering all diseases, disabilities and other physical or 
mental health problems, apart from accidental injuries, suffered by the person during the last 12 months, and caused or made 
worse by the work. This is a broad concept that covers much more than the recognised occupational diseases. 

26 See Eurostat Evaluation Report AHM 2007, p. 26, available at: 
 http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/documents/1978984/6037334/Evaluation-Report-AHM-2007.pdf  
27 EU LFS ad-hoc module 2007 on accidents at work and work-related health problems, Persons reporting their most serious 

work-related health problem work in the past 12 months, by type of problem - % [hsw_pb5]; the module distinguishes 8 different 
problems in total.  

28 More recent figures are available (EU-LFS ad-hoc module 2013); however, several countries have not delivered data for 2013, 
which is why no EU aggregates for this variable could be calculated. Due to these limitations, the 2007 data was used in this 
report. Data for 2013 can be obtained from Eurostat, available at: http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/lfs/data/database   

http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/documents/1978984/6037334/Evaluation-Report-AHM-2007.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/lfs/data/database
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Cardiovascular 
disorders 

Musculoskeletal 
disorders 

Stress, depression, 
anxiety 

Pulmonary 
disorders 

 Women 2.3 63.6 17.9 6.1 

 Men 2.5 45.6 27.9 4.2 

55-64 
yrs. 

Total 

(EU-27*) 

5.6 

(11.3) 

61.3 

(59.9) 

10.8 

(9.2) 

7.9 

(5.8) 

 Women 2.8 68.6 10.8 7.3 

 Men 9.6 50.5 10.8 8.8 

Source: EU LFS ad-hoc module 2007 on accidents at work and work-related health problems, Persons reporting their most 
serious work-related health problem work in the past 12 months, by type of problem - % [hsw_pb5]; according to Eurostat, ‘minor 
wording, conceptual, or cultural differences were identified’ for data from this country; therefore, comparability with other countries 
has to be interpreted with caution29. 
*this figure is for EU-27 excluding France, since in France, the question wording was slightly different, causing a bias. Eurostat 
suggests using the aggregate without France.  
 

Definition 

There is no legal definition of an older worker in Portugal. However national institutions generally define 
this category as including workers over 55: the National Statistics Office considers as ‘older active’ 
worker between 55 and 64, and the minimum age to benefit from ‘employment-insertion contract’ is 
5530.  

2.2 Institutional structure for health and safety at work  
The following section presents the overall institutional structure related to occupational health and 
safety in Portugal.  

 

Overall Structure 

 Ministry of Solidarity, Employment and Social Security (Ministério da Solidariedade, Emprego 
e Seguranca Social – MSESS) has the general responsibility for health and safety in Portugal. The 
Ministry approves and implements policies related to employment, vocational and qualification 
training, labour market and industrial relations through the two competent authorities identified 
below. 
o The Directorate General for Employment and Industrial Relations (Direção-Geral do 

Emprego e das Relações de Trabalho – DGERT) 31  is responsible for supporting the 
development of policies, legislation and regulations on employment and vocational training 
and on industrial relations, including working conditions and health, safety and welfare at 
work.  

o The Authority for Working Conditions (Autoridade para as Condições do Trabalho) 32 is 
the specialised national authority that took over the competences of the former General 
Labour Inspectorate (Inspecção Geral do Trabalho) and the Institute for Safety, Hygiene 
and Health at Work (Instituto para a Segurança, Higiene e Saúde no Trabalho). It is 
responsible for promoting the improvement of working conditions; it supervises compliance 
with labour laws, promotes preventive policies for occupational risks and enforces legislation 

                                                      
29 See Eurostat Evaluation Report AHM 2007, p. 26, available at: 
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/documents/1978984/6037334/Evaluation-Report-AHM-2007.pdf  
30 EEO – European Employment Observatory, EEO review: Employment policies to promote active ageing: Portugal, 2012 
31 Regulatory Law 40/2012 of 12 April, available at: http://dre.pt/pdf1sdip/2012/04/07300/0185601858.pdf  (Accessed October 

2014). 
32 Website in Portuguese: http://www.act.gov.pt/ (Accessed October 2014).  

http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/documents/1978984/6037334/Evaluation-Report-AHM-2007.pdf
http://dre.pt/pdf1sdip/2012/04/07300/0185601858.pdf
http://www.act.gov.pt/
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on safety and health at work. The Authority is based in Lisbon but has more than 30 
regional/local offices covering all the districts in Portugal. The regional/local offices organize 
activities at local level and offer training on a series of issues related to health and safety. 

 The Regional Inspectorate of Labour – Hygiene, Safety and Health Office in the Autonomous 
Region of Açores (Inspecção Regional do Trabalho – Gabinete de Higiene, Segurança e Saúde)33 
and the Regional Directorate of Labour in the Autonomous Region of Madeira (Direcção Regional 
do Trabalho)34 are the relevant competent authorities for health and safety matters in the two 
autonomous regions of Portugal. They are responsible for the promotion, supervision of compliance 
and implementation of the legislation on health and safety at work. They also organise 
dissemination and training activities in cooperation with other public and private institutions. 

 The Institute of Employment and Professional Training (Instituto do Emprego e Formação 
Profissional)35 is the national public employment service and is responsible for the promotion of the 
creation and quality of employment as well as for the combat to unemployment, through the 
implementation of active employment services. The Institute of Employment and Professional 
Training is based in Lisbon, but has five regional delegations and a series of local offices. It 
functions under the supervision of the Ministry of Solidarity, Employment and Social Security, and 
the General Pensions Fund (Caixa Geral De Aposentações).  

 

                                                      
33 Website in Portuguese: http://www.azores.gov.pt/Portal/pt/entidades/vp-irt/ (Accessed October 2014). 
34 Website in Portuguese:  http://srrh.gov-madeira.pt/Início/tabid/132/Default.aspx (Accessed October 2014. 
35 Website in Portuguese: http://www.iefp.pt/ (Accessed October 2014).  

http://www.azores.gov.pt/Portal/pt/entidades/vp-irt/
http://srrh.gov-madeira.pt/In%C3%ADcio/tabid/132/Default.aspx
http://www.iefp.pt/
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Figure 3: The OSH infrastructure in Portugal on an implementation level 

 
Source: EU-OSHA, OSHWIKI, “OSH system at national level – Portugal”36 
 
Two other bodies are competent to launche inquiries 37 in cases of occupational disease or other 
damage to health occurred during work or related to work:  
 
 

                                                      
36 EU-OSHA – European Agency for Safety and Health at Work, OSHWIKI, “OSH system at national level – Portugal”. Available 

at: http://oshwiki.eu/wiki/OSH_system_at_national_level_-_Portugal  (Accessed October 2014)   
37 Law 3/2014 of 28 of January, available at: https://dre.pt/pdf1sdip/2014/01/01900/0055400591.pdf (Accessed October 2014). 

http://oshwiki.eu/wiki/OSH_system_at_national_level_-_Portugal
https://dre.pt/pdf1sdip/2014/01/01900/0055400591.pdf
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 The Social Security Institute (Instituto da Segurança Social – ISS) through the Department for 
Protection against Occupational Risks (Departamento de Proteção Contra os Riscos Profissionais) 
(see Section 3.1).  

 The General-Directorate of Health (Direção-Geral da Saúde - DGS). The DGS is one of the main 
stakeholders in the definition of the promotion and enforcement of occupational health policy, 
through the National Programme for Occupational Health 2013- 2017 (Programa Nacional de 
Saúde Ocupacional – PNSOC 2013- 2017) 38 . The DGS is responsible for promoting the 
assessment of the relations between work and health/ill-health and evaluating the impact of work 
on health (disability and death).  It is also responsible for supporting the development of policies, 
legislation, regulations, guidelines, etc. on health surveillance. 

 

At the company level  

Employers have to set up either an occupational health services in their company, a common medical 
service together with other enterprises, or sign an agreement with an external provider of occupational 
health and safety services (which can be a non-profit organization, a cooperative, a private entity or 
any public administration institution integrated in the National Health Service (Serviço Nacional de 
Saúde). The main tasks of the occupational health and safety services are defined by law (Law 
102/2009) and include conducting risk assessments, preparing plans for the prevention of occupational 
risks, assisting in the design of sites, methods and the organisation of work as well as in the choice of 
work equipment, conducting health surveillance examinations and designing and developing 
information and training programmes. 

 

Social Dialogue 

The Economic and Social Council (Conselho Económico e Social)39 is the Portuguese constitutional 
body for consultation and social dialogue between the Government, Social Partners and other 
representatives of organised civil society.  

The Permanent Commission for Social Dialogue (Comissão Permanente de Concertação Social)40 
is also a tripartite cooperation body composed by the Government and the main employer associations 
and trade unions, competent to give its opinion on the socioeconomic development policies, provide 
solutions for the proper functioning of the economy taking into account social and labour aspects or 
appraise the legislation proposal concerning social and labour matters. 

The Consultative Council for the Promotion of Health and Safety at Work (Conselho Consultivo 
para a Promoção da Segurança e Saúde no Trabalho) is a collegial body meeting twice a year and 
supports the Authority for Working Conditions (see above) in its tasks related to health and safety at 
work. It consists of representatives of the Authority for Working Conditions and of the Trade Unions and 
Employer’s confederations that are also represented in the Permanent Commission for Social Dialogue 
(Comissão Permanente de Concertação Social). 

The main social partners in Portugal include: 

 The General Confederation of the Portuguese Workers (Confederação Geral dos Trabalhadores 
Portugueses)41 and the General Union of Workers (União Geral de Trabalhadores)42 are the two 
main trade unions in Portugal and participate in the Permanent Commission for Social Dialogue. 
Both organisations are very active in the field of health and safety and have significant information 

                                                      
38  General-Directorate of Health, Programa Nacional de Saúde Ocupacional (PNSOC) 2013 – 2017, available at:   

http://www.dgs.pt/saude-ocupacional/apresentacao.aspx (Accessed October 2014). 
39 Website in English: http://www.ces.pt/ (Accessed October 2014). 
40 Website in English: http://www.ces.pt/9 (Accessed October 2014) 
41 Website in Portuguese: http://www.cgtp.pt/index.php/ (Accessed October 2014) 
42 Website in Portuguese: http://www.ugt.pt/site/index.php (Accessed October 2014). 

http://www.dgs.pt/saude-ocupacional/apresentacao.aspx
http://www.ces.pt/
http://www.ces.pt/9
http://www.cgtp.pt/index.php/
http://www.ugt.pt/site/index.php
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on the topic in their websites. It should be noted that according to the OECD, trade union density43 
decreased in Portugal from 26.1% of all employees in 1993 to 20.5% in 2012, remaining above 
OECD average (17.1% in 2012).44 

 The Confederation of Businesses of Portugal (Confederação Empresarial de Portugal) 45 , the 
Confederation of Commerce and Services of Portugal (Confederação de Comercio e Serviços de 
Portugal)46, the Confederation of Farmers of Portugal (Confederação de Agricultores de Portugal)47 
and the Confederation of Portuguese Tourism (Confederação do Turismo Português)48 are the 
main social partners representing employers and are all represented in the Permanent Commission 
for Social Dialogue. 

2.3 Labour, OSH and anti-discrimination legislation 
The following section provides a brief overview of the main pieces of legislation in the fields of 
occupational health and safety, labour and employment and antidiscrimination and whether they 
contain any provisions in relation to older workers.  

Portugal, as far as legislation is concerned, follows the general European trend and is characterised by 
a multitude of labour, OSH and anti-discrimination legislation.  

 

Occupational health and safety legislation 

Law 3/2014 of 28 January on health and safety at work – which is an amendment to Law 102/2009 
of 10 September – is the current main piece of legislation for the private sector, setting out the general 
OSH principles and requirements. It is the legal act transposing Directive 89/392/CEE as well as a 
series of other relevant Directives. It lays down the occupational health and care system in Portugal. 
Only one specific provision concerns directly older workers; Article 108 provides for mandatory annual 
health exams for workers above 50. However, in line with the directive, it requires hazards to any groups 
especially at risk to be taken into account. This could be older workers or disabled workers. Aspects 
such as the access and exercise of professions relating to safety at work or the coverage of public 
administration have been covered in specific legal instruments. The public sector is regulated by a 
different set of legislation, in particular Law 35/2014 of 20 June, governing the employment in public 
functions. This legislation sets the OSH principles for all public administrations. 

Decree-Law 352/2007 of 23 October (Decreto-Lei n.º 352/2007 de 23 de Outubro)49: approves the 
National List of Incapacities due to accidents at work and occupational diseases, includes age, and 
more specifically precocious ageing, as one of the elements to take into account when determining the 
level of incapacity of the worker.   

 

Labour and employment legislation 

The Labour Code (Código do Trabalho)50 was last amended in 30 August 2013 and is the main legal 
act on employment and the labour market. It sets the basic principles on access to employment, 
employment contracts, working conditions, retribution, conflicts and collective agreements. 
Discrimination on the ground of age in the access to employment, professional training, promotion or 
professional career and working conditions is expressly forbidden by Articles 24 and 25. The general 

                                                      
43 Trade union density corresponds to the ratio of wage and salary earners that are trade union members, divided by the total 

number of wage and salary earners (OECD Labour Force Statistics).Density is calculated using survey data, wherever possible, 
and administrative data adjusted for non-active and self-employed members otherwise (OECD) 

44 OECD (Online OECD Employment database: http://www.oecd.org/els/emp/onlineoecdemploymentdatabase.htm#union  
45 Website in Portuguese: cipindustria.blogspot.pt (Accessed October 2014). 
46 Website in Portuguese: http://www.ccp.pt/CCP/pt-PT/CCP.aspx (Accessed October 2014). 
47 Website in Portuguese: http://www.cap.pt/index.php (Accessed October 2014). 
48 Website in Portuguese: http://www.confederacaoturismoportugues.pt/inicio.html (Accessed October 2014).  
49Available in Portuguese at: http://www.dre.pt/pdf1s/2007/10/20400/0771507808.pdf (Accessed October 2014).  
50Available in Portuguese at: http://www.pgdlisboa.pt/leis/lei_mostra_articulado.php?nid=1047&tabela=leis (Accessed October 

2014). 

http://www.oecd.org/els/emp/onlineoecdemploymentdatabase.htm#union
http://www.ccp.pt/CCP/pt-PT/CCP.aspx
http://www.cap.pt/index.php
http://www.confederacaoturismoportugues.pt/inicio.html
http://www.dre.pt/pdf1s/2007/10/20400/0771507808.pdf
http://www.pgdlisboa.pt/leis/lei_mostra_articulado.php?nid=1047&tabela=leis
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working conditions are laid down but there are no special rules on older workers (only on young workers 
and women). 

 

Antidiscrimination legislation 

Law 7/2009 of 12 February (Lei n.º 7/2009 de 12 de Fevereiro)51, which approved the last revision of 
the Labour Code, transposed Directive 2000/78/EC establishing a general framework for equal 
treatment in employment and occupation, including age and disability, which means that the main 
provisions on antidiscrimination in employment are integrated into the Labour Code. As per the 
Directive, it requires the employer to make the necessary accommodations for workers with reduced 
work capacity or disabilities.  

Law 46/2006 of 28 August (Lei n.º 46/2006 de 28 de Agosto) 52  prohibits and sanctions the 
discrimination on the grounds of disability or serious risk for health, including in the context of access 
to labour market and employment, complementing the (more general) provisions of the Labour Code. 

Decree-Law 290/2009 of 12 October (Decreto-Lei n.º 290/2009 de 12 de Outubro)53: defines several 
supporting measures for the qualification, including professional training, as well as for the integration, 
maintenance and reintegration in the labour market of people with disabilities and incapacities. 

 

2.4 Pension system  
The general pension system in Portugal is mandatory for all employees and independent professionals 
of the private sector. Civil servants who started working after 1 January 2006 are also now covered by 
the general pension system, as result of the measures taken by the Government towards a progressive 
uniformisation of the several social security systems. Special pension systems exist for specific 
professions, e.g. lawyers, and are usually operated by the respective professional organisations. The 
Institute of Social Security is responsible for the questions related to the general pension system, 
including the special pensions such as the social pension for old age or the disability pensions. 

The economic crisis which started in 2008 had a strong impact in the Portuguese economy. In this 
context, the Government has put in practice a series of austerity measures which will also eventually 
affect older workers. The possibility of increasing the retirement age from 65 to 66 years54 as well as 
cuts to the pensions attributed to civil servants55 are some of the measures currently being discussed 
by the Government and the social partners. Recent news indicates that the Government is expected to 
present a legislative proposal to this effect which should enter in force already in 2014. In this context, 
Decree-Law 85-A/2012 of 5 April (Decreto-Lei n.º 85-A/2012 de 5 de Abril)56 suspended the regime of 
early retirement for the period of the current Programme of Economic and Financial Assistance. 

A ‘sustainability factor’ was introduced with Decree-Law 187/2007 of 10 May (Decreto-Lei n. 
187/2007 de 10 de Maio)57. The evolution of average life expectancy – which is an essential element 
of the adaptation of the pension system to the economic and demographic changes – must be taken 
into account in the calculation of the amount of the old age pensions.  

 

 

 

                                                      
51 Available in Portuguese at: http://dre.pt/pdf1sdip/2009/02/03000/0092601029.pdf (Accessed October 2014). 
52 Available in Portuguese at: http://dre.pt/pdf1s/2006/08/16500/62106213.pdf (Accessed October 2014). 
53Available in Portuguese at: http://dre.pt/pdf1s/2009/10/19700/0748207497.pdf (Accessed October 2014).  
54 Jornal Publico, ‘Idade da reforma sobe para os 66 anos já em Janeiro’ (7 August 2013). Available at:  

http://www.publico.pt/economia/noticia/idade-da-reforma-sobe-para-os-66-anos-ja-em-janeiro-1602412 (Accessed October 
2014) 

55 Jornal Publico, ‘Pensões actuais do Estado levam corte até 10%’ (6 August 2013).  Available at:  
http://www.publico.pt/economia/noticia/pensoes-actuais-do-estado-levam-corte-ate-10-1602393 (Accessed October 2014) 

56Available in Portuguese at: http://dre.pt/pdf1s/2012/04/06901/0000200002.pdf (Accessed October 2014) 
57Available in Portuguese at: http://dre.pt/pdf1s/2007/05/09000/31003116.pdf (Accessed October 2014) 

http://dre.pt/pdf1sdip/2009/02/03000/0092601029.pdf
http://dre.pt/pdf1s/2006/08/16500/62106213.pdf
http://dre.pt/pdf1s/2009/10/19700/0748207497.pdf
http://www.publico.pt/economia/noticia/idade-da-reforma-sobe-para-os-66-anos-ja-em-janeiro-1602412
http://www.publico.pt/economia/noticia/pensoes-actuais-do-estado-levam-corte-ate-10-1602393
http://dre.pt/pdf1s/2012/04/06901/0000200002.pdf
http://dre.pt/pdf1s/2007/05/09000/31003116.pdf
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Retirement age  

The general retirement age is 65 and requires at least 15 years of contributions to the Social Security 
system. As mentioned before, in response to economic circumstances the possibility of raising the 
retirement age from 65 to 66 years is under discussion58. 

 

Early retirement  

Those who are not yet 65 can ask for early retirement if they have been involuntarily unemployed for a 
long period of time or if their work is particularly painful or stressful e.g. miners, fishermen or dancers. 
Those who are older than 65 but have not contributed for at least 15 years to the Social Security system 
or are not covered by any other mandatory system of social protection can apply for a special pension, 
the old age social pension (pensão social de velhice). 

 

Extension of working lives and partial retirement  

 The Decree-Law 187/2007 provides for a bonus to be granted for each additional month of work 
after turning 65 (up to a limit of 70). 

 Old age pensions can be combined with employment under certain circumstances (e.g. a former 
employee who has requested early retirement and starts working as an independent worker cannot 
provide services to his former employer for at least 3 years). 

 

  

                                                      
58Jornal Publico, ‘Idade da reforma sobe para os 66 anos já em Janeiro’, as above.  
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3 Overview of policies, strategies and programmes in 
relation to the occupational health and safety of older 
workers 

As life expectancy rises, it is important to create working conditions that enable healthy and active 
ageing and ensure that workers reach pension age in good health. The following chapter provides an 
overview of the various policies, programmes and initiatives put in place by governmental and non-
governmental organisations in Portugal to address the issue of work sustainability and healthier working 
lives.  

3.1 Initiatives from government / government-affiliated 
organisations 

Occupational health and safety policies 

Occupational health and safety policies in Portugal are developed with the involvement of the 
organizations more representatives of both employees and employers, which are part of Consultative 
Council for the Promotion of Health and Safety at Work. 

 

National Health and Safety Strategy 

The Portuguese Government adopted in March 2008 the National Strategy for Health and Safety at 
Work (Estratégia Nacional para a Segurança e Saúde no Trabalho)59 for the period 2008-2012. The 
strategy set two operational objectives: the development of public policies which are coherent and 
effective, resulting from the coordination between the different departments of the Public Administration 
and which foster the mobilisation of the society around this question; and the promotion of health and 
safety at work as precondition for the improvement of working conditions. The strategy includes a series 
of general policy measures, including two measures concerning directly the health and safety of older 
workers, as part of the wider group of vulnerable workers: raising awareness campaigns for the 
prevention of occupational risks and implementing coordination mechanisms with a view to raise the 
effectiveness of the intervention of the competent authorities with responsibility on the health and safety 
of the most vulnerable groups. The document mentions a rising concern with musculoskeletal diseases 
and states that these and other risks related to age should be paid special attention in the development 
of new health and safety policies. 

 

National Plan of Occupational Health 

The National Plan of Occupational Health 2013-2017 (Plano Nacional de Saúde Ocupacional 2013-
2017),60 includes older workers in the group of most vulnerable workers, together with younger workers, 
workers with disabilities, pregnant women and others, stating that particular attention must be paid to 
these groups. Risk factors and health problems (in particular mental health and musculoskeletal 
diseases) that are related to ageing in the work context are considered a priority area for research. 

Employment policies  

Employment policies have mainly focused on the reinsertion of unemployed older people or the 
unemployed disabled, rather than retaining existing employees. 

Within the context of the European Year for Active Ageing and Solidarity between Generations, 
that took place in 2012, the Portuguese Government adopted an Action Programme (Programa de 

                                                      
59  National Strategy for Health and Safety at Work, available in Portuguese at: http://www.act.gov.pt/(pt-

PT)/SobreACT/DocumentosOrientadores/DocumentosReferenciaAmbitoNacional/Documents/EstrategiaNacionalparaaSegur
ancaeSaudenoTrabalho20082012.pdf (Accessed October 2014)  

60 National Plan of Occupational Health 2013-2017, available in Portuguese: http://www.dgs.pt/saude-ocupacional/programa-
nacional/pnsoc-2013-2017.aspx (Accessed October 2014) 

http://www.act.gov.pt/(pt-PT)/SobreACT/DocumentosOrientadores/DocumentosReferenciaAmbitoNacional/Documents/EstrategiaNacionalparaaSegurancaeSaudenoTrabalho20082012.pdf
http://www.act.gov.pt/(pt-PT)/SobreACT/DocumentosOrientadores/DocumentosReferenciaAmbitoNacional/Documents/EstrategiaNacionalparaaSegurancaeSaudenoTrabalho20082012.pdf
http://www.act.gov.pt/(pt-PT)/SobreACT/DocumentosOrientadores/DocumentosReferenciaAmbitoNacional/Documents/EstrategiaNacionalparaaSegurancaeSaudenoTrabalho20082012.pdf
http://www.dgs.pt/saude-ocupacional/programa-nacional/pnsoc-2013-2017.aspx
http://www.dgs.pt/saude-ocupacional/programa-nacional/pnsoc-2013-2017.aspx
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Acção)61 to tackle the impact of the demographical changes and to promote social inclusion, which 
included a series of measures transversal to different governmental bodies and sectors of the civil 
society. The Action Programme included strategic policies together with very concrete and practical 
measures such as giving priority to unemployed people over 55 in the Employment Centres or the 
inclusion of “Active ageing” as a priority for health projects carried out by the civil society and funded 
by the State.  

During 2012, the European Year for Active Ageing and Solidarity between Generations, the Authority 
for Working Conditions launched the programme ReMobilização Sénior62, a career management and 
training programme, addressed to unemployed older workers. The aim of the programme was to 
improve the possibilities of employment of unemployed older workers, to facilitate their integration in 
the labour market, through mobilising action that stimulates their investment in their professional career. 

The Institute of Employment and Professional Training runs a series of programmes to incentivise 
the hiring of older workers by public entities and private companies, which were adopted in the context 
of the first measures to tackle the effects of the global economic crisis that started in 2008.  

 

Active ageing policy 

The first official document with the specific purpose of addressing active ageing in Portugal was 
adopted in the form of a National Strategy for Active Ageing (Estratégia Nacional de Envelhecimento 
Activo – ENEA),63 within the context of the National Employment Plan for 2005-2008. Although some 
of the measures described in the ENEA have been adopted, the document has not seen any 
developments since 2009 and it has not been converted into a comprehensive policy programme.64 
The ENEA defined three priorities: to stimulate the permanence of older works in the labour market; to 
value and promote the knowledge of older workers; and to prevent and tackle the unemployment of 
older workers.  

 

Human resources programme 

Within the framework of the Action Programme for the European Year for Active Ageing and Solidarity 
between Generations 65 , the Institute of Employment and Professional Training runs a career 
management training programme (‘GERCARREIRA’) that aims at preventing the unemployment of 
employed older workers through technical support and an efficient management of their careers. This 
is done in two ways: (i) by identifying the skills that might be deficient and in need of development, and 
(ii) by implementing the strategies that will contribute to their replacement. Therefore this retention 
programme is focused on skills development rather than the OSH elements of sustainable work. 

 

Gender equality policy 

The Fifth National Plan for Gender Equality, Citizenship and Non-discrimination 2014-2017 (V 
Plano Nacional para a Igualdade de Género, Cidadania e Não-Discriminação 2014-2017),66 which was 
recently adopted, has as one of  its objective the promotion of the basic skills which are necessary to 
the construction and development of inclusive projects of life for vulnerable women, including older 
women. 

                                                      
61 European Year for Active Ageing and Solidarity between Generations – Action Programme, available in Portuguese at: 

http://www.igfse.pt/upload/docs/2012/Programa%20A%C3%A7aoAnoEuropeu2012.pdf (Accessed October 2014) 
62 Ibid. 
63 National Strategy for Active Ageing, available in Portuguese at:  
http://www.socialgest.pt/_dlds/ENEA_Estrategia_Nacional_Envelhecimento_Activo.pdf (Accessed October 2014) 
64 EUROFOUND, Portugal: The role of governments and social partners in keeping older workers in the labour market, 2012 

(page no longer available online).  
Cross-country report available at: http://eurofound.europa.eu/sites/default/files/ef_files/docs/eiro/tn1210012s/tn1210012s.pdf 

(Accessed October 2014) 
65 European Year for Active Ageing and Solidarity between Generations – Action Programme, as above. 

66  Fifth National Plan for Gender Equality, Citizenship and Non-discrimination 2014-2017, available at: 
http://www.igfse.pt/upload/docs/2014/RCM103_2013.pdf (Accessed October 2014) 

http://www.igfse.pt/upload/docs/2012/Programa%20A%C3%A7aoAnoEuropeu2012.pdf
http://www.socialgest.pt/_dlds/ENEA_Estrategia_Nacional_Envelhecimento_Activo.pdf
http://eurofound.europa.eu/sites/default/files/ef_files/docs/eiro/tn1210012s/tn1210012s.pdf
http://www.igfse.pt/upload/docs/2014/RCM103_2013.pdf
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3.2 Initiatives from social partners 
The social partners have not undertaken any projects specifically aimed at sustainable work/older 
workers. 

3.3 Initiatives from non-governmental organisations 
During 2012, the European Year for Active Ageing and Solidarity between Generations, a series of 
initiatives were promoted by non-governmental organisations although they were more directed to the 
provision of social support to the older population and only seldom addressed issues related to the 
health and safety of older workers.  

• The Guide for the promotion of Active Ageing and Solidarity between Generations in the 
business context (Guia para a Promoção do Envelhecimento Ativo e da Solidariedade entre 
Gerações)67, recently published by GRACE is a good exception. It sets a series of guidelines 
for the promotion of active ageing and solidarity between generations in the business context. 
It addresses the preparation for retirement, the promotion of health, the development of 
corporate responsibility initiatives and the value of an inclusive labour market as tools for the 
promotion of active ageing. It also includes a series of good practices in the promotion of active 
ageing in companies. 

• Within the same framework, the non-governmental organisation Cáritas Portuguesa opened a 
competition for projects related to the promotion of active ageing. The winning project 
was an online platform – platform “Rede de Competências Cáritas”68 – that was launched in 
November 2013, directed to unemployed or retired workers above 40 to help them find a job 
adequate to their competences and facilitate the link with potential employees.  

  

                                                      
67  Guide for the promotion of Active Ageing and Solidarity between Generations in the business context, available at: 

http://fr.scribd.com/doc/157437514/Grace-Guia-Promocao-Envelhecimento-Ativo (Accessed October 2014) 
68 Cáritas Portuguesa, Projectos Nacionais. Available at: 
 http://www.caritas.pt/site/nacional/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=3662:ano-europeu-envelhecimento-

ativo&catid=389:projectos-nacionais&Itemid=10 (Accessed October 2014) 

http://fr.scribd.com/doc/157437514/Grace-Guia-Promocao-Envelhecimento-Ativo
http://www.caritas.pt/site/nacional/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=3662:ano-europeu-envelhecimento-ativo&catid=389:projectos-nacionais&Itemid=10
http://www.caritas.pt/site/nacional/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=3662:ano-europeu-envelhecimento-ativo&catid=389:projectos-nacionais&Itemid=10
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4 Overview of policy, strategy and programmes in relation 
to the rehabilitation/return to work of workers 

Extending working lives in healthy, safe and sustainable working conditions also means ensuring that 
people who suffer from an illness or an accident that leads to prolonged sick leave have the necessary 
support to return to work in safe and adapted conditions. By promoting the return to work of those who 
are suffering from a health problem, and specifically in the older age group, a number of people who 
may otherwise have chosen early retirement or needed a disability pension will remain employed.  

The effectiveness of the rehabilitation process is therefore another important factor related to prolonging 
healthy working lives. Although the issue of rehabilitation and return-to-work is particularly relevant for 
older workers, as they are more likely to suffer from work-related health problems than younger age 
groups, the chapter looks at rehabilitation for all workers. 

Portugal is one of the OECD countries with the strongest correlation between the prevalence of 
disability and increasing age, making it all the more relevant to discuss the reintegration into the 
workplace of workers with limited abilities in the context of an ageing workforce.69 In Portugal, support 
programmes for occupational rehabilitation focus on people with disabilities and workers who have 
suffered from an occupational health problem. However, it seems that the services of the Institute of 
Employment and Professional Training are open also to workers who have suffered from non-
occupational health problems but workers have to be registered with the Institute to benefit from these 
services. 

The following chapter first describes the institutional system in Portugal for the rehabilitation/return to 
work of workers suffering from a health problem and then looks at specific initiatives from governmental 
and non-governmental organisations to promote rehabilitation and return-to-work.  

4.1 The national system for the rehabilitation/return to work of sick 
or injured workers 

Legal and policy framework 

The following pieces of legislation and policies constitute the basis of Portugal’s system of rehabilitation 
and reintegration of workers who suffer from a health problem.  

 Law 98/2009 of 4 September (Lei n.º 98/2009 de 4 de Setembro, Regime de reparação de 
acidentes de trabalho e de doenças profissionais, incluindo a reabilitação e reintegração 
profissionais)70 sets the new legal regime of occupational accidents and diseases. It states that 
employers must integrate workers suffering from temporary or permanent incapacity as a result of 
an occupational injury or diseases in a job that is suited to their condition and remaining capacity. 
This law also regulates the system of compensation for accidents at work and occupational 
diseases, including professional rehabilitation and reintegration, setting the same rules for work 
accidents and for work-related diseases. 

 The Labour Code regulates the general principles on the employment of workers with reduced 
working capacity and workers with disabilities or chronic illness. 

 Decree-Law 290/2009 of 12 October (Decreto-Lei n.º 290/2009 de 12 de Outubro)71 lays down a 
number of supporting measures aiming at integrating, maintaining and reintegrating people with 
disabilities and incapacities in the labour market. These include the adaptation of the workplace, 
elimination of physical obstacles or part-time work. 

 The National Strategy for Health and Safety at Work for 2008-2012 does not refer specifically 
to rehabilitation and return to work, mentioning only in this respect the objectives of the Council 
Resolution of 25 June 2007 on a new Community Strategy on health and safety at work (2007-

                                                      
69 OECD – Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development, Sickness, Disability and Work: Breaking the Barriers – A 

synthesis of finding across OECD countries, 2010, p37. 
70Available in Portuguese at: http://dre.pt/pdf1sdip/2009/09/17200/0589405920.pdf (Accessed October 2014) 
71Available in Portuguese at: http://dre.pt/pdf1s/2009/10/19700/0748207497.pdf (Accessed October 2014) 

http://dre.pt/pdf1sdip/2009/09/17200/0589405920.pdf
http://dre.pt/pdf1s/2009/10/19700/0748207497.pdf
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2012). More generally, it does mention vulnerable groups such as disabled workers and also 
coordination between different public authorities.  

 The National Health Plan 2012-2016 recognises the need for a global health plan. One of its goals 
is to promote “supportive environments for health throughout the life cycle”, which involves the 
maintenance of health through prevention, treatment and rehabilitation and recommends the 
integration of efforts between environments (e.g. public health and employment). 72  The tools 
promoted in the National Plan include health promotion at workplaces and the lifecycle approach 
including early diagnosis and intervention.  

 The Ministry of Health’s National Programme against Rheumatic Diseases, which falls under 
the National Health Plan 2012-2016, highlights the need to consider occupational retraining to 
prevent relapses. In other words, it is suggested that a good way to prevent probable relapses is 
to move workers affected by MSDs to jobs more suited to their condition73 

 

Main actors and steps in the rehabilitation process 

The Ministry of Solidarity, Employment and Social Security (see Section 1.2) supervises the 
Portuguese social protection system. The General Pensions Fund (Caixa Geral De Aposentações) is 
the public institution responsible for the management of the social security system for civil servants. 

The Institute of Social Security administers social security systems and benefits, including sickness, 
invalidity and disability benefits.  

 The Department for Protection against Occupational Risks (Departamento de Proteção 
contra os Riscos Profissionais) of the Institute of Social Security assesses and determines the 
incapacities related to injuries or emerging diseases from occupational hazards, proposes the 
payment of compensation and pensions for temporary and permanent disability, supports clinical 
recovery and professional reclassification of workers with occupational diseases as well as the 
placement of rehabilitated workers in occupations compatible with their physical condition and 
ability to work. In addition to providing benefits in cash for workers with a temporary working 
incapacity because of an occupational disease or injury, the Department also provides benefits in 
kind which include: 
o Benefits in kind of a medical nature (e.g. medical and surgical care, drugs and 

pharmaceuticals, hospitalisation and spa treatments, prosthesis, etc.) in view of restoring 
the health and work ability of the worker and support them in returning to their job.  

o Support for professional and social reintegration, including adaptation of the working 
environment. 

These services and treatments are provided by specialised agencies. 

 The Institute of Social Security is also supported by the National Pensions Centre (Centro 
Nacional de Pensões), responsible for long term-benefits.  

 

The National Health Service (NHS) is the main structure providing healthcare in Portugal. It covers 
every kind of healthcare, from promotion and surveillance to disease prevention, diagnosis and 
treatment, as well as medical and social rehabilitation. The NHS is therefore responsible for the medical 
rehabilitation for both occupational and non-occupational diseases and accidents.  

The Institute of Employment and Professional Training (see Section 1.2), which is the national 
public employment service, develops an intervention plan for the return to work of workers who are 
registered with the Institute. This is done together with the worker and covers workers suffering from 
both work-related and non-work-related diseases or injuries.  

The National Institute of Rehabilitation (Instituto Nacional de Reabilitação) is the public institution 
(under the supervision of the Ministry of Solidarity and Social Security) responsible for the planning, 

                                                      
72 National Health Plan (NHP) 2012-2016, available at: http://pns.dgs.pt/nhp-in-english/ (Accessed October 2014) 
73 EU-OSHA, Work-related musculoskeletal disorders: Back to work report, 2007, p.77 

http://pns.dgs.pt/nhp-in-english/
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execution and coordination of the national policies to promote the rights of people with disabilities. The 
Institute provides financial support to projects to promote the accessibility and adaptation of the 
workplace. 

The Gaia Vocational Rehabilitation Centre (Centro de Reabilitação Profissional de Gaia, CRPG)74 
provides services in the field of vocational rehabilitation and reintegration of workers affected by illness 
or injury. The centre has been created in partnership with the Institute of Employment and Professional 
Training. Its services include:  

 Vocational guidance in job search  
 Assessment of workers’ capacities and functional rehabilitation  
 Vocational training  
 Re-adaptation to the work environment and employability skills development  
 Disability management  

 

Returning to the workplace 

For people suffering from an occupational disease or accident, the return to work takes place once the 
medical rehabilitation is concluded and is supported and supervised by the Institute of Employment 
and Professional Training. The State provides a subsidy for these workers to attend professional 
rehabilitation activities, including vocational training aiming at restoring professional skills and 
capacities of the worker, taking into account the seriousness of his/her incapacity. The Institute for 
Employment and Professional Training provides these trainings. 

For people suffering from non-work-related health issues and have a reduced work capacity (neither 
recognised as disabilities nor as a chronic/long-term disease), there is no particular coordination 
mechanism between the medical rehabilitation and the return to work apart from the intervention of the 
employers. Although it seems that the services of the Institute of Employment and Professional Training 
are also open to workers with non-occupational health problems who have a reduced work capacity.  

Pursuant to the Labour Code, employers must facilitate the employment of workers with reduced work 
capacity, providing them with adequate working conditions, including the adaptation of the work post, 
and supporting or promoting training and appropriate professional development.75 In large companies, 
employers are supported in this task by their in-house occupational health services. In smaller 
companies, access to the necessary expertise to make adaptations for workers with reduced working 
capacity can be more difficult.76 In case of doubt about the incapacity of the worker or the need to 
allocate the worker to a different post, an expert opinion can be requested from the relevant services 
of the Institute for Employment and Professional Training.  

The Labour Code also states that employers must also take the appropriate measures so that workers 
with disabilities or chronic illness have access to employment, are able to work and progress in their 
careers and benefit from professional training, unless such measures require a disproportionate burden. 
Employees with a disability or chronic illness are exempt from night or overtime work, if this is harmful 
to their health. They are supported by the National Institute of Rehabilitation and employers can receive 
subsidies to make these adaptations.  

 

Compensation system 

Compensation system for sickness absence 
Employers have to subscribe to a mandatory insurance against work accidents and diseases and can 
choose from different private insurances available.  
Sickness cash benefits are paid by social security from the fourth day of sickness onward (whether 
occupational or not) on the basis of a certified temporary incapacity certificate from the National Health 
Service (GP, hospitals), which is then sent to the Institute of Social Security within five working days. 

                                                      
74 CRPG website : http://www.crpg.pt/Paginas/home.aspx (Accessed October 2014) 
75 Law 98/2009, art. 155  
76 Fit for work Europe, Fit For Work? Musculoskeletal Disorders and the Portuguese Labour Market, 2009, p38. Available at: 

http://www.fitforworkeurope.eu/Downloads/Website-Documents/ffw_portugal141109.pdf  

http://www.crpg.pt/Paginas/home.aspx
http://www.fitforworkeurope.eu/Downloads/Website-Documents/ffw_portugal141109.pdf
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The level of compensation increases according to the length of the sickness: 55% of average daily pay 
for sick leaves under 30 days, 60% from 31 to 90 days; 70% from 91 days to one year, and 75% over 
one year. The benefit is paid for a maximum of three years.   

A worker on sick leave has the right to a compensation paid by the Institute of Social Security for the 
salaries lost during the period of his/her illness; in case of public employment, the worker is entitled to 
his/her normal salary during the sick leave, which is paid by the entity which normally pays his/her 
salaries. There are limits for the period during which the compensation is paid or, in case of public 
employment, the duration of the sick leave (which after a certain period of time should be replaced by 
early retirement due to permanent incapacity to work). 

Compensation system for disability or reduced capacity to work 

Persons with an absolute or partial, permanent disability to work, verified by the System of Verification 
of Disabilities (Sistema de Verificação de Incapacidades) of the Committee for Permanent Disability 
Assessment, have the right to a disability pension (pensão de invalidez), provided that they have 
contributed to the Social Security system for a certain period of time, defined on a case-by-case basis. 
In case of a partial disability this pension can be combined with the employee’s salary. If the disability 
is work-related, the pension is paid by the Department for Protection against Occupational Risks. 
Otherwise it is paid by the Institute of Social Security. 

4.2 Specific initiatives or programmes 
Initiatives from Government/Government-affiliated organisations  

The Programme for Employment and Support for the Qualification of Persons with Disabilities 
and Incapacities (Programa de Emprego e Apoio à Qualificação das Pessoas com Deficiência e 
Incapacidade)77 integrates four different types of initiatives to support persons with disabilities and 
incapacities, including those related to work accidents and professional diseases, facing problems in 
the access, maintenance and progression in employment. Most of the support focuses on fostering 
professional skills and qualifications, however it does include the following items which are of relevance: 

 Support to the access, maintenance and reintegration in the labour market, which includes among 
other elements:  

o Mediation between workers and employers, in order to facilitate the adaptation of 
workers to their workplace, the creation of accessibilities (through financing), and the 
reorganisation of the production cycle; 

o Guidance to the worker after he/she started his/her job/returned to work, to facilitate 
his/her integration in the working environment and foster the development of social and 
personal skills; 

o Financial support to the adaptation of the workplace, elimination of architectural 
barriers. 

 Excellence Award: a symbolic award which is granted to employers who have excelled in the 
integration of workers with disabilities and incapacities and to workers with disabilities who have 
excelled in the creation of their own employment. 

Initiatives from other organisations 

Regarding programmes of not-for-profit health-related organisations – in relation to working with ill 
health problems, the Portuguese Association of People with Chronic Obstructive Pulmonary 
Disease and Other Chronic Respiratory Diseases (Associação Portuguesa de Pessoas com 
Doença Pulmonar Obstrutiva Crónica (DPOC) e Outras Doenças Respiratórias Crónicas)78 prepares 
and implements programmes to help and support people with chronic respiratory diseases which 
includes implications at personal, family and work level. 

                                                      
77 The programme was established by Decree-Law 290/2009 of 12 October (Decreto-Lei n. 290/2009 de 12 de Outubro). For 

more information, please see  
 https://www.iefp.pt/documents/10181/190733/Ficha+S%C3%ADntese+Programa+de+Apoio+ao+Emprego+e+%C3%A0%20

Qualifica%C3%A7%C3%A3o+das+Pessoas+com+Defici%C3%AAncia+e+Incapacidade/2be1ec8c-ea87-41df-8c13-
7b05136d3287 (Accessed October 2014) 

78 Website in Portuguese: http://www.respira.pt/content.aspx (Accessed October 2014) 

https://www.iefp.pt/documents/10181/190733/Ficha+S%C3%ADntese+Programa+de+Apoio+ao+Emprego+e+%C3%A0%20Qualifica%C3%A7%C3%A3o+das+Pessoas+com+Defici%C3%AAncia+e+Incapacidade/2be1ec8c-ea87-41df-8c13-7b05136d3287
https://www.iefp.pt/documents/10181/190733/Ficha+S%C3%ADntese+Programa+de+Apoio+ao+Emprego+e+%C3%A0%20Qualifica%C3%A7%C3%A3o+das+Pessoas+com+Defici%C3%AAncia+e+Incapacidade/2be1ec8c-ea87-41df-8c13-7b05136d3287
https://www.iefp.pt/documents/10181/190733/Ficha+S%C3%ADntese+Programa+de+Apoio+ao+Emprego+e+%C3%A0%20Qualifica%C3%A7%C3%A3o+das+Pessoas+com+Defici%C3%AAncia+e+Incapacidade/2be1ec8c-ea87-41df-8c13-7b05136d3287
http://www.respira.pt/content.aspx
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5 Conclusions 
General context 

Facts and figures 

 The demographic situation in Portugal is very similar to that of the overall EU population with a 
similar median age (42 years). The ageing of the Portuguese population is predicted to continue 
and the old-age dependency ratio will increase from 29% in 2012 to 64% in 2060 (14 percentage 
points higher than the estimated EU average in 2060). 

 Life expectancy and the number of “healthy life years” at the age of 65 were lower in Portugal in 
2011 than in the rest of the EU, except for the life expectancy of women at the age of 65. 

 The employment rate of 55-64 year olds was constantly above EU average between 2002 and 
2011. However, it has decreased since 2008 and was lower than the EU average rate in 2012 (47% 
in Portugal compared to 50% at EU level). 

 On average, Portuguese workers reported a similar situation to the rest of the EU population with 
regard to working conditions as certain aspects were reported as worse (tiring or painful position, 
on-the-job training) while others were reported as better (work-life balance, shift and night work). 
Overall, older workers in Portugal reported a similar level of satisfaction with regard to their working 
conditions as EU older workers on average.  

 Retirement age is set at 65 years but might increase to 66. In addition a number of schemes exist 
to prolong working lives through financial incentives and early retirement is possible only under 
specific conditions. 

 

Legal and institutional framework  

The OSH legislation in Portugal includes only one specific provision regarding the older workforce 
(mandatory health exams after the age of 50) but risk assessments for ‘sensitive groups’ is foreseen 
(as per EU directive requirements). In addition, age and disability discrimination legislation include the 
requirement for workplace accommodation in the case of disabled workers (again, as per EU directive 
requirements). 
 
While early retirement is possible for workers in certain ‘painful or stressful’ jobs, workers also have the 
possibility to combine old-age pension and employment revenues and receive bonuses for working 
after the official retirement age.  

 

OSH and older workers  

The National Strategy for Active Ageing adopted in 2012 is the first comprehensive programme 
addressing the consequences of an ageing workforce. Although contrary to many other EU Member 
States, employment among the older age groups has been rather high in Portugal in the last decade, 
it has significantly declined since 2008 to fall below the EU average rate for the first time in 2012 (PT 
47% / EU 49%). In this context, the Strategy aimed at reducing the unemployment of older workers by 
facilitating their access to the labour market and to vocational training. However the Strategy has not 
been developed into a concrete action plan.  

The national ageing policy is essentially focused on active labour market policy, including subsidies for 
the recruitment of older workers and subsidised community work. Employment policies for older and 
disabled people are mainly focused on reinsertion of the unemployed through skills development. 
Although the National Strategy for Active Ageing makes the link between employment measures and 
the valuation of skills and experience, and despite the implementation of a few measures promoting 
vocational training and career management exist, there is not yet a formal policy on career management 
in Portugal that would address in a comprehensive framework professional mobility, skills, and working 
conditions. In addition, the priority given to unemployment of workers over 55 overlooks median age, 
at which career change should be anticipated.  
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While the OSH strategy 2008-12, to some extent, recognised the need to address issues related to 
vulnerable workers and the issues of MSDs in relation to sustainable work, this does not appear to have 
led to the development of any specific programmes in relation to OSH and the extension of working 
lives. Nor has the link been made between employment policies and health and safety. Health and 
safety in the perspective of an ageing workforce does not appear as a priority on the political agenda.  

 

Rehabilitation / return to work  

Rehabilitation services and return-to-work planning (vocational training, adaptation of the workstation, 
part-time work or retraining for a different job) are proposed to workers who suffered from an 
occupational disease or accidents or to workers with reduced capacities or disabilities. In this case, a 
State allowance is granted to employees undertaking training to help them restore their professional 
capacities. Most return-to-work actions for people with disabilities are focused on fostering professional 
skills and qualifications, although there is some support for adaptations in the work environment through 
rehabilitation centres. The National Institute for Rehabilitation also provides financial support for 
programme to promote accessibility and adaptation of workplaces. The Institute of Employment and 
Professional Training provides services for the professional reintegration of workers with reduced work 
capacity through trainings. 

Workers suffering from non-occupational accidents and diseases have access medical rehabilitation 
through the national health system and benefit from specific working conditions. If they have a 
recognised degree of work incapacity they can also benefit from the services of the Institute of 
Employment and Professional Training, once registered. 

The Health Strategy 2012-2016 recognises the need for a more coordinated approach for rehabilitation 
and a focus on early intervention, workplace health promotion and strengthening the links between 
rehabilitation and professional integration for individuals with chronic illnesses or victims of occupational 
accident, although it is unclear whether this has resulted in any specific actions.  

 

General conclusion  

Portugal has implemented in the past years age-specific active labour market policies and reformed its 
pension system in order to keep older workers in employment. However no comprehensive age 
management policy, including career management and the improvement of working conditions is 
currently in place or foreseen in the near future. Similarly, no comprehensive framework for 
rehabilitation exists for all workers as the current system focused on workers with a disability or suffering 
from an occupational health problem.  

However, overarching policy recognises the need for a more holistic OSH and public health approach, 
and also coordination between institutions, which could facilitate a more joined-up approach in the 
future.  
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