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1.	 General introduction

1.1.	 Introduction

This dissertation focuses on attitudes and behaviour of managers towards 
older workers. With an application of vignette studies questions of what 
factors that affect the hiring of early retirees (i.e. workers who retired 
before the mandatory retirement age of 65 and receive pre-retirement 
benefits), training opportunities of older workers and their retention are 
evaluated. Prolonged and productive employment of older workers is seen 
as a necessary condition to maintain welfare and social security systems 
threatened by ageing populations. Despite this importance, the labour market 
position of older workers is much worse than that of workers in primal age 
(Conen, Henkens and Schippers, 2011). The general goal of this dissertation 
is to increase our understanding of the labour market participation of older 
workers and factors that affect it.

Employment of workers around retirement age has become more dynamic 
over the past decades. Retirement used to be characterised as a definite and 
abrupt exit from the workforce after a long working career (Hardy, 2002). 
Recently however, it has come to be seen as a more gradual transition from 
a working to a non-working life. Early retirement, part-time retirement or 
re-entry into the labour force, form possible paths of transition transitions 
between the labour force and retirement that are available for older workers 
(Henkens, Van Solinge and Van Dalen; 2013: Hardy, 2002). The dynamics in 
the labour market for older workers are determined by workers’ preferences 
towards preferred level of occupational activity and their behaviours and 
are also affected by the restrictions that workers face on the labour market 
and possibilities open in organisations. The current study evaluates which 
individual characteristics of older workers, organisations and managers 
affect decisions to hire older workers, offer them training opportunities and 
retain them in organisations. 

Insights into older workers’ labour market participation and factors that 
affect it are of great importance for both scientific and societal reasons. From 
a scientific perspective, this study increases our understanding of various 
aspects of older workers’ employment; it examines decisions that managers 
take with respect to early retirees’ re-entry into the labour force as well 
as older workers’ retention in organisations and their exit from the labour 
market. The academic community has focused extensively on organisational 
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policies with respect to older workers’ employment (Conen et al., 2011), but 
only limited attention has been paid to specific decisions that managers take 
when hiring, training and retaining older workers and the factors that affect 
these decisions. The questions of what specific circumstances affect older 
workers’ chances to prolong their productive employment have been scarce. 
This study fills that gap and examines how various characteristics of older 
workers affect employers’ decisions.

Moreover, the present study suggests that older workers’ hiring, training 
opportunities and retention are also influenced by the images that managers 
hold about older workers. Shultz and Henkens (2010) suggested that the 
success of policies aimed at delaying retirement is to a large extent dependent 
on the actions and attitudes of employers. The evidence suggests that 
employers are not very positive about extending of older workers’ careers  
and that these negative attitudes can form barriers to employment (Loretto 
and White, 2006; Taylor and Walker, 1998a). Although many scientists 
suggest that ageist attitudes affect decisions towards older workers (Chui, 
Chan, Snape and Redman, 2001), to date only limited attention has been 
paid to estimating the effect of such attitudes on decisions to hire, train or 
retain older workers. With a combination of survey data and vignette studies 
carried out in 2010 among managers in Dutch organisations, this dissertation 
investigates the impact of attitudes on employment decisions of managers. 
The approach helps increase our understanding of how attitudes affect the 
likelihood of hiring, training opportunities and retention of older workers. 

Furthermore, studying factors that affect managers’ employment decisions 
with respect to older workers bears societal importance. First, prolonged 
and productive employment of older workers has significant repercussions 
at the macro level; workers who remain active or return to the labour force 
contribute longer to the welfare state and social security systems, and help 
maintaining their sustainability. This is an important issue in the light of 
shifts in the population structure and an ageing workforce. 

Secondly, organisations too can benefit from the knowledge of how the various 
employment decisions are taken. This study increases our understanding of 
how general policies towards older workers are embodied in organisational 
practice. Moreover, this study sheds light on the role of managers’ images on 
employment decisions, an issue that has been discussed by many scholars in 
the field of age discrimination (Chui et al., 2006; Loretto and White, 2006). 
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A third reason for studying such decisions and their determinants has to do 
with older workers themselves. Many older workers intend to postpone their 
retirement while others try to re-enter the labour market. Those trends will 
most likely increase in the near future. Knowledge of how organisations 
manage older workers and their employability can help workers not only 
identifi the chances and possibilities in the labour market, but also to prepare 
for their extended employment and foresee potential barriers. 

Before formulating the aims and research questions in greater detail, I will 
focus on the demographic changes and labour force participation trends 
in the Netherlands (section 1.2). Next, I will present previous research on 
employment of older workers and the role of general attitudes in that process 
(section 1.3). This will be followed by a discussion on some theoretical 
considerations concerning the decisionmaking process (section 1.4). The 
methods and research design will be discussed in section 1.5, while the final 
section of this chapter gives a brief overview of the outline of this book.

1.2.	 Ageing and labour market participation in the Netherlands

1.2.1.	 	Demographic developments
Many European societies face a process of ageing of their populations and 
the Netherlands is not an exception. The demographic transformation is to be 
accounted for by the drop in fertility rates on the one hand and increasing life 
expectancy on the other. Figures 1.1 and 1.2 picture the changes that have 
occurred in the Netherlands in the previous century. Figure 1.1 portrays the 
development of total fertility rates in the Netherlands. It shows that after the 
1960s and the introduction of the pill as a method of contraception fertility 
rates dropped dramatically, which is similar to trends observed in other 
Western European countries. Demographers predict that from approximately 
the year 2000 fertility has been stabilizing at the level of 1.8 children per 
woman (Van Nimwegen, Beets, Schoorl and Ekamper, 2011). 

Figure 1.2 portrays the development of life expectancy in the Netherlands 
and shows that since the 1960s life expectancy for both men and women has 
been constantly increasing. Statistics Netherlands predicts it expectancy will 
further increase and projects that around 2060 it will reach the level of 84.5 
years for males and 87.3 years for females (Statistics Netherlands, 2012a). 
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Figure 1.1. Total fertility rates in the Netherlands, 1960-2060
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Figure 1.2. Life expectancy at birth in the Netherlands, 1960-2060

Source: Statistics Netherlands, 2012a.
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Low fertility rates, combined with increasing life expectancy lead to shifts 
in the demographic structure of the Dutch population and causes its ageing. 
The number of older people (age 65 and older) is predicted to increase 
substantially from 2.6 millions in 2010 to 4.6 million in 2040. The number 
of people aged 20-64 had been constantly rising until the year 2000, when 
it reached a level of approximately 10 million and remained at this level 
for the next two decades. After 2020, this number decreases slightly and is 
expected to stabilise at the level of 9.5 million after 2040. Figure 1.3 pictures 
those changes and shows an increasing share of older people in the Dutch 
population over the years (Statistics Netherlands, 2012b; c). 

These demographic changes will have significant consequences for the 
welfare state and the labour market. The generation of baby boomers in the 
Netherlands, i.e. those born shortly after World War II, started leaving the 
labour force in 2010 and will be entering retirement up to approximately 
2015. Consequently, an increasing number of older people will claim their 
old-age pensions and more will depend on health care, increasing public 
expenditures on the health care system. Enlarging the pool of productive 
workers, in terms of their labour market participation levels and extending 
their working life, is seen as a key element for dealing with increasing welfare 
state expenditures (Ministry of Social Affairs and Employment, 2011).   
	
1.2.2.	 Changes in labour market policies 
Increasing the labour market participation of older workers has become 
apparent at both the European and the national level. The 1994 EU summit 
was the first to stress the need to improve employment opportunities for 
older workers. Shortly after that, in 2000 the Lisbon European Council set 
the strategic goals for the development of employment rates in the European 
Union. The target was set at reaching a 50 percent employment rate for older 
workers (aged 55-64), a significant increase from the European average of 
26.3 percent in the year 2000 (European Commission, 2010). 

Labour market polices in the Netherlands have been transformed over the last 
three decades. In the early 1980s early exits schemes (VUT) were introduced 
as a remedy against high youth unemployment. Those schemes were fairly 
generous (with replacement rates of 80 percent) and were financed on a 
pay-as-you-go basis. Furthermore, disincentives to continue working beyond 
the age of 55 have been enhanced by the availability of unemployment and 
disability schemes (Kapteyn and De Vos, 1998). In fact, in 1998 nearly 
one-third of men in the age category 55 to 64 received disability benefits 
(Centraal Planbureau (CBP), 2000). 
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Since the 1990s, it has become apparent that these early retirement schemes 
are not sustainable, as they form a threat to social security systems; due to 
the ageing of the population higher numbers of workers exited the labour 
force early, increasing the expenditures of social security. At that point 
the policy focus was switched from encouragement of early retirement to 
encouragement of working longer (Van Dalen and Henkens, 2002). Early 
exit schemes have been restricted and the age at which older workers are 
eligible for early retirement has been raised while compensation levels have 
decreased. At the same time, financial incentives for working longer have 
been introduced and access to alternative exits routes (unemployment or 
disability schemes) has been restricted. 

In 2006 another change of policies took place and pre-pension schemes (VUT) 
were further sharpened. The polices introduced over the past two decades 
have resulted in increasing labour market participation; older workers retire 
now later than they used to. Figure 1.4 shows that while workers in 2001 

Figure 1.3. Number of people aged 25-65, 65 and older and 80 and older, 1950-
2060 (in millions)
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retired on average when they reached the age of 61, after 2006 an increase 
in the exit age was observed. In 2011 the average retirement age was 63 
(Statistics Netherlands, 2012d). A recent policy change introduces a stepwise 
increase of the public pension age. Starting in 2013 the retirement age will 
be raised to 66 years and will reach 67 in 2024. After that, the retirement age 
will be interlinked with life expectancy (Government of the Netherlands, 
2012). 

As stated earlier, retirement can be characterised as a process that can take 
multiple forms such as early retirement, part-time retirement or even re-entry 
into the labour force (Hardy, 2002; Wang Zhan, Liu and Shultz, 2008). In 
the Netherlands those possibilities are embedded in various polices that aim 
at increasing older workers’ participation in the labour force. Hence in most 
cases re-entry of (early) retirees is not restricted by labour force regulations 
or law, as employers can hire older worker even after the age of 65. This 
policy also allows for a certain amount of additional income for early retirees 
with no risk of losing early pension benefits (Van Dalen, Henkens, Lokhorst 
and Schippers, 2009). 

Figure 1.5 pictures the change in labour market participation of early retirees 
between 2002 and 2007 and shows that an increasing number of early retirees 
either entered paid employment (of one hour per week or more) or expressed 

Figure 1.4. Average retirement age in the Netherlands, 2003-2011
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the willingness to do so. In 2002, 16 percent of early retirees were employed, 
and approximately 6 percent indicated they would be willing to re-enter the 
labour market. In 2007 both labour market participation and intentions to 
participate increased; 23 percent of early retirees were employed, while 10 
percent had this ambition but were not employed (Van Dalen et al., 2009).

Next to incentives for older workers, also tax policies have been introduced 
to stimulate employers to hire older workders (Euwals, De Mooij and Van 
Vuuren, 2009). Organisations that retain workers older than 62 can apply 
discounted social security premiums (Rijksoverheid, 2012). Also, tax 
deductions were introduced for organisations that hire workers older than 
age 50. This initiative aimed to stimulate reintegration of the long term 
unemployed (i.e. workers who had been searching for a new position for 
longer than 12 months). Various sources indicate that unemployment among 
this category of workers is increasing (in 2011 almost 40 percent of the 
unemployed were older than 45, Statistics Netherlands, 2012c) and older 
workers face the lowest chances of finding new employment (UVW, 2012). 

Changes in different policies have resulted in increasing labour market 
participation of older workers. Figure 1.6 pictures the changes in the labour 

Figure 1.5. Percentage of early retirees employed or willing to find employment, 
2002-2007
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market participation of both male and female workers aged 55 to 64 between 
1996 and 2011 (Statistics Netherlands, 2012e). While in 1996 less than 40 
percent of men and about 14 percent of women aged 55-64 were employed, 
these numbers increased substantially by the year 2011. At that time, more 
than 60 percent of males were employed and female participation doubled 
to reach 38 percent. 

This increasing participation can be attributed to the policy adjustments 
but also to cohort effects. Current cohorts of older workers are more highly 
educated than earlier cohorts from several decades ago, and these higher 
educated cohorts are more inclined to participate in the workforce. Also, an 
increasing number of women are employed and prolong their employment 
(Van Doorne-Huiskes and Schippers, 2010). Importantly, current older 
workers are employed in less physically demanding jobs, and in combination 
with a general trend of improving health and better health care they are also 
able to carry on their occupational responsibilities longer (Johnson, 2009). 

To further increase the labour market participation of older workers more 
attention has been paid in recent years to the issue of worker employability. 
A new set of policies proposed by the Dutch Government, the so-called 
Vitality Package, stresses the importance of lifelong learning and points out 
that both (older) workers and organisations are responsible for maintaining 

Figure 1.6. Nett labour market participation of workers aged 55-64, the 
Netherlands, 1996-2011

Source: Statistics Netherlands, 2012e.
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workers employability over the course of their employment (Ministry of 
Social Affairs and Employment, 2011). Specific policy initiatives include 
a training account, i.e. a budget for the retraining in case of (impending) 
unemployment. At the same time organisations are expected to participate in 
from-work-to-work funds that will help retrain workers and prepare them for 
employment in a different sector.

The necessity of lifelong learning is not yet visible in training participation 
rates.  On average, about 16 percent of all workers in the Netherlands 
participated in training activities in 2009 (Statistics Netherlands, 2012f), 
yet, older workers’ participation in training is considerably lower. Figure 1.7 
displays the distribution of the lifelong learning participation rates for the 
years 2000, 2005 and 2009.  

In all presented years, the youngest workers (between ages 20 and 30) were 
trained most often and their participation rates varied between 26 and 31 
percent. Training participation decreased for each consecutive age category. 
In 2009 the participation rate for workers aged 50-55 was 13 percent and only 
10 percent of workers between ages 55 and 60 received training. In 2009 the 

Figure 1.7. Lifelong training participation for different age categories,  
2000-2009

Source: Statistics Netherlands, 2012f.
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oldest workers between ages 60 and 65, were offered training opportunities 
at the lowest rate, as only 6 percent of them followed training. Still, those 
numbers were slightly higher than in 2002.

1.3.	 Previous research on older workers’ employment

The process of retirement and (productive) employment at later ages 
depends greatly on the demand for older workers. Various studies indicate 
that managers strongly influence the employment of older workers around 
retirement. Henkens (1999) and Van Solinge and Henkens (2007) have 
shown that in their decision to postpone early retirement workers take 
into account the opinion of their direct managers; older workers retire 
later if their manager supports continued employment. Employers define 
the opportunities for prolonged employment, training or labour market 
re-entry for early retirees. It had been suggested that the lack of support for 
employment may reflect underlying attitudes that older workers can offer 
less to organisations than younger workers (McCann and Giles, 2002). Age 
discrimination is pictured to be one of the forces behind low labour market 
participation of older workers. 

To gain more knowledge about employers’ attitudes and behaviours towards 
older workers, a growing body of evidence has been collected. Two strains 
of literature can be identified. First, several studies have applied survey 
methods to examine employers’, managers’ and human resource managers’ 
opinions and practices towards older workers. Those survey studies have 
provided valuable data on support for government initiatives to work longer 
and were conducted both in the Netherlands (Henkens, 2005; Van Dalen et 
al., 2009; 2010a) and in other countries dealing with ageing their populations 
(c.f. Conen, 2012). The studies report findings with respect to stereotypical 
views of older workers and organisational policies towards them (Taylor and 
Walker, 1998a; Conen et al., 2011). Survey results show that support for later 
retirement is relatively low among employers in the Netherlands (Conen, 
Henkens and Schippers, 2011). Evidence from Germany indicates that 
managers are still more likely to retain older workers than to recruit them 
(Daniel and Heywood, 2007), suggesting limited chances of early retirees to 
re-enter the workforce. 

The second important strain of literature focused on decision-making and 
applied mostly experimental settings (factorial experiments, in-basket or 
audit studies). These studies examined factors that influence selection and 
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hiring (Avolio and Barrett, 1987; Dedrick and Dobbins, 1991; Bendick, 
Jackson and Romero, 1997; Singer and Sewell, 1989), training, retention or 
retirement recommendation (Rosen, Jerdee and Lunn, 1981) and promotions 
(Shore, Cleveland and Goldberg, 2003). These studies report what contextual 
factors affect decisions regarding older workers (i.e. job related information, 
cognitive strain of the raters and salience of the experimental conditions; 
Finkelstein, Burke and Raju, 1995; Finkelstein and Burke, 1998; Perry, 
Kulik and Bourhis, 1996) and confirm that older workers were assessed less 
positively than younger subjects (i.e. a person that is subject to the decisions) 
in virtually all employment decisions, suggesting the presence of an age bias.  

Although surveys and experimental studies have increased our understanding 
of managers’ policies and behaviours on the one hand and decision-making 
on the other, they both have some limitations. Survey studies focus on 
employer policies on older workers as a general category but do not provide 
insights into who gets training and who does not. Similarly, those studies 
do not evaluate what specific characteristics of older workers affect the 
likelihood of retention or hiring. The studies do not provide an empirical test 
of the relation between attitudes and behaviours either.

Experimental research often studies decisions towards older workers who are 
described by their age, and only a limited number of other characteristics of 
older workers are included in the experimental settings (Dedrick and Dobbins, 
1991; Bendick et al., 1997). It is therefore difficult to draw conclusions on 
which characteristics of older workers stimulate hiring, training opportunities 
or retention, or what settings endorse those decisions. Moreover, age of older 
workers is often treated as a proxy of age-related attitudes; those studies do 
not include other measures of ageist attitudes. Although it has been suggested 
that both stereotypes and age norms may affect employers’ behaviour (Chiu 
et al., 2001; Finkelstein and Burke, 1998; Lee and Clemons, 1985; Loretto, 
Duncan and White, 2000), not much empirical evidence has been presented 
to support this connection. Consequently, drawing conclusions on the 
impact of those attitudes on behaviour is impossible. Last but not least, those 
studies often use students as surrogates for managers. Although it is often 
claimed that students are future managers, many studies applying student 
samples suggest replication of the results with manger samples (Dedrick and 
Dobbins, 1991; Perry and Bourhis, 1996), arguing that students’ samples 
lack essential experience for the decisions taken as a part of the experimental 
design (Remus, 1996). This, in turn, supposedly limits the generalisability of 
the results (Hitt and Barr, 1996). 
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The current study bridges the two strains of literature and applies a design 
that combines the advantages of survey data and experimental study (i.e. 
vignette study). While the survey offers the possibility to collect information 
on managers’ attitudes towards older workers, vignette design facilitates 
modelling the decisions that managers take with respect to specific older 
workers. Combined, this data allows empirical testing of the impact of 
various characteristics of older workers and organisations on managers’ 
decisions and also extends previous studies by testing empirically the effect 
managers’ general attitudes have on their decisions.

1.4.	 Theoretical perspectives

Different disciplines of social sciences present fundamentally similar 
models explaining human behaviour. The basic assumption is that human 
actions are guided by the principle of rationality: One acts in a way that 
yields the greatest benefits. This assumption is present in theories of rational 
choice in economics, social exchange in sociology and decision-making in 
psychology (Marini, 1992). Yet, there are several differences in how the 
various disciplines specify their models. Economists propose that people are 
guided by preferences, which are generally stable over time and uniform for 
all people, and people that strive towards their maximisation, bounded by a 
set of restrictions.

Becker (1957) extended the economic framework and suggested that 
although preferences are stable over time, they can differ between persons. 
He applied this assumption to problems of the labour market and suggested 
that employers, employees and customers may have specific tastes on who 
they are not willing associate with. Those tastes can lead to discrimination 
in the labour market as the subject of the discriminatory attitudes will not 
be hired or will be hired only against lower wages. Becker interpreted 
differential positions of  persons and groups as an indicator for discriminatory 
behaviours, given that all other conditions (e.g. worker productivity) were 
equal. Differences in behavioural outcomes (discriminatory behaviour or 
lack of thereof) are assumed to indicate differences in how people perceive 
others. 

Economic theory predicts that although humans are striving towards 
maximisation of their preferences, those preferences cannot be fully 
realized due to the restrictions, i.e. elements of the context that influence the 
possibilities of certain actions. This point is accentuated by the sociological 
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individualistic tradition, which recognises that human actions are indeed 
rational, but this is rather an ‘as if’ rationality: It can take different forms 
and depends on the context, which defines possibilities and restrictions of 
the actions available for actors. Consequently, human actions are always 
understandable within that context (Boudon, 1987). 

In line with this logic, the context and constraints present within that context 
shape the possibilities for managers to act according to their preferences. 
Employment decisions regarding older workers will be contingent on the 
possibilities present in organisations and the characteristics of older workers 
who are subject to those decisions. Managers represent organisations and 
are supposed to contribute towards organisational goals by realising high 
production levels and low costs, reduced absenteeism and good social relations 
and by nurturing good sources of knowledge and contacts (Kalleberg, Knoke, 
Marsden and Spaeth, 1996). Similarly, achievement of organisational goals 
depends on the recruitment and maintenance of qualified staff (Kalleberg et 
al., 1996). In their decisions managers also take into account characteristics 
of older workers as these imply whether specific employment choices are 
desirable or not. Attributes that will be evaluated might differ per situation 
and can include older workers’ human capital, physical and mental health 
status, work attitudes, et cetera. 

This study aims to integrate the analysis of both preferences and restrictions 
that managers face, and evaluate their role in hiring, training opportunities 
and retention decisions regarding older workers. The framework of this 
study is defined by rational economic theory and extended with insights 
from sociology and social psychology. Tazelaar (1982) argued that much 
sociological research sheds light on the influences of restrictions and resources 
on decisions, but does not examine the role that cognition and affections 
play in that process. At the same time, in social psychological research much 
attention is paid to the influence of the mental systems while neglecting the 
relationship between different contexts and behaviours. In the current study 
two aspects of the mental system are considered, namely stereotypes and age 
norms. Norms are defined as rules that coordinate interactions with others 
and are believed to guide individuals in social situations (Coleman, 1990; 
Liefbroer and Billari, 2010). Stereotypes have been described as ‘beliefs 
about the characteristics, attributes and behaviours of members of certain 
groups (...) and beliefs about how and why those attributes go together’ 
(Hilton and Von Hippel, 1996, p. 240). There is a wide body of literature 
that focuses on the general attitudes of employers towards older workers and 
suggests that those attitudes frame managers’ perceptions of older workers 
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and their abilities (Chiu et al., 2001; Finkelstein and Burke, 1998; Loretto et 
al., 2000; Van Dalen et al., 2010b).

To date, various studies have focused either on preferences (i.e. attitudes 
managers’ have towards older workers) or restrictions (i.e. policies affecting  
older workers and the impact of the supply side on employment decisions), 
yet hardly any study hascombined the two paths. Moreover, the present study 
applies this framework to examine the decisions of entry, employment and 
exit from the labour force of older workers, thus offering a comprehensive 
view of the employment dynamics for workers around retirement age and 
factors that affect it. 

1.5.	 Methods 

1.5.1.	 Research design 
In the evaluation of the factors that affect managers’ employment decisions 
towards older workers this study applies data that was collected in 2010 and 
consists of a combination of survey research with a factorial study. The data 
was collected by accessing the sample of the LISS panel (Longitudinal Internet 
Studies for the Social Sciences of Tilburg University, http://www.lissdata.
nl/lissdata/). LISS is an Internet panel that consists of 5.000 households, 
comprising 8.000 individuals. All individuals were selected based on a true 
probability sample of households drawn from the population register by 
Statistics Netherlands. The data was collected in two stages: first a survey 
was administered to managers and questions regarding the characteristics of 
respondents and their perception of age norms and stereotypes were asked. 
One month later the same managers were approached again to complete a 
vignette study. 

The monthly gap introduced in the design was based on methodological 
considerations. Firstly, questions about stereotypes are sensitive in nature. If 
both studies were combined and executed at the same time, earlier questions 
on attitudes might have primed respondents, leading to biased results. 
Although we can never exclude the possibility of bias introduced by asking 
the same respondents questions about a similar matter, the monthly gap 
limited the risk of bias related to potential carryover effects (Leeuw, Hox 
and Dillman, 2008). 

Also, in this study design we followed the suggestion put forward by 
Liefbroer and Billari (2010): to properly analyse the effect of norms on 
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behaviour the perception of norms needs to be observed before the actual 
behaviour. The same applies to stereotypes. In our study those attitudes are 
treated as a given, and measured before vignettes measuring decisions are 
introduced. This semi-panel design is well-suited to analyse the effect of 
stereotypes and norms on (hypothetical) behaviour. 

1.5.2.	 Vignettes design
A vignette study (also called factorial survey) is a method intended for the 
investigation of human actions and judgments that are difficult to measure 
(Rossi and Anderson, 1982). The basic item of the factorial survey is a 
vignette, which is a short description of a situation or a person generated by 
combining characteristics randomly manipulated by the researcher (Ganong 
and Coleman, 2006; Wallander, 2009). Vignettes are defined by a number 
of factors and their respective dimensions constitute a so-called vignette 
universe, i.e. all possible combinations of the factors applied. In contrast 
with a factorial experiment in which all possible combinations are evaluated, 
in a factorial survey only a random selection from the universe of vignettes 
is judged by respondents (Wallander, 2009). This allows for a larger number 
of vignette dimensions and levels to be included in the design, enhancing 
resemblance between the experimental and the real worlds (Rossi and 
Anderson, 1982) and assuring are greater reality than laboratory experiments. 
Yet, an important requirement is that the number of characteristics be 
restricted because participants typically are unable to process large amounts 
of information. If too many dimensions are introduced, it becomes difficult 
for the participant to visualise the hypothetical situation clearly (Rossi 
and Anderson, 1982). Vignette approach is often characterised as a hybrid 
technique, as it combines the factor orthogonality (perfect non-association 
between dimensions) with the rich detail and complexity that may be 
obtained using sample survey procedures (Wallander, 2009; Ganong and 
Coleman, 2006). 

There are several general advantages of using of a vignette design. First, 
presenting respondents with concrete and detailed descriptions of the 
situation or a person, this approach offers the possibility to study context 
and conditions affecting judgments (Wallander, 2009). Second, advocates of 
this method suggest that respondents in a factorial survey are unaware of the 
manipulation of various factors in the vignette and therefore, are supposedly 
less susceptible to social desirability bias. Finally, Wallander (2009) points 
out that people are usually not aware of the factors that influence their 
judgment and are not able to name them when asked about them explicitly. 
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Application of vignette surveys helps disentangle the determinants of human 
judgments and actions. 

The advantages of a vignette design are recognised in many areas of the 
social sciences (for an overview see Wallander, 2009), and this method was 
applied earlier in the evaluation of employment outcomes. Jacobs et al. 
(1990) applied vignette surveys to study the hiring of women for positions 
in the police force. Van Beek et al. (1997) looked at managers’ propensity 
to hire different unemployed job seekers while de Wolf and Van der Velden 
(2001) assessed employment chances of social science graduates in different 
types of academic positions. Henkens, Van Solinge and Cozijnsen (2009) 
applied the vignette approach to study retention of older workers in the 
Netherlands. 

1.5.3.	 Respondents
To gain insight into the hiring, training and retention decisions with respect 
to older workers, data on managers was needed. Many studies that examine 
employment decisions utilise students as surrogates for managers. The 
argument here is that students, especially those in business courses, are 
future managers and their coursework already prepares them for the role of 
managers. The ongoing debate in many social science disciplines questions 
the external validity of the results based on student samples (Barr and 
Hitt, 1996). Those studies suggest that students’ perceptions would rarely 
be appropriate as a basis for examining significant managerial issues, and 
generalisation to the broader population of practicing managers is therefore 
inappropriate (Barr and Hitt, 1996; Das, 2003). Students’ samples are 
claimed to lack essential experience for the decisions they take as a part 
of experimental design (Remus, 1996). In their comparison between how 
managers and students evaluate retention decisions of older workers, 
Henkens et al. (2009) showed that although students did not differ much 
in the decisions they took, they were less influenced by the organisational 
context than experienced managers.

Clearly, decisions of managers with respect to older workers require some 
experience in decision-making. The focus on managers is thus a prerequisite 
for improving external validity of the results. While there are many studies 
in organisational and industrial psychology that use an experimental design 
with student sample to evaluate employment chances and outcomes for older 
workers, most of them suggest that their results need to be corroborated with 
a managers’ sample (Dedrick and Dobbins, 1991; Perry et al., 1996).	  
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1.6.	 Outline of the book

To answer our general research question on decisions that managers take 
with respect to older workers, we will pose four more specific research 
questions that refer to different aspects of employment and the impact of 
managers’ general attitudes on those decisions. Chapters 2 to 5 present the 
results of the study. These chapters were written as separate journal articles. 
Two chapters have been published (Chapter 2 and 3). Presenting the results 
of the study in the form of articles has an advantage that each chapter can be 
read independently. One disadvantage of this approach is that certain overlap 
may occur, especially when considering the method applied in the study.
	
The first two chapters focus on decisions that managers take with 
respect to hiring early retirees. Chapter 2 takes the initial step towards an 
understanding of those decisions, and looks at choices that both managers 
and business students take when presented with the profiles of hypothetical 
early retirees. This study is based on data collected at the Dutch Interdisci-
plinary Demographic Institute (NIDI) in March 2009, within the framework 
of a project executed for the Raad voor Werk en Inkomen (RWI, for details 
see Van Dalen et al., 2009). While managers often participate in surveys 
or focus groups meetings (Truss, 2001; Hailey, Farndale and Truss, 2005), 
they traditionally prove difficult to reach and unwilling to participate in 
experimental research (Remus, 1996). Additionally, the study was also 
conducted among business students of Utrecht University. This data consist 
of only the vignette study and was used as a pilot before the main data 
collection took place. 

In Chapter 3 I replicate the results of the first study and extend the analysis 
by also modelling the effect of managers’ images and attitudes on their hiring 
decisions. This study applies the data that consists of a survey and a vignette 
study collected by accessing the members of the LISS panel survey. The 
sample consisted of managers only. All remaining chapters draw on this data 
source. 

Chapter 4 focuses on factors that affect older workers’ training opportunities 
and the impact of age norms on those opportunities. Among other factors, 
the effect of age norms is also evaluated. In the last empirical chapter the 
focus lies on retention of older workers. The analysis is extended by looking 
not only at the impact of age norms on managers’ decisions but also at their 
stereotypical views of older workers’ productivity. Chapter 6 summarises the 
main findings of the study and evaluates the answers to the specific research 
questions and discusses the relevance of this study.



2.	 The recruitment of early retirees: a vignette study of 
the factors that affect managers’ decisions1

2.1.	 Introduction

Retirement used to be characterised as a definite and abrupt exit from the 
work force after a long working career (Hardy, 2002). Recently however, 
retirement has come to be seen as a more dynamic and gradual transition 
from a working to a non-working life, where deliberate choices are made with 
respect to timing of retirement and preferred level of occupational activity 
(Wang et al., 2008). This more dynamic process is protracted and leads to 
different outcomes: From early retirement through part-time retirement to 
re-entry into the labour force, depending on the specific regulations that 
apply (Hardy, 2002). Recent studies indicate that a substantial number 
of early retirees (i.e. older workers who leave the labour force before the 
mandatory retirement age) re-enter the work force after early retirement 
(Henkens, Van Dalen and Van Solinge, 2009). The reasons for re-entering 
the labour market are diverse: A need for social contacts and recognition as 
well as financial needs may be important elements of the aspiration to remain 
active in the labour market (Kim and Feldman, 2000; Wang et al., 2008). 
While older workers have some agency about whether to retire from work 
or to enter self employment (Bruce, Holtz-Eakin and Quinn, 2000), retired 
workers’ prospects of returning to the labour force are largely determined by 
employers and the availability of jobs in organisations (Henkens, Van Dalen 
and Van Solinge, 2009). A number studies have indicated that employers are 
more likely to retain older workers than to recruit them (McNair, Flynn and 
Dutton, 2007; Daniel and Haywood, 2007; Conen, Henkens and Schippers, 
forthcoming). Yet, not much is known about the factors that affect managers’ 
decisions to re-employ early retirees. The current study aims to fill this void. 
The main research question addressed is: What factors influence managers’ 
decisions concerning the re-employment of early retirees?    

Recent research conducted among employers and employees has shown 
that stereotypes against older workers are widespread (Van Dalen, Henkens 
and Schippers, 2010b). Many studies demonstrate that employers often 
see older workers as inflexible and unwilling (or unable) to adapt to the 
changing work environment, less productive and more expensive than their 
1	 This chapter was published as: K. Karpinska, K. Henkens and J.J. Schippers (2011), The 

recruitment of early retirees: A vignette study of the factors that affect managers’ decisions. 
Ageing & Society, Vol. 31, No. 4, pp. 570-589.
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younger colleagues (Chiu et al., 2001; Finkelstein and Burke, 1998; Lee 
and Clemons, 1985; Loretto, Duncan and White, 2000; Taylor and Walker, 
1998a). Moreover, McCann and Gilles (2002) suggested that in many 
organisations the belief prevails that older workers want to retire as soon as 
possible. However, the same studies that present negative features of older 
workers also indicate that older workers are valued for their trustworthiness, 
specific knowledge and interpersonal skills (Chiu et al., 2001; Finkelstein 
and Burke, 1998; Lee and Clemons, 1985; Taylor and Walker, 1998a). 

While older workers can still be of value to organisations, there is evidence 
that many older unemployed workers and early retirees who re-enter the 
workforce take up jobs in the secondary labour market: They find jobs of a 
lower status than held previously and are engaged for fewer hours (Jorgensen 
and Taylor, 2008; Taylor and Walker, 1998b). It is not clear to what extent 
these outcomes reflect the preferences of retirees or are conditioned by 
employers. There is evidence from the United Kingdom that older workers 
prefer part-time over full-time jobs (Smeaton, Vegeris and Sahin-Dikmen, 
2010; Vickerstaff et al., 2008), but it has also been suggested that older 
workers who work part time do so not as a result of free choice but rather 
because they lack opportunities to work full time; many older workers 
indicate that they wish to increase their labour market participation and work 
more (Taylor, 2008).

Moreover, a recent study in The Netherlands shows that a substantial number 
of early retirees re-enter the workforce after retirement, yet others failed to 
regain employment, even though they express a wish to re-enter the labour 
force (Henkens, Van Dalen and Van Solinge, 2009). This raises the question: 
What restrictions do (early) retirees face on the labour market? And what 
characteristics enhance and limit the employability of early retires? As the 
impairment of re-entry of retirees into the workforce becomes even more 
important (due to future labour-force shortages) the potential necessity of 
retirees to re-entry the labour force requires more insight into the process of 
their re-employment.
 
The study was carried out in the Netherlands, where labour market 
policies have recently changed substantially, from encouragement of early 
exit (supported by financially attractive early retirement programmes) 
to encouragement of working longer. The Netherlands is, however, still 
characterised by a strong early exit culture and low job mobility among 
older workers (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, 
2006). Age discrimination is one of the forces that are assumed to be behind 
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these phenomena. A substantial number of retirees that retired before the 
mandatory retirement age of 65 years consider their transition into retirement 
as involuntary (Van Solinge and Henkens, 2007). Although the government 
has introduced specific macro-level regulations to combat age discrimination, 
Koppes et al. (2009) showed that in the Netherlands age discrimination is 
still perceived to be substantial: The self-reported rate of age discrimination 
among older (55-64 years) workers’ is 20 percent. In recent years, attempts 
have been made to increase the labour market participation of older workers. 
Early-exit schemes have been tightened and the re-entry of (early) retirees 
is, in most cases, not restricted by labour force regulations or law (i.e. 
employers can hire older worker even after the age of 65). Moreover, various 
tax policies have been launched: Employers can receive a contribution to 
the sickness allowances for older workers as well as tax reduction if they 
hire older workers (aged 50 or more years) or retain older workers already 
employed (aged 62 or more years) (for more details see Euwals, De Mooij 
and Van Vuuren, 2009). These policies were intended to simulate labour 
market participation of older workers. It is yet to be seen, however, whether 
employers’ decisions align with the revised macro-level policies.

The current analysis focuses on how different characteristics of retirees and 
organisations affect the likelihood of re-employment of a given retiree. To 
investigate specific employment decisions, a factorial study was designed. 
This method allows the exploration of actions in context and clarifies 
people’s judgments (Rossi and Anderson, 1982). Factorial design offers an 
opportunity to simulate employment decisions regarding early retirees. More 
specifically, we examined virtual hiring decisions of Dutch managers and 
business students. This extends previous work in the field of employment 
decisions towards older workers where students were the primary respondents 
(e.g. Avolio and Barret, 1987). Students may have theoretical knowledge and 
familiarity with the issues under discussion but have no or limited practical 
experience. Our focus on students and managers allowed us to explore the 
differences between them in how they perceived older workers and in the 
ways in which they evaluated early retirees. 

The remainder of this article is organised as follows: The next section 
presents the theoretical background and introduces the hypotheses tested, 
and the section following discusses the methods of data collection and the 
study design. The results of the analysis are then discussed and finally the 
conclusions are presented.
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2.2.	 The determinants of hiring desirability

A basic tenet of organisational theory is that organisations are goal-oriented 
systems that strive towards profit maximisation, continuity and maintaining 
a healthy market position (Kalleberg et al., 1996). Managers in organisations 
are supposed to contribute towards these goals by realising high production 
levels and low costs, reduced absenteeism and good social relations 
and by nurturing good sources of knowledge and contacts. Similarly, the 
achievement of organisational goals depends on the recruitment of qualified 
staff (Kalleberg et al., 1996). Managers are expected to react to organisation 
workforce shortages by choosing the best candidates from the applicants. 
In the selection process, the costs and benefits of hiring different people are 
evaluated. Managers take these decisions under uncertainty, as individual 
productivity capabilities are not known at the time an employer hires an 
applicant (Phelps, 1972; Spence, 1973). Moreover, because workers often 
change positions over their life course, it is difficult to assess the productivity 
in and skills for different occupations. Managers deal with this uncertainty 
by evaluating a combination of observable attributes (Phelps, 1972; Spence, 
1973). Successful applicants are thus the ones who are believed to be the 
most capable of fulfilling the assigned tasks. The same mechanism applies to 
the employment of early retirees. A manager decides to hire an early retiree if 
he or she is expected to contribute best towards achieving the organisation’s 
goals. 

The decision regarding the hiring of retirees is generally taken by a manager 
or supervisor, but is always embedded in the broader context of a dynamically 
changing organisation. Macro-level developments (e.g. economic changes 
and labour-force shortages) influence the managers’ choices. When 
organisations shed jobs during an economic downturn, managers are assumed 
to assign less priority to hiring retired workers. Hiring retirees has been seen 
as hampering the work prospects of younger generations and in conflict with 
norms of generational employment equity. On the other hand, managers 
facing structural or incidental labour-force shortages may be inclined to hire 
retirees as a remedy. Therefore we expect that managers are more inclined 
to hire early retirees when the organisation faces labour-force shortages. 

Moreover, organisations that face incidental labour-force shortages may 
require short-term or project-based support. In such situations, staff that 
accept on-call arrangements, i.e. are called into work only as needed 
(DiNatale, 2001), are required or preferred. There is some evidence that 
employers are prone to offer older workers part-time, flexible positions 
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(Taylor, 2008). On-call arrangements are attractive to organisations because 
they enable erratic staffing needs to be met without the commitment of 
permanent employment. Consequently, we expect that managers are more 
likely to hire retirees who accept on-call contracts.

Hiring decisions also involve the evaluation of an applicant’s various 
attributes. Human capital is one of the most important features considered 
at the time. In line with human capital theory (Becker, 1975), investments 
in human capital are mostly during a person’s education, although the skills 
and experience that accumulate over a long working career have a strong 
influence on the individual’s productivity in different roles (Thurow, 1975; 
Van Eijs and Heijke, 2000). This job-specific experience is an important 
facet in managers’ selections. Thurow (1975) found that managers take 
into account potential training cost differences and favour candidates who 
require less training. The costs of hiring a retiree whose skills and experience 
are in alignment with the job requirements are significantly lower than those 
without the matching skills. Consequently, we expect that managers are 
more likely to hire retirees who apply for a position that is similar to their 
previous occupation.

Human capital accumulated during one’s educational and professional career 
is an important indicator of an early retiree’s potential productivity. Further 
‘investment’ in human capital can build it up, but if it ceases deterioration is 
likely. As indicated by Blanchard and Summers (1986), unemployed workers 
lose the opportunity to maintain and update their skills. By the same token, 
the human capital of an early retiree may becomes more and more obsolete 
the longer they are out of the workforce. Various studies show that employers 
perceive obsolete skills to go hand-in-hand with lower productivity (Taylor 
and Walker, 1994; Remery et al., 2003). This, in turn, may result in less 
support for hiring an early retiree. Therefore we expect that managers are 
less inclined to hire early retirees who are absent from the labour force for 
a long period.

The health of an older worker is regarded as an important predictor of 
retention, and we assume that when evaluating the desirability of hiring an 
early retiree, managers consider the applicant’s health condition. Poor health 
puts the productivity of the worker at risk and cast doubts about performance 
continuity. Although research shows that older people are less often absent 
due to sickness, once ill, they need more time to recover (Gellatly, 1995; 
McCann and Gilles, 2002). Also, their illness is likely to be more severe 
and consequently the length of absenteeism is higher. As a result, managers 
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may be reluctant to hire retirees whose health condition casts uncertainty 
about performance continuity. We expect therefore that managers are more 
inclined to hire early retirees who are in good health.

A not necessarily related characteristic is the age of an early retiree. Although 
age discrimination is prohibited in The Netherlands, it is well established in 
the literature that there are negative stereotypes about ‘older workers’. They 
are deemed to suffer more often from health deterioration, and thought to be 
less productive and less willing to be trained (Chui et al., 2001; Finkelstein, 
Burke and Raju, 1995; Finkelstein and Burke, 1998; Hassel and Perrewe, 
1995; Henkens, 2005; Taylor and Walker, 1994; 1998a; Warr and Pennington, 
1993). While only a few studies have examined the different stereotypes held 
about workers aged in the fifties as compared to the early sixties (McGregor 
and Gray, 2002), we assume that negative stereotypes are associated with 
greater age. Therefore we expect that managers are more inclined to hire 
younger early retirees.

The last element taken into consideration as a predictor of the propensity 
to hire a retired worker is the disposition of the retiree to re-enter the 
workforce. The motivation to return to an occupational career, demonstrated 
by sending an unsolicited application, might be an indication of the retiree’s 
employability and self management (Fugate, Kinicki and Ashforth, 2004). 
This proactive attitude in search of a position that matches the applicants’ 
preferences and skills contradicts the stereotypical image of an older person 
as being inactive (Chiu et al., 2001; Taylor and Walker, 1998a; Loretto 
and White, 2006; Berger, 2009). This, in turn, may positively influence a 
manager’s attitude towards the hiring of an early retiree. Consequently, we 
expect that managers are more likely to hire retirees who send an unsolicited 
application.

2.3.	 Methods

To answer the research question that we have posed, a vignette study was 
administered to both managers and business students. A vignette study 
(factorial survey) is a method intended for the investigation of human actions 
(Ganong and Coleman, 2006; Wallander, 2009). The basic item of the survey 
is a vignette – a card with a short description of a situation or a person, 
generated by combining characteristics randomly manipulated by the 
researcher (Ganong and Coleman, 2006). An important requirement is that 
the number of characteristics is restricted because participants typically are 
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unable to process large amounts of information. If too many dimensions are 
introduced, it becomes difficult for the participant to visualise the hypothetical 
person and the situation clearly (Rossi and Anderson, 1982).  In our study, 
hypothetical retired job applicants were described by several individual 
characteristics and the hiring decision was placed in a specific organisational 
context. Each participant was presented with a set of unique vignettes and 
asked to make hiring decisions regarding the various hypothetical applicants. 
By randomly varying the characteristics of the virtual applicant, it is possible 
to determine the weight that respondents attach to each.

2.3.1.	 The participants 
The survey among managers and students was conducted in 2009. First, a 
vignette survey was administered to eight managers who attended a focus 
group meeting on the re-employment of older workers held in May 2009 at 
the Netherlands Interdisciplinary Demographic Institute (NIDI) (for details 
see Van Dalen et al., 2009). Conducting vignette experiments during a focus 
group meeting is common practice (Beaulieu et al., 1999). To increase the 
number of raters and the potential generalisability of the findings, managers 
from both public and private organisations were approached using snowball 
sampling techniques. Snowball sampling has proved to be a valuable 
method of data collection for groups that are difficult to reach (Salganik and 
Heckathorn, 2004), as is often the case with managers. In total, 20 managers 
(12 males, 8 females, mean age 42 years) took part in the study. The 
managers worked in different employment sectors: Education (2), services 
(3), public administration (5), health services (2), construction (3), retail (2), 
and information and communication (3). All of the managers come from the 
Randstad (a conurbation in the south-west of the Netherlands which is the 
country’s commercial and economic hub: It includes the four largest Dutch 
cities). 

In April 2009, the survey was also administered to business students of 
Utrecht University. In total, 17 students participated in the study (11 males, 
6 females, mean age 21 years). In the field of personnel psychology, students 
are often used as respondents (Sears, 1986). Although they may lack hands-on 
experience, business students take courses on personnel management, 
which prepares them for the role of manager. Furthermore, current business 
students have been confronted with the problems of an ageing society 
and prospects of their own extended work careers. Both education and 
generational experience may influence their judgment regarding the hiring 
of early retirees. In the current study we intend to compare how students 
view hiring practices relative to supervisors. 
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2.3.2.	 Study design 
The vignette study examined the factors that affect managers’ and students’ 
decisions to hire virtual early retirees. The instruction was:

Current general labour force shortages mean that there may be limited 
opportunities for recruiting new workers. Below are various descriptions of 
early retirees who would like to work for your organisation. Please indicate 
for each profile, what is the likelihood that you would be willing to hire this 
person? 

The independent variables used in the construction of the vignettes were: 
organisational context (e.g. organisation is facing: Structural labour-force 
shortage, incidental labour-force shortage, no labour-force shortage, need 
for downsizing); willingness to accept an on-call appointment (yes/no); 
experience in a similar position (yes/no); length of retirement (retired one 
month ago, half-a-year ago, or one-and-a-half years ago); health condition 
(healthy/not very healthy); applicant’s age (58, 62 or 65 years-old); and, 
whether a retiree has sent an unsolicited application (yes/no) (see table 2.1 
for an overview). Given the seven dimensions and their variable number 
of categories, the possible number of unique combinations or vignettes (the 
vignette universe) was 576 (i.e. 4×2×2×3×2×3×2). Contrary to a factorial 
design in which all possible combinations are evaluated, in a vignette survey 
only a random selection from the vignette universe is judged by respondents 
(Wallander, 2009). This makes it possible to include a larger number 
of vignette dimensions and levels in the design, thereby enhancing the 
resemblance between the real and experimental worlds (Wallander, 2009). 
In our study, each participant received a random sample of 12 vignettes and 
rated items on 11-point scales, ranging from ‘1’ (hiring very undesirable/
Analysis low priority) to ‘11’ (hiring very desirable/high priority). For an 
example of a vignette, see figure 2.1.

In a vignette design, the unit of analysis is the vignette (Ganong and Coleman, 
2006). The total number of observations in this study is 240 for the managers’ 
sample and 204 for the students’ sample. We used ordinary least-squares 
multivariate linear regression analysis to determine which characteristics 
played a role in the respondents’ assessments of the desirability of hiring 
the virtual older retirees. In order to control for a design effect, we adjusted 
for clustering at the participant level. We applied robust regression analysis, 
using the SURVEY command in STATA (Stata, 2003). Without controlling 
for design effects, we would be likely to produce standard errors that are 
much smaller than they should be. To test for group differences between the 
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Variable Category
Organisational context Structural labour-force shortage

One-time labour-force shortage
No labour-force shortage
Need of downsizing

Applicant’s characteristics:
Age 58 years old

62 years old
65 years old

Experience in similar position Yes
No

Willing to accept a flexible appointment Yes
No

Sent an unsolicited application Yes
No

Health Healthy
Not very healthy

Retired A month ago
Half a year ago
One and a half years ago

Table 2.1. The organisational contexts and job applicant’s characteristics  
in the vignette

managers and students, we used a Chow test of equality between coefficients 
(Gould, 2002). All independent variables used in the analysis were coded 
as dummy variables. Variables that originally contained three or four 
categories (e.g. organisational context, age of early retirees and length of 
retirement) were also transformed into dummy variables representing each 
category and were included in the analysis with one category serving as a 
reference category. The dichotomous coding of each level of each predictor 
through means the magnitude of each observed slope provides meaningful 
information as to the magnitude of the respondents’ ratings. Consequently, 
the weights estimated for each factor included in the analysis are comparable 
to one another. This applies not only to comparisons between the different 
characteristics (e.g. the weights assigned by the managers to experience 
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and to health), but also to the comparisons between managers and business 
students (i.e. whether managers and business students rated characteristics 
differently).

2.4.	 The findings

Table 2.2 presents the results. The first column shows the results of the 
managers’ sample and the second column those of the students’ sample.  The 
impact of the organisational context on the hiring decisions of managers 
was in line with our expectations. Both managers and students were more 
inclined to hire early retirees if an organisation faced structural labour-force 
shortages, as compared to the reference category (organisation needed to shed 
jobs). The desirability of hiring was less pronounced in organisations that 
faced incidental labour-force shortages but was still positive and significant 
as compared to the reference category. The context of institutions that faced 

Vignette 5
Current general labour force shortages mean that there may be limited op-
portunities for recruiting new workers. Below are various descriptions of early 
retirees who would like to work for your organisation. Please indicate for each 
profile, what is the likelihood that you would be willing to hire this person?
Situation:
Organisational context Structural labour-force shortage
Applicant:
Age 58 years-old
Experience in similar position Yes
Willing to take a flexible appointment Yes
Sent an unsolicited application Yes
Health Healthy
When retired A month ago

What is the likelihood that you would be willing to hire this person?
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11

Hiring very undesirable                    Neutral                    Hiring very desirable 

Figure 2.1. An example vignette
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no labour-force shortages or that needed to shed labour did not affect the 
managers’ and students’ decisions significantly. In other words, the hiring of 
older retirees was most likely to occur when an organisation faced structural 
or, to a lesser extent, incidental labour shortages. 

With respect to the retirees’ willingness to accept on-call contracts, a 
discrepancy was evident between the managers’ and students’ evaluations. 
Whether a retiree was willing to accept an on-call contract did not affect 
a manager’s decision-making process significantly. Students were more 
inclined, however, to hire retirees who were willing to work to a more 
flexible scheme.  The applicants’ human capital was of great importance for 
the retirees’ chances for re-employment. The managers were more inclined to 
recruit early retirees who had experience in a similar position to that applied 
for. Among students, also, the experience of the retiree played an important 
role in their assessment of the desirability of hiring.  

While accumulated human capital increased the managers’ disposition to 
re-employ, its potential decline –as indicated by longer absence from the 
labour force– diminished hiring desirability. Managers’ propensity to hire 
retirees was not affected by a retiree’s absence of half-a-year as compared to 
one month, but the managers were much less likely to hire somebody who 
had been unemployed for more than one-and-a-half years (as compared to 
the reference category). A similar pattern held for the student sample. With 
regard to early retirees’ health condition, the managers were more inclined 
to hire early retirees with good health. A similar pattern held for students. In 
fact, health condition was found to be the most important influence on the 
hiring decisions of the business students.

We also investigated how the age of the early retirees affected managers’ 
and students’ willingness to recommend re-employment. In line with 
our hypothesis, higher age negatively related to managers’ and students’ 
willingness to hire early retirees. Managers were much less inclined to hire 
a retiree aged 62 years than one aged 58 years (the reference category). 
Retirees at the age of 65 obtained the lowest score, in both managers’ and 
students’ samples. While this pattern was similar from both samples, the 
respective scores show that managers were more negative about hiring the 
oldest early retirees.  The last aspect considered was the perceived disposition 
of retirees to re-enter the workforce. The results confirm the hypothesis: both 
managers and students were more inclined to hire an early retiree who had 
sent an unsolicited application. Although all vignettes presented profiles of 
applicants motivated to return to the labour force, the raters were more likely 
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Managers Business
students

B t B t Diffc

Constant 2.24*** 6.68 2.85*** 8.72
Organisation context
  Structural labour-force shortage 1.88*** 5.48 1.53*** 4.14 ns
  Incidental labour-force shortage 1.30**     2.77 1.44** 3.06 ns
  No labour-force shortage 0.06 0.21 0.72 1.85 ns
  Need for downsizing (Ref) — —
Applicants characteristics
  Flexible appointmenta 0.23 0.92 0.75** 3.23 ns
  Experience in similar positiona 1.76*** 5.18 1.17*** 5.5 ns
  Retired
   A month ago (Ref.) — —
   Half a year ago -0.21 -0.75 -0.33 -1.51 ns
   One and a half years ago -0.80** -3.10 -0.47* -2.32 ns
   Healthyb 0.56** 2.01 1.59*** 10.93 **
  Age
   58 years old (Ref.) — —
   62 years old -0.71** -2.76 -0.67** -2.43 ns
   65 years old -1.54*** -6.71 -0.95*** -4.77 ns
  Sent unsolicited applicationa 0.59* 2.16 0.62** 3.33 ns

R-squared
0.41 0.45

Sample size 240 204

Table 2.2. Multivariate regression of the impact of organisational and individual 
characteristics on the change of hiring early retirees

Notes: Ref.: reference category. a yes=1; no=0. b 1=healthy; 0=not very healthy.  
             c Difference between coefficients.
Significance levels: *p<0.05; **p<0.01; ***p<0.001.
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to select those who took additional action to gain employment. In other 
words, this extra activity on the part of early retirees ‘paid off’. 

2.4.1.	 Hiring desirability
To gauge the priorities that managers assigned when deciding whether 
to hire early retirees, the ‘hiring desirability’ scores for different groups 
of applicants were calculated. Based on the employability of applicants 
(e.g. capability of a person to gain employment, maintain it or obtain new 
employment; Fugate, Kinicki and Ashforth, 2004), we distinguished three 
categories: ‘high’, ‘moderate’ and ‘low’ employability. A retiree with high 
employability was indentified as an applicant who had experience in a 
similar position, retired a month ago, was healthy, 58-years-old, and had sent 
an unsolicited application. Moderate employability referred to an applicant 
who had experience in a similar position, retired no more than half-a-year 
ago, was healthy, 62-years-old, and had sent an unsolicited application. 
Low employability described an applicant who did not have experience in 
a similar position, retired at least one-and-a-half years ago, was healthy, 
65-years-old, and had sent an unsolicited application. The scores for each 
category of retirees were computed and are presented in table 2.3. 

In general, the hiring of retirees was a low priority for the managers. Even in 
the most beneficial conditions, if we consider a retiree with all characteristics 
in favour of re-employment (e.g. highly employable; see figure 2.1 for an 
example), in an organisation facing structural labour-force shortages, 
the overall score was 6.6 on a scale from 1 to 11. This score has almost a 
neutral value. For each retiree whose profile differs, the scores representing 
the desirability for hiring fell, being the lowest for the applicants with 
low employability, indicating that re-entry becomes undesirable or very 
undesirable. We also observed that virtually identical scores were assigned 
to respective categories of applicants in organisations facing no labour-force 
shortages and needed to downsize.

2.4.2.	 Differences between managers and students
The results of the vignette study show that when making decisions about the 
desirability of hiring of retirees, managers and business students evaluated 
similar factors in the same way but with some differences in weights. 
The questions that we address here is whether business students differed 
significantly from managers in their assessments, and the extent to which 
there were significant differences among the various vignette characteristics.  
To answer these questions, we examined whether the regression coefficients 
for the various characteristics significantly differed using the Chow test 
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(Gould, 2002). Interestingly, managers did not attach as much importance 
to the health status of retired applicants as business students (managers B = 
0.56, students B = 1.59, F (degrees of freedom 1, 420) = 11.19, p<0.001). 
In fact, the retiree’s heath condition was the most important factor affecting 
students’ evaluations of hiring desirability. Other factors related to individual 
and organisational attributes did not differ significantly, indicating that fairly 
consistent weights were assigned to these factors by managers and business 
students. 

2.5.	 Discussion and conclusions

This study has investigated the factors that affect decisions to recruit 
early retirees. The research question was: what are the factors influencing 
managers’ decisions of re-employment of early retirees? A vignette survey 
was used to collect data on the hiring decisions of managers and business 
students. In the vignette survey, profiles of hypothetical retirees were 
presented to the participants who accordingly made recruitment decisions. 
The analysis focused on the impact of organisational labour-force shortages 
and various characteristics of potential applicants on managers’ propensity 
to hire early retirees. Multivariate regression tools for clustered data were 
applied to analyse the data and the weights assigned to each factor were 
assessed.

It has been shown that managers’ employment hiring decisions about early 
retirees are affected by the organisational context. Managers in organisations 
facing structural or incidental labour-force shortages are more inclined 
to hire early retirees, while this issue is irrelevant in other organisations. 
The results suggest that re-employment comes into the picture only when 

Applicant’s employability
Organisation High Moderate Low
Structural labour-force shortages 6.6 6.0 3.0
Incidental labour-force shortages 6.5 5.5 2.4
No labour-force shortages 5.2 4.3 1.1
Need for downsizing 5.3 4.5 1.0

Table 2.3. Hiring desirability of different categories of early retirees — 
managers’ scores
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organisations have recruitment problems. This finding corroborates earlier 
evidence.  Remery et al. (2003) suggested that although Dutch managers do 
not actively recruit older workers, a significant share would consider doing so 
in the case of labour-force shortages, because other sources can quickly ‘run 
dry’. Our results imply that while labour-force shortages may be beneficial 
to early retirees’ employment prospects, their chances for re-employment are 
low when labour force supply is sufficient and positions could be filled by 
younger applicants.

Considering the individual characteristics of applicants, we found that 
experience in a position similar to the one applied for increases the retiree’s 
chances of re-employment. While this aspect contributed significantly to 
managers’ approval, there is another side to the coin: If managers highly 
value specific forms of human capital, they may be less willing to employ 
retirees without the endowment. This suggests that the opportunity structure 
available for retirees is contingent on earlier work experience and, moreover, 
that access to other occupations is limited.  With respect to the age of retirees, 
our study clearly shows that despite anti-discrimination policies, managers 
are still greatly influenced by age. The managers were much less inclined to 
employ older than younger early retirees. This finding puts into perspective 
employees’ and job applicants’ complaints about age discrimination. As 
shown by Koppes et al. (2009), older workers often indicate they are subjected 
to age-related discrimination, and Berger (2009) found that applicants 
perceive age discrimination in selection processes. Our results suggest that 
such complaints may reflect actual hiring practice, and that recruitment has 
not yet implemented anti-discriminatory public policies.

The influence of perceived attitudes of retirees towards re-employment  
–represented by sending an unsolicited application– was also found 
substantial. As illustrated in a recent study by Henkens, Van Solinge and 
Cozijnsen (2009), a worker’s perceived motivation to retire was an important 
weight in managers’ decisions of whether to retain them (or to advise early 
retirement). In a similar vein, Sterns and Kaplan (2003) emphasised the 
importance of skills maintenance for the employment success of older 
workers. The prominence of retirees’ self management is also evident in our 
findings, because it swayed managers to consider hiring retirees. This result 
suggests that managers value applicants whose appearance may promise 
continuing employability. Moreover, this result implies a more active role of 
retirees in the re-employment process; their employment chances may be more 
influenced by their own circumstances than the managers’ preconceptions or 
structural constraints.  Also, the managers’ and students’ decisions regarding 
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early retirees clearly show the importance of employment continuity. The 
results suggest that only a short absence is permitted; longer episodes of 
unemployment are punished. This implies that early retirees who are not able 
to regain employment soon after retirement are at risk of a permanent and 
involuntary exclusion from the labour force.

Another issue addressed in the paper is the differences between the managers 
and the business students in their assessments of the desirability of hiring 
early retirees. We found that they differed primarily with respect to the 
weight they assigned to an applicant’s health, for on no other factor did a 
significant difference emerge. For the students, health condition was the 
most important influence on their judgment. Most were probably young 
and healthy, which may have predisposed them to see good health as a 
prerequisite for employment.

We conclude with some methodological remarks. As is true of studies 
conducted in laboratory settings, one advantage of a factorial survey is 
that the researcher controls the various levels of the independent variables. 
Factorial surveys are therefore very suitable for investigations of issues that 
are normally difficult to examine because they are rare events or involve 
complex multi-attribute situations. A clear advantage of this method is that 
a relatively small number of respondents create a large data set by which to 
analyse a complex decision making process (Ganong and Coleman, 2006; 
Wallander, 2009).  The method also has disadvantages, however, with the 
major limitation being that the respondents assess a hypothetical situation. 
The participants may act or decide in ways that would be different in a 
real-life situation. Another limitation of our application of the method was 
the relatively few participants, which did not allow the incorporation of 
either their characteristics (e.g. gender and age) or those of the companies. 
Combining a large scale survey and a vignette study would increase the 
possibility of disentangling the different aspects of the process described. 
This design, with a considerably larger sample of the managers, would 
permit the application of multilevel modelling and consequently answer the 
research questions more adequately. Also, our study did not allow a more 
comprehensive exploration of managers’ attitudes towards different facets of 
flexible working arrangements (e.g. part-time versus full-time or permanent 
versus temporary posts). Clearly, these issues deserve more attention in 
future research. 

Moreover, our study did not take the gender of the early retiree into account, 
due to the country specific reasons. The employment of older women is rather 
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limited in the Netherlands, and so few women can or intend to return to the 
labour force. The predominant picture in the Dutch context is thus the one of 
the male early retiree. We recognise, however, that with current changes in 
the labour market and the increasing participation of women, future research 
will need to examine gender-related differences in hiring practices (Lorreto 
and Duncan, 2004).

The findings show that early retirees are not received with open arms 
by employing organisations; in the best case, managers are moderately 
positive about hiring them, but overall the likelihood of hiring early 
retirees is relatively low. This is an important observation in view of the 
changing dynamics of retirement in the Netherlands. As indicated before, 
labour-market exits are changing, but which new trajectories and patterns 
become available depend largely on employers’ and managers’ support. Our 
study demonstrates that managers are hindering the dynamics of change by 
restricting the re-employment of people who are around the retirement age. 





3.	 Hiring retirees. Impact of age norms and stereotypes1

3.1.	 Introduction

Changes in the population structure and the ageing workforce suggest that 
employers may need to retain and hire more older workers (Elster, 1989). 
Bridge employment, i.e. employment that occurs between career jobs and 
permanent retirement (Wang and Shultz, 2010) is expected to help close the 
gap in labour force supply that will occur along with the retirement of the 
baby-boomers (Wang et al., 2008). As retirement has come to be seen as a 
more dynamic and gradual transition from a working to a non-working life, 
a growing number of older workers may opt for bridge employment in the 
future.

Much research in the field of bridge employment has focused on older 
workers and their motivation, preferences and ability to extend their working 
career (Weckerle and Shultz, 1999; Jones and McIntosh, 2010) i.e., on the 
supply side. Those studies indicate that individual attributes like age and 
good health, along with attractive working conditions (such as challenging 
work) promote older workers’ intentions of continued employment (Kim 
and Feldman, 2000; Wang et al., 2008). Growing evidence suggests that the 
share of workers willing to extend their working career is increasing (Von 
Bonsdorff et al., 2009).

While older workers have some agency about whether to retire from work 
or to enter self-employment (Bruce et al., 2000), prospects of returning to 
the labour force for early retirees (i.e., individuals who exit the work force 
before the mandatory retirement age) are largely determined by employers 
and the availability of jobs in organisations (Munnell and Sass, 2008). 
Although managers are the ones deciding on the hiring, the demand side for 
older workers has not yet attracted much attention. 

Karpinska and colleagues show that the hiring propensity of early retirees is 
low, also for those who are expected to have a high employability (Karpinska 
et al., 2011). This raises the question whether the hiring of early retirees 
is influenced not only by their individual attributes but also by managers’ 
dispositional attitudes towards older workers. Although early retirees are a 
subcategory of older workers they are likely to be similarly affected by ageist 
1	 Will appear as: Karpinska, K., K. Henkens and J. Schippers (forthcoming), Hiring retirees. 

Impact of age norms and stereotypes. Journal of Managerial Psychology.
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attitudes. Our study integrates these aspects of labour market participation of 
older workers and asks: How do ageist stereotypes and age norms, next to 
attributes of applicants, affect managers’ propensity to hire early retirees? 

There is a wide body of literature that focuses on the general attitudes of 
employers. Those attitudes frame managers’ perceptions of older workers 
and their abilities (Van Dalen et al., 2010b), and can take the form of age 
norms and stereotypes. The concept of social norms and their impact on 
behaviour has been one of the paradigms of sociology for decades and 
has been gaining recognition in economics (Elster, 1989; Coleman, 1990). 
Norms as rules of behaviour coordinate interactions with others and are 
believed to guide individuals in social situations. Stereotypes form important 
cognitive tools that facilitate the processing of complex information (Hilton  
and Von Hippel, 1996), and as such, influence behavioural response (Bargh 
et al.,1996).

Although it has been suggested that both stereotypes and age norms may 
affect employers’ behaviour (Chiu et al., 2001; Finkelstein and Burke, 1998; 
Lee and Clemons, 1985; Loretto et al., 2000) not much empirical evidence 
has been presented to support this connection. Studies on age norms in 
employment transitions often describe organisational age norms and factors 
behind them (Settersten and Hagestad, 1996; Settersten, 1998; Lawrence, 
1996). Specific managerial norms and their impact on behaviour have been 
neglected. Similarly, while there are few studies analysing the effect of age 
stereotypes on attitudes towards different aspects of employment of older 
workers (Chiu et al., 2001; Henkens, 2005; Hassell and Perrewe, 1995), 
they do not focus on their impact on decisions. A number of studies used an 
experimental design to evaluate decisions regarding older workers (in basket 
or audit experiments; see Bendick et al., 1997; Finkelstein et al., 1995). Yet, 
not many have combined those two paths to assess the possible impact of 
general attitudes on individual employment decisions. 

Our study contributes to the existing literature in two ways. Firstly, combining 
information on the demand and supply side helps disentangle complex aspects 
of the hiring process. As suggested by Posthuma and Campion (2009) most 
studies that investigate ageist stereotypes and labour market outcomes focus 
on one dimension only, neglecting the organisational context. In the current 
work we not only estimate the effect of general attitudes (age norms and 
stereotypes) on hiring behaviour regarding early retirees but simultaneously 
we also evaluate applicants’ attributes and the effect of organisational forces.
In addition, we estimate the effect of both age norms and age stereotypes on a 
specific decision. Liefbroer and Billari (2010) argue that although impact of 
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age norms on human behaviour has been debated for decades now, it is still 
lacking an extensive empirical test. We contribute to this debate by offering 
an empirical test of the possible impact of general attitudes on managers’ 
(hypothetical) hiring behaviour.

To investigate this specific employment decision, a combination of a survey 
and a vignette study was designed. The data for our study were collected in 
two stages. First we carried out the survey among managers and collected 
information on age norms and age-related stereotypes (Study 1). During 
Study 2, which took place a month later, a vignette study among the same 
group of managers was conducted. A factorial design is a method that allows 
the exploration of actions in context and offers an opportunity to simulate 
employment decisions (Rossi and Anderson, 1982). All managers were 
asked to make hiring decisions for five hypothetical applicants. 

The study was carried out in the Netherlands, where labour market policies have 
recently changed substantially, from encouragement of early exit (supported 
by financially attractive early retirement programmes) to encouragement 
of working longer (Van Dalen and Henkens, 2002). A recent policy change 
assumes extending working lives until the age of 67. In 2009 less than 50 
percent of workers aged 55-64 was employed (Statistics Netherlands, 2009), 
and although workers retire later in the Netherlands than they used to, in 
2010 only 27 percent of workers retired at the statutory retirement age of 65. 
Age discrimination is one of the forces that are assumed to be behind this 
phenomenon. A substantial number of early retirees consider their transition 
into retirement as involuntary (Van Solinge and Henkens, 2007). Despite 
policies that aim at combating age discrimination, Koppes et al. (2009) 
showed that in the Netherlands age discrimination is still perceived to be 
substantial: The self-reported rate of age discrimination among older (55-64 
years) workers is 20 percent. Re-entry of (early) retirees is, in most cases, not 
restricted by labour force regulations or law (i.e., employers can hire older 
worker even after the age of 65). And although re-entry after early retirement 
increases, many retirees are unsuccessful in finding a job after retirement 
even in times when shortages on the labour market are widespread (Van 
Dalen et al., 2009). 

3.2.	 Theory

Recruitment is a process where the demand for new employees is confronted 
with the supply of available applicants. The demand for new staff is 
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conditional on the organisational circumstances, and managers operate as a 
link between the organisational goals and the work environment, as they are 
directly responsible for recruitment (Kalleberg et al., 1996). There are three 
types of factors that intertwine in the recruitment process: Organisational 
characteristics, managers’ attributes and applicants’ attributes. Below we 
discuss in detail how each of these aspects affects hiring decisions. 

3.2.1.	 Organisational context
A basic tenet of organisational theory is that organisations are goal-oriented 
systems that strive towards profit maximisation, continuity, and maintaining 
a healthy market position (Kalleberg et al., 1996). Managers in organisations 
are supposed to contribute to these goals by, among others, recruitment of 
qualified staff (Kalleberg et al., 1996). Managers are expected to react to 
organisational workforce shortages by choosing the best candidates from the 
applicant pool. Successful applicants are thus the ones who are believed to 
be the most capable of fulfilling the assigned tasks. The same mechanism 
applies to the employment of early retirees. A manager decides to hire an 
early retiree if he or she is expected to contribute best towards achieving the 
organisation’s goals. 

The decision regarding the hiring of early retirees is generally taken by a 
manager, but is always embedded in the broader context of a dynamically 
changing organisation. Macro-level developments (e.g. economic changes 
and labour-force shortages) influence managers’ choices. When organisations 
shed jobs during an economic downturn, managers are assumed to assign 
less priority to hiring retired workers as it might hamper the work prospects 
of younger generations and conflict with norms of generational employment 
equity (Van Dalen and Henkens, 2002). On the other hand, managers facing 
structural or incidental labour-force shortages may be inclined to hire early 
retirees as a remedy. Hence we expect managers to be more inclined to hire 
early retirees when the organisation faces labour-force shortages.

3.2.2.	 Attributes of managers
In the selection process, managers evaluate hiring desirability of applicants 
by assessing their productivity. There is a level of uncertainty in hiring 
decisions, as individual productivity capabilities are not known at the time 
of hiring (Phelps, 1972; Spence, 1973). Managers deal with this uncertainty 
by evaluating a combination of observable attributes of applicants (Phelps, 
1972; Spence, 1973). Employers also have access to what Phelps (1972) 
calls “previous statistical experience”: information on how certain categories 
of employees tend to behave and develop. As productivity assessment is a 
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complex information-processing task, managers apply categorisation and 
stereotyping as most effective cognitive tools (Van Dalen et al., 2010b). 
Social norms are also applied in this process. We elaborate on both below. 

Age norms
Social norms are customary rules of behaviour that coordinate human 
interaction. Norms either operate as part of actors’ environment or shape 
individuals’ predispositions (Etzioni, 2000). While the first aspect depicts 
external control of human behaviour with external restriction and sanctions, 
the latter proposes that norms are internalised and no external sanctions are 
necessary, as norms determine dispositions and goals (Etzioni, 2000; Horne, 
2003).

The current study focused on age norms regarding employment transitions 
(Settersten and Hagestad, 1996). While age norms about the ‘right time’ 
to retire are formally expressed in age boundaries established by public 
and private pension schemes, the life-course paradigm presumes that the 
transition from work to retirement is also influenced by informal age-graded 
norms (Settersten and Hagestad, 1996; Settersten, 1998; Van Solinge and 
Henkens, 2007). Re-entry to the labour force is a more complex process 
and norms held by managers can have a substantial impact on its course. 
We expect that the perception of the normative timetable (the proper age 
for retirement versus extended employment) affects, next to applicants’ 
attributes, managers’ hiring decisions. Support of older applicants’ return to 
the labour market happens when managers believe that this is still appropriate. 
In the present study we hypothesize that the higher the age norm of managers 
regarding older workers’ participation in the labour market, the more likely 
they are to hire an early retiree.

Stereotypes about older workers
Stereotypes are the beliefs about characteristics, attributes and behaviours of 
members of certain groups, based on their personal characteristics (such as 
age, gender, social status (Hilton and Von Hippel, 1996). People make use 
of those categorisations as they are assumed to be cognitively economical. 
Moreover,  they form the basis of an automatic behavioural response (Bargh 
et al., 1996; Macrae and Bodenhausen, 2001). 

While many studies demonstrate that employers often see older workers as 
inflexible, unwilling (or unable) to adapt to the changing work environment 
and less productive than their younger colleagues, the same studies confirm 
that older workers are valued for their trustworthiness, specific knowledge 
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and interpersonal skills (Chiu et al., 2001; Finkelstein and Burke, 1998; Lee 
and Clemons 1985; Taylor and Walker, 1998a). Van Dalen et al. (2010b) 
have captured this dual aspect of stereotypes regarding older workers’ 
productivity. They showed that employers’ attitudes towards older workers 
reflect two dimensions: Hard and soft skills. Soft skills consist primarily of 
qualities that play a role in job performance, such as commitment to the 
organisation, reliability and social skills. Those skills can be characterised 
as ‘organisational citizenship behaviour’ – pro-social behaviour that is 
not job-specific but which is important for the broader organisational 
environment in which jobs are performed (Van Dalen et al., 2010b; Ng and 
Feldman, 2008). Hard skills, on the contrary, reflect mental and physical 
capacity, willingness to learn new skills and adapt to new technologies, 
and flexibility. Although very different, both types of skills contribute to 
employees’ productivity.

One important aspect of stereotypes is that prevailing views may affect 
managers’ discriminatory attitudes and behaviour. Chiu et al. (2001) showed 
that the more respondents perceive older workers as being able to adapt to 
change, the more favourable their views are on the training and promotion 
of older workers. By the same token, less positive attitudes may lead to 
discriminatory behaviour. Therefore we expect more positive perceptions of 
older workers’ soft and hard skills to lead to a greater propensity of managers 
to hire early retirees. 

3.2.3.	 Applicants’ attributes
An important aspect of hiring decisions is the evaluation of an applicant’s 
attributes. Four issues are deemed to be important here: Human capital, 
health condition, flexibility and social capital. 

Human capital is a set of skills that is embodied in the ability to perform 
labour and to produce economic value. As it is a direct measure of 
productivity, human capital is one of the most important characteristics of 
applicants evaluated in the employment process. In line with human capital 
theory (Becker, 1975), individuals’ investments in human capital are made 
during the person’s educational career, although the skills and experience 
that is built up over a long working career have a strong influence on the 
individual’s productivity in different roles (Thurow, 1975; Eijs and Heijke, 
2000). Thurow (1975) found that managers take into account potential 
training cost differences and favour candidates who require less training. The 
costs of hiring an early retiree, whose skills and experience are in alignment 
with the job requirements are significantly lower than for those without the 
matching skills, increasing the likelihood of successful application. 
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Human capital is an important indicator of an early retiree’s potential 
productivity, yet deterioration is likely if it ceases. As indicated by Blanchard 
and Summers (1986), unemployed workers lose the opportunity to maintain 
and update their skills. By the same token, the human capital of early retirees 
becomes more obsolete with the length of their retirement. Various studies 
show that employers perceive obsolete skills to go hand-in-hand with lower 
productivity (Taylor and Walker, 1994; Remery et al., 2003). This, in turn, 
will result in less support for hiring an early retiree. 

Hiring decisions regarding older workers also involve the estimation of the 
health condition of an older applicant. Poor health puts worker productivity 
at risk and casts doubts on performance continuity. While older persons are 
less likely to be absent due to illness, once ill they take more time to recover 
(Gellatly, 1995; McCann and Giles, 2003). As health status is hardly known 
during the application process, managers may refer to observable attributes. 
Energetic physical appearance may serve as a proxy for good health and 
therefore be the best measure of an applicant’s productivity that managers 
can obtain at the offset of the hiring history. A more energetic appearance 
can sway managers towards hiring an older worker, as this impression 
contradicts stereotypical images of older inactive persons with a deteriorated 
health (Berger, 2009). We therefore predict that the hiring chances of older 
workers are higher for those applicants who appear energetic.

Another factor that can affect managers’ decision is applicants’ flexibility. 
As organisations may require short-term or project-based support, staff that 
accepts being called into work only as needed (DiNatale, 2001) is preferred, 
and is thus more likely to be hired. There is some evidence that employers 
are prone to offer older workers part-time, flexible positions (Taylor, 2008). 
On-call arrangements in different forms (from fixed hours to part-time 
employment) are attractive to organisations because they enable dynamic 
staffing needs to be met without the commitment of permanent employment.
Also importantly, applicants’ social capital can have an impact on their hiring 
success. An applicant’s access to helpful networks provides information on 
job openings and can be a source of valuable recommendations. Marsden 
and Garman (2001) indicate that the use of referrals is one practice applied 
by employers in the staffing process, as it lowers hiring costs and allows 
convening rich and trustworthy information. Employers put more trust in 
the recommendations offered by their contacts, as these contacts act as a 
guarantee; their reputation is at stake if they provide false or unreliable 
information (Marsden and Garman, 2001). Hence the hiring chances of early 
retirees rise with recommendations, especially if the recommending party is 
a business contact of the manager. 



52 Chapter 3

3.2.4.	 Hypotheses
In the proceeding section we identified three groups of factors important 
in manager’s recruitment decisions. For each group of factors a hypothesis 
can be formulated. With respect to organisational circumstances, we expect 
that managers are more inclined to hire early retirees when organisations 
face labour force shortages rather than when organisation face no labour 
force shortages (Hypothesis 1). For managers’ attitudes, two hypotheses 
can be presented. First, we predict that managers, who have a higher age 
norm with respect to retirement, will be more inclined to hire an early 
retiree (Hypothesis 2a). Secondly, we predict that managers who hold more 
positive view of older workers as compared to younger counterparts will be 
more likely to hire early retirees (Hypothesis 2b). Last hypothesis refers to 
individual characteristics of early retirees. We predict that early retirees will 
have higher hiring chances if they have experience in a similar position, are 
willing to take a flexible appointment and have been absent from the labour 
market for a shorter period, appear energetic and have a recommendation 
from the manager’s social network (Hypothesis 3).

In the complexity of real life situations the above mentioned groups of factors 
will interact with each other. One might assume that an organisational context 
frames managers’ decisions strongly. When organisations are shedding jobs, 
the impact of negative age norms and stereotypes may be activated more 
strongly, while in time of shortages in the labour market, their effect may be 
slumbering and individual characteristics of applicants will be decisive in the 
recruitment process. Similarly, organisations active in different fields will 
have different requirements regarding older workers and their employment; 
as in some sectors human capital will weigh more, in others physical fitness 
will be of greater importance. Consequently, employment decisions will be 
affected differently. 

3.3.	 Data and methods

For this study we used a multi-method approach, combining survey research 
(Study 1) with a factorial study (Study 2). First a survey was administered to 
managers and one month later the same managers were approached again to 
complete a vignette study. By introducing a monthly gap between the studies 
we limited the risk of bias related to potential carryover effects (Leeuw et 
al., 2008). Moreover, this approach, with a semi-panel design, is well suited 
to analyse the effect of stereotypes and norms on (hypothetical) behaviour. 
Liefbroer and Billari (2010) suggested that to properly analyse the effect of 
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norms on behaviour, the perception of norms needs to be observed before the 
actual behaviour. 

The data was collected using the LISS panel (Longitudinal Internet Studies for 
the Social Sciences of Tilburg University, http://www.lissdata.nl/lissdata/). 
LISS is an Internet panel that consists of 5.000 households, comprising 8.000 
individuals. All individuals were selected based on a true probability sample 
of households drawn from the population register by Statistics Netherlands.

3.3.1.	 Study 1
During Study 1, a battery of questions on stereotypes regarding older 
workers, age norms, and background characteristics was distributed to LISS 
respondents who held managerial positions during the time of the study. The 
data was collected in April 2010.

Participants
Based on the question: Do you supervise others?, a total of 700 LISS 
members (managers) were approached. The response rate for Study 1 was 
73.6 percent (N=515). Although the study was aimed at different-level 
managers in organisations, not all of the respondents satisfied this condition. 
Further selection based on the question: What is your current occupation? 
eliminated 186 non-managers from the sample. The final sample consisted 
of 238 managers. Three categories of managers are represented according to 
the LISS panel distinction:2  Higher supervisory positions (manager, director, 
owner of large company, supervisory civil servant; N=99), intermediate 
supervisory or commercial positions (head representative, department 
manager, shopkeeper; N=99) and supervisory manual workers (N=40). 
The sample consisted of 182 males and 56 females and the mean age of 
respondents was 45.3 (range 24-65, SD=9.45). For details see table 3.1.

Measurements
Age norm is based on the open question: At what age do you consider a 
person too old to work in your organisation for 20 hours a week or more? The 
answers ranged from 40 to 100. To avoid potential problems with outliers, the 
answers were truncated and ranged from 50 to 80.  Mean age was 64.7 years 
with a SD of 5.9. Modal value of age was 65 —approximately 32 percent of 
respondents indicated that the retirement age of 65 is when a person is too 
old to work 20 hours or more. About 9 percent of managers indicated age 
norms for retirement transition to be in the range between 50-59 years, for 
2	F or distinctions between respondents’ professions see: http://www.lissdata.nl/dataarchive/study_

units/view/145
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60,5 percent of respondents within the range 60-65 years and for roughly 30 
percent— above age 65. Also alternative coding of the age norm were tested, 
but as median and mode values of age norm were not affected by the coding, 
the original measurement was kept. For the distribution of the answers see 
figure 3.1. 

Stereotype variables are based on two questions: To what extent do the 
following characteristics apply to workers aged 60 or older?, and: To 
what extent do the following characteristics apply to workers aged 35 and 
younger? The characteristics presented in both cases were: Flexibility, social 
skills, commitment to organisation, creativity, management skills, reliability, 
willingness to learn, physical capacity, resistance to stress, new technology 
skills. Two factors were selected based on the factor analysis, namely: Soft 
and hard skills (Van Dalen et al., 2010b). In the consecutive analyses relative 
scores scales (level to which those characteristics apply to older workers 
as compared to their younger counterparts) were computed. The soft 
skills scale consists of the following four items: Social skills, commitment 
to organisation, management skills, reliability (range 1-4; Cronbach’s 
alpha=0.859). The mean value exceeds 1 (M=1.16) implying that workers 
aged 60 and more were perceived to posses those skills to a greater extent than 
younger workers. The hard skills scale is based on these items: Creativity, 
flexibility, willingness to learn, physical capacity, resistance to stress, new 
technology skills (range 1-4; Cronbach’s alpha=0.839). The hard skills scale 
is lower than 1 (M=0.68) meaning that managers consider those skills as 
more applicable to workers aged 35 and younger than to older workers.

As both age norms and age-related stereotypes reflect managers’ 
attitudes towards older workers, we assessed their correlation to rule out 
multicolinearity problems. The results indicate that stereotypes as measured 
in this study were not strongly correlated with the measure of age norms; 
the correlation between the soft qualities scale and age norm was 0.157 
(p<0.001) and for the hard qualities scale it was 0.126 (p<0.001). 

During Study 1 also information on the control variables was collected. 
We controlled for job level of subordinates. Settersen and Hagestad (1996) 
suggest that age norms may vary not only across different contexts but also 
across occupations. This variable was based on managers’ answers to the 
open question: What is the occupation that you supervise most frequently? 
We constructed three variables representing occupations. In the first step all 
occupations were coded according to the occupational codes of Statistics 
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Min Max Mean/% St. Dev.
Dependent variable
Hiring chances 1 11 4.15 0.06
Independent variables
Stereotypes
   Hard qualities 1 4 0.68 0.27
   Soft qualities 1 4 1.16 0.41
Age norm 50 80 64.5 6.04
Characteristics of respondents
Managerial position
   Higher supervisory positions 0 1 41.5
   Intermediate supervisory or
     commercial positions

0 1 41.5

   Supervisory manual workers 0 1 16.8
Age (years) 24 65 45.3 9.4
Gender (male- reference category) 0 1 76.4
Education (years) 8 18 15.5 2.55
Job level of subordinates
   Manual 0 1 19.7
   Intermediary administrative 0 1 47.8
   Professional 0 1 32.2
Size of organisation 10 10,000 375.8 1,048.54
Sector
   Industry 0 1 26.4
   Services 0 1 38.8
   Public 0 1 34.8
Source: LISS panel study.

Table 3.1. Descriptive statistics, N=238

Netherlands3, arriving at five categories of occupations which were then 
limited to three categories: Professional occupations (for which higher 
education was required), administrative positions and manual occupations. 
Details regarding the coding are available upon request. 

Other control variables were respondents’ gender and respondents’ age. 
Sector of the organisation was based on the question: In which sector is 
your company operating? Following the European Commission division 

3	 Standaard Beroepenclassificatie 2010, http://www.cbs.nl/NR/rdonlyres/6221F84D-BEDD-4B0C-
B9ED-ADF076E4D769/0/2010sbcclassificatieschema.pdf
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of sectors, three categories were constructed: Industry, services and public. 
Comparison with Eurostat statistics (European Commission, 2006) revealed 
that the data are representative for the sector distribution in the Netherlands. 

3.3.2.	 Study 2
Study 2 consisted of a vignette survey, which is a method intended for the 
investigation of human actions. The basic item of the survey is a vignette, 
which is a short description of a situation or a person, generated by 
combining characteristics randomly manipulated by the researcher (Ganong 
and Coleman, 2006; Wallander, 2009).  

Participants 
For Study 2, all respondents who participated in the first round were contacted 
and a total of 238 questionnaires filled in completely. The response rate for 
Study 2 was 82.3 percent. In Study 2 each manager judged 5 vignettes, 
resulting in a total of 1.190 vignettes. 

Measurements
In Study 2 respondents judged vignettes. The eight vignette characteristics 
were: organisation characteristics (facing structural labour force shortages, 

Figure 3.1. The distribution of the age norm among managers in the LISS sample
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incidental labour force shortages, no labour force shortages, need for 
downsizing); experience in a similar position (yes/no); availability 
(full-time only, part-time, fixed hours, flexible appointment), length of 
retirement (applicant retired a month ago, half a year ago, one-and-a-half 
years ago); physical appearance (appears vital/ does not appear vital); was 
recommended (by a business partner, by a colleague or no recommendation). 
In the vignettes we also included applicant’s age (58, 62 and 65) and gender 
(male/female). Given all possible combinations of the variables and their 
respective levels, the universe of 3.456 unique vignettes was created (i.e. 
4x3x2x2x4x3x2x3; for details see table 3.2). None of the vignettes contained 
impossible combination of the factors. All the variables measured in Study 2 
were included in the analysis as dummy variables, so the weights estimated 
for each factor included are comparable. 

In contrast with a factorial design in which all possible combinations are 
evaluated, in a vignette survey only a random selection from the universe 
of vignettes is judged by respondents (Wallander, 2009). In our study, each 
participant received a random sample of 5 vignettes (random selection with 
replacement). Each rater was required to rate each vignette on an 11-point 
scale, ranging from 1 (hiring very undesirable) to 11 (hiring very desirable). 
For an example of a vignette used in the study, see figure 3.2.

3.3.3.	 Analysis
In a vignette design, the unit of analysis is the vignette (Ganong and Coleman, 
2006). As each manager judged five vignettes, our factorial survey data have 
a hierarchical structure by design and consequently, observations are not 
independent (Wallander, 2009). Multilevel models were applied to deal with 
the hierarchical structure of the data (Hox, 2002).

In total, four models were estimated. The first model –the ‘empty model’– 
was estimated to decompose the variance between the two levels of analysis: 
level of applicants (level 1) and managers’ level (level 2). In Model 2 
we introduced managers’ age norms and stereotypes as well as control 
variables of managers’ organisations. Models 3 and 4 introduced attributes 
that were included in the vignettes. Specifically, Model 3 depicts the effect 
of organisational labour force shortages, and Model 4 also incorporates 
applicants’ characteristics. 
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3.4.	 Results

Table 3.3 presents the results of our analyses. Model 1 contains only fixed 
and random effects of the intercept. Intraclass correlation shows that this 
level accounts for 38.3 percent of the total variance in hiring scores. The 
intercept illustrates that on average the hiring desirability was rather low and 
took a value of 4.1 (on a scale ranging from 1 to 11). 

Model 2 in table 3.3 shows the fixed effects of age norms and stereotypes on 
hiring decisions. In line with our hypothesis, age norms do affect managers’ 
evaluations of the hiring desirability of early retired applicants. The higher 
the age limit, the higher the propensity to hire an early retiree. We also tested 
how different dimensions of age stereotypes affected hiring preferences of the 
early retirees. Contrary to our expectations, neither soft-skills nor hard-skills 
stereotypes affected the hiring desirability of early retirees significantly. 

Below are various descriptions of ealy retirees who would like to work for 
your organisation. Please indicate, for each profile, what is the likelihood of 
you being willing to hire this person for a position that you most often super-
vise?
Context:
Organisational context Structural labour-force shortage
Applicant:
Age 65
Gender Male
Experience in similar position Yes
Availability Fixed hours
Last worked 1.5 years ago
Physical appearance Energetic
Recommende by A business partner

What is the likelihood that you would be willing to hire this person for a posi-
tion that you most often supervise?

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11
  Hiring very undesirable                   Neutral                  Hiring very desirable 

Figure 3.2. Example of a vignette
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In this model we also controlled for the characteristics of the managers 
and the context of organisations they are employed in. With respect to 
organisation characteristics, the findings reveal that there is no significant 
difference between managers employed in industry or services (as compared 
to the reference category, public sector) in how they evaluate the hiring 
desirability of early retirees. Similarly, the job level of subordinates did not 
significantly affect managers’ decisions. In the analysis we also controlled 
for characteristics of managers. Neither their age nor their gender affected 
the hiring propensity (results not presented). 

Table 3.2. Characteristics as found in the vignette and the expected effects, 
including reference categories

Item Categories Expected effect on 
hiring probability

Organisation
Organisational condition Structural labour force shortages +

Incidental labour force shortages +
No labour force shortages +
Need for downsizing Reference category

Applicants
Age (years) 58 Reference category

62 -
65 -

Gender Male +
Female Reference category

Experience in similar positions Yes +
No Reference category

Availability Full-time only Reference category
Part-time +
Fixed hours +
Flexible appointment +

Last worked One month ago Reference category
Half a year ago -
One-and-a-half years ago -

Physical appearance Energetic +
Not very enegetic Reference category

Recommended by A business partner +
A colleague +
No specific recommendation Reference category

Source: LISS panel study.
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Model 3 depicts whether hiring desirability depends on organisational 
forces. Managers who were confronted with a structural labour force 
shortage during their hypothetical decision-making process were more likely 
to hire early retirees as compared to the reference category of organisations 
in need of downsizing. A similar result is observed for those organisations 
experiencing incidental labour force shortages. Hiring desirability drops 
when an organisation is in no need for new staff members, but remains 
positive and significant compared to the reference category.

Model 4 is the final model that includes also characteristics of applicants 
in the analysis. We observe that the effect of age norms remains significant 
even after including context information and attributes of early retirees in 
the analysis. 

We estimated the effect of the applicants’ human capital on hiring desirability. 
As expected, experience in a previous similar position increased early 
retirees’ hiring chances. Potential decline of early retirees’ human capital 
significantly lowered hiring dispositions of managers. For applicants who 
had not worked for one-and-a-half years, or even six months, hiring chances 
were substantially lower than for early retirees who had been absent for one 
month (reference category).

We also investigated the importance of applicants’ physical appearance. In 
line with our expectations, managers were much more likely to hire early 
retirees who presented themselves as energetic. In fact, early retirees’ physical 
appearance was the attribute that affected managers’ hiring decisions the 
most.

Another factor evaluated in the analysis was the impact of applicants’ 
flexibility –in terms of preferred form of appointment– on managers’ 
hiring decisions. While applicants’ willingness to work full-time did not 
significantly affect managers’ hiring propensity, they did prefer on-call 
appointment above part-time and fixed-hours appointments.

Next to flexibility, we expected applicants’ social capital to also be an asset 
in the hiring process. In line with our prediction, a recommendation by a 
manager’s business partner increases hiring disposition. A recommendation 
by a manager’s colleague does not have this positive effect though. 

In the analysis we also evaluated the demographic characteristics of 
applicants. We clearly observed that the oldest category of applicants faced 
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the greatest obstacles when returning to the labour market. A 65-year-old has 
lower hiring chances than a 58-year-old applicant. There was however no 
significant difference in how managers assessed 63-year-old applicants and 
their 58-years-old counterparts. Males were no more likely to be hired than 
females.

Our analysis also tested for the random effects of individual characteristics of 
early retirees, i.e. whether the effects of those characteristics differed across 
managers and organisations (results not shown). The analyses revealed 
that managers evaluated early retirees’ experience and physical appearance 
differently. We studied additional models with cross-level interactions to 
account for those differences. With respect to applicants’ experience, we 
found that managers who have higher age norms are more likely to attach 
higher value to applicants’ experience, and that older managers attach lower 
value to applicants’ experience while assessing the hiring desirability. With 
respect to the physical appearance of the applicants, we expected that the 
effect would differ for different sectors; our results did not support that 
hypothesis. We were not able to distinguish which factors influence variability 
in physical appearance across managers, as no interactions introduced in the 
analysis were significant. In the analysis we have also extensively tested for 
the differences in how various factors operate in different contexts but no 
significant results were found. Also the interaction between age norms and 
stereotypes that was estimated to account for independence between those 
constructs was not significant.

3.5.	 Illustration of the effects of age norms

The last column of table 3.3 shows that the effect of age norms remains 
significant, even after controlling for the effect of characteristics of 
organisations and applicants. To illustrate the importance of manages’ age 
norms, for each value of age norms we predicted the hiring scores (based on 
Model 4 in table 3.3). Based on the employability of applicants (e.g. capability 
to gain employment, maintain it or obtain new employment; Fugate et al., 
2004), we distinguished two categories of applicants: the ‘high’ and the ‘low’ 
employable. An early retiree with high employability was identified as an 
applicant with relevant experience, retired for a month, 58 years old and 
appearing energetic. An early retiree with low employability was described 
an applicant who did not have relevant experience, was retired for at least 
one-and-a-half years, was 65 years old and did not appear energetic. Figure 
3.3 presents the effect of age norms for these two categories of applicants in 
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two organisational situations: Structural labour force shortages and need for 
downsizing. 

The results indicate that managers’ age norms are important impediments for 
early retirees in the labour market. For a highly employable individual applying 
for a position in an organisation that is in need of new staff members, we 
observe that the hiring desirability scores starts with a value of approximately 
6.7, which is the score for the lowest age norm – i.e. if a manager perceives 
age 50 as the limit of employment. This score is just above the neutral value 
of 6 (on a scale running from 1 to 11). A same-category applicant dealing 
with managers who consider the age deadline for employment to be 80 will 
obtain scores approaching 8. When a highly employable applicant seeks a 
position in an organisation shedding jobs and when a manager holds age 
norms at the minimum level of 65, hiring scores peak above the neutral value 
of 6 and approach a value of 7. A similar effect of age norms is observed 
for low-employable applicants in both organisational conditions, although in 
those cases the hiring score does not exceed the neutral value of 6.

3.6.	 Discussion and conclusions

This study has investigated the effect of general attitudes of managers on 
their decisions to recruit early retirees. The research question was: How 
do stereotypes and age norms, next to attributes of the applicants, affect 
managers’ propensity to hire early retirees? For this purpose a multi-method 
study was designed. Information on general attitudes of managers was 
collected in a survey (Study 1), and in a follow up vignette study (Study 2) 
profiles of hypothetical early retirees were presented to the same respondents, 
who accordingly made recruitment decisions. Data from those two sources 
were combined and multilevel models estimated to answer the research 
question. 

The central issue addressed here was how general attitudes influence 
managers’ hiring decisions. We found that managers with higher age norms 
(i.e. when a person is too old to work for 20 hours a week) were more inclined 
to hire early retirees. The impact of age norms clearly identifies existence 
of time schedules. As indicated by life-course scholars, there are informal 
expectations as to when behaviour should occur (Settersten, 1998), and such 
norms exert significant influence on life-transition behaviour (Settersten and 
Hagestad, 1996; Van Solinge and Henkens, 2007). Our findings thus lend 
support to this notion, and corroborate the link between social norms and 
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Figure 3.3. Impact of the age norm on the hiring propensity of applicants 
characterised by high and low employability in organisations facing  

labour force shortage and need for downsizing (N=238)
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human actions that has been suggested by many theorists (Coleman, 1990; 
Etzioni, 2000).

The positive and significant effect of age norms on managers’ hiring 
decisions regarding early retirees does not necessarily raise confidence in the 
improvement of the latter’s labour market position. The overall hiring score 
was low. Moreover, most of the managers in our sample were convinced that 
the age deadline for work was 65 or younger. This suggests that although 
managerial norms can exert positive effects on their hiring behaviour, there 
is still little support for hiring workers in their late sixties. 

The current study does not confirm the often-suggested link between age 
stereotypes and employment outcomes for older workers (Chiu et al., 2001; 
Finkelstein and Burke, 1998; Loretto et al., 2000). It has to be noted that our 
dependent variable refers to hiring of early retirees and not to older workers 
at other ages. Whether and how age stereotypes affect managers’ decisions 
regarding different categories of older workers (unemployed, working et 
cetera) and different types of decisions (e.g. training, retaining) are important 
questions for future research. 

Our study also shows that although stereotypes and age norms represent 
general attitudes towards older workers, there is only a very weak link 
between them. This suggests that age norms regarding retirement transitions 
may not be simple representations of older workers’ perceived productivity. 
So far not much is known about the factors that affect norms of retirement 
transitions. To what extent age norms are culturally determined scripts and 
influenced by the formal age boundaries established by public and private 
pension schemes, or does the organisational age structure or organisational 
culture also affects them, are just few of possible avenues for further inquiry. 
Answers to those questions can offer new insights into the link between the 
age norms and stereotypes and consequently, their effect on employment 
transitions at older ages.

Despite the effect of managerial norms, importance of personal circumstances 
remains crucial to application success. Physical appearance and human 
capital are the most important factors that influenced managers’ propensity 
to hire an early retiree. Applicants who appear vital encounter higher chances 
for employment. Berger (2009) showed already that many unemployed older 
applicants alter their physical appearance to portray a more youthful image 
in job interview settings to manipulate their self-presentation and sway 
potential employers to hire them. Our findings highlight the importance of 
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this form of self-management on the part of older applicants, suggesting that 
managers indeed rely strongly on the observable attributes of early retirees 
when assessing their hiring desirability (Berger, 2009).

Furthermore, this study confirms the importance of human capital for the 
employment chances of early retirees (Karpinska et al., 2011). Applicants 
with relevant experience were more likely to be successful in their 
application process. This finding implies that occupational success of early 
retirees is conditional on their employability (Ekerdt, 2010), highlighting the 
importance of skills maintenance. The emphasis on relevant experience may 
also limit early retirees’ opportunities to work in different occupations and 
sectors after they retire from their career job. 

Labour market participation of older workers is a growing concern of many 
governments. Our findings show that age norms hamper the return to the 
labour force. Chances of early retirees in the labour market are lower at older 
ages, and managers are negatively preoccupied about hiring anyone beyond 
a certain age. Yet, organisational forces and the individual characteristics 
of applicants also affect the choices managers make, showing that hiring of 
early retirees is a complex process. An important question is to what extent 
age norms will change in the near future. Will they change rapidly as a result 
of the changing public pension ages in Europe or will they remain unaffected? 
Also, will their change also apply to employees? Liefbroer (2009) showed 
that employees hold specific norms about appropriate timing of labour force 
exit. Age norms are thus woven in the broader context of work relations, 
indicating its complex impact on labour force outcomes. 

Some practical implications of our study can be pointed out. Firstly, our 
findings stress the need for awareness campaigns that will demonstrate 
the impact of age norms in employment process. Research has shown that 
executives agree that older workers are discriminated against but they did not 
believe that this occurred in their own organisations (Maurer et al., 2007). 
Secondly, training of recruiters towards more age awareness in selection 
procedures is necessary and can, in the long run, benefit both organisations 
and older workers by selecting better candidates and create diversity in teams. 
Preventing the bias that can be related to age norms has also implications 
for older workers who are employed in organisations. As managers have 
a rather clear idea as to when a person should leave the labour force, such 
attitudes can result in reduced access of older workers to training or lack of 
managerial support for employment until the statutory retirement age.
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We conclude with some methodological remarks. In this article we combined 
survey research with vignette design. Factorial surveys are very suitable 
for investigating issues that are normally difficult to examine because they 
are rare events or involve complex multi-attribute situations (Ganong and 
Coleman, 2006; Wallander, 2009). Surveys, on the other hand, offer the 
possibility of gathering a wide range of information on context and attitudes. 
Although this design has clear advantages compared to single-method 
research design, one has to keep in mind that we asked managers to assess 
hypothetical situations. In addition, in our study the applicants’ pool was 
limited to early retirees. This lowered the realism of the hiring situation. In 
real-life hiring participants may act or decide differently. Low hiring scores 
can be due to managerial comparison to other (younger) applicants, who are 
a natural part of the general applicants’ pool.

Age discrimination is an often mentioned barrier in employment prospects of 
older workers (Roscigno et al., 2007). Our study shows that discriminatory 
behaviour of managers is attributable not only to applicants’ age, but is also 
affected by managerial norms regarding employment transitions, suggesting 
that age discrimination is a complex concept. 



4.	 Retention of older workers: impact of manager’s age 
norms and stereotypes1

4.1.	 Introduction

In many European countries pension reforms are implemented to restrict 
access to early exit schemes and promote longer working lives. The 
prolongation of working life is not only regarded as an important instrument 
to secure pensions in the future but also as an answer to both the expected 
demographically induced labour shortages as well as the changing age 
composition of the workforce. At the same time, survey results show that 
support for later retirement is relatively low among employers (Van Dalen, 
Henkens and Schippers, 2010a). This paper examines the factors that hamper 
the prolonged employment of older workers at the organisational level by 
looking at managers’ support for older workers’ retention and the factors that 
influence this support – or lack thereof. 

The decision to retain older workers is always taken in the context of a 
dynamically changing organisation. A basic tenet of organisational theory 
is that organisations are goal-oriented systems that strive towards profit 
maximization, continuity, and maintenance of a healthy market position 
(Kalleberg, Knoke, Marsden and Spaeth, 1996). Managers are supposed 
to contribute to these goals by, among other things, maintaining qualified 
staff that contributes best to the organisational goals (Kalleberg et al., 1996). 
Within this context, managers’ dispositions towards older workers can affect 
workers’ retention in several ways. One way is directly, as older workers are 
more likely to delay retirement if they think their manager supports their 
employment (Van Solinge and Henkens, 2007). Lack of managerial support, 
however, can push older workers into premature and involuntary retirement. 
Indirectly, managers’ attitudes towards older workers’ employment can 
determine a work environment and training possibilities for older workers 
that either support their prolonged employment or channel workers into 
retirement (Chiu, Chan, Snape and Redman, 2001). 

Dispositions towards older workers and their retention are not always very 
positive and can lead to discriminatory attitudes and behaviours (Organisation 
for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), 2006; Van Dalen, 
Henkens and Schippers, 2010b). Stereotypical views of older workers are 
1	 Will appear as: Karpinska, K., K. Henkens and J. Schippers (forthcoming), Retention of older 

workers: Impact of managers’ age norms and stereotypes. European Sociological Review.



70 Chapter 4

pervasive and portrait them as inflexible, less productive, more expensive 
than their younger colleagues, and motivated to retire as soon as possible 
(Chiu et al., 2001; Finkelstein and Burke, 1998; Lee and Clemons, 1985; 
Loretto, Duncan and White, 2000; McCann and Giles, 2003; Taylor and 
Walker, 1998a). Age norms at the workplace also illustrate attitudes towards 
older workers. Age-based timetables indicate the proper age of retirement, 
suggesting that employment beyond that age is not desirable (Settersten 
and Hagestad, 1996). Although studies offer insight into general attitudes 
towards older workers and age norms regarding retirement, little is known 
about their impact on specific employment decisions regarding individual 
older workers and age discrimination towards older workers. Focusing on 
the effect of ageist stereotypes and age norms on retention allows explicit 
test of age discrimination in the workplace.  

The evidence suggests that managers are more likely to retain older workers 
than to recruit them (Daniel and Heywood, 2007). Whereas the hiring 
decisions involve ‘outsiders’, i.e. external applicants, retention deals with 
‘insiders’ – current staff members whose strengths and weaknesses managers 
were able to evaluate during the employment history. Dealing with insiders 
lowers the uncertainty that is a part of the hiring process. Consequently, it 
may restrict application of general images that are assumed to lower the 
transaction costs when external applicants are hired (Phelps, 1972; Van 
Dalen, Henkens and Schippers, 2010). Dealing with insiders also raises the 
issue of significance of individual characteristics. In this paper we investigate 
what aspects of older workers’ employability –defined in terms of e.g. 
human capital, health and occupation flexibility– influence older workers’ 
retention chances. Moreover, the question arises as to whether managers 
evaluate the same factors similarly for different categories of older workers. 
Hayward and Hardy (Hayward and Hardy, 1985) showed that determinants 
of early retirement vary substantially across occupational work contexts. 
This suggests that retention chances of low- and high-skilled workers may 
be determined by different factors.

To investigate what factors affect managers’ retention decisions, a 
combination of a survey and a vignette study was designed. A factorial 
design (vignette study) is a method that allows the exploration of decisions 
in context and offers an opportunity to simulate retention decisions (Ganong 
and Coleman, 2006; Rossi and Anderson, 1982; Wallander, 2009). The data 
for our study were collected in two stages. First we carried out the survey 
among managers and collected information on age norms and age-related 
stereotypes (Study 1). A vignette study among the same group of managers 
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(Study 2) was conducted a month later. All managers were asked to make 
retention recommendations for five hypothetical workers who are eligible 
for early retirement. Those workers were on average 60 years old.

The study was conducted in the Netherlands. Dutch labour market 
policies have recently changed substantially, from support of early exit 
to encouragement of working longer. Over the past decades the Dutch 
government restricted access to disability schemes (which were often used 
by employers to lay off their older workers) and early retirement schemes. 
At the same time, financial incentives to promote prolonged employment 
were introduced. In 2009 about 50 percent of the workers aged 55-64 was 
employed (Statistics Netherlands, 2009). Although workers retire later in the 
Netherlands than they used to, in 2010 only 27 percent of workers retired 
at the statutory retirement age of 65, and the average retirement age was 
63.9 (Eurostat, 2012). A recent agreement between social partners aims at 
a gradual increase of the eligibility for public pension benefits from the 
age of 65 to 67. According to the agreement, future retirement age will be 
interlinked with life expectancy (Government of the Netherlands, 2012). 

Those policies on the macro level do not yet translate into organisational 
practices. Although aware of future shortages in the labour market, Dutch 
employers undertake limited efforts to retain their older workers (Conen, 
Henkens and Schippers, 2011). Only 17 percent of employers interviewed in 
a recent employers’ study indicate they support employment of their staff until 
statutory retirement age. This ranks Dutch employers low among European 
countries. This limited support for older workers participation in the labour 
force and is often attributed to age discrimination. A substantial number of 
early retirees consider their transition into retirement as involuntary (van 
Solinge and Henkens, 2007) and despite policies that aim at combating age 
discrimination Koppes et al. (2009) showed that in the Netherlands age 
discrimination is still perceived to be substantial: The self-reported rate of 
experienced age discrimination among older (55-64 years) workers is 20 
percent

4.2.	 Theoretical background

Managers’ decisions to retain older workers eligible for early retirement can 
be explained from their rational considerations. In line with rational choice 
theory framework, in staffing decision, costs of prolonged employment 
are assumed to be weighed against its benefits (Coleman, 1990; Lazear, 
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1979). The cost-benefit balance will be affected by several groups of 
factors. Restrictions within organisation and restrictions in qualities of older 
workers influencing their (perceived) productivity will affect the retentions 
desirability. Manager’s dispositions towards older workers are yet another 
aspect that is assumed to play a role here as those dispositions facilitate to 
the evaluation of the cost and benefits of retaining of older workers. We 
elaborate on all of these factors below.

4.2.1.	 Organisational context
The context of an organisation defines the opportunity structure for workers’ 
retention. Macro-level developments (e.g. economic changes and labour force 
shortages) or changes in demand for output, influence managers’ strategies 
and consequently, also employment decisions. During an economic downturn 
managers will need to shed jobs rather than encourage older workers to stay 
longer with organisations. Older workers are targeted when an organisation 
downsizes because due to the seniority principle their wages are often higher 
than those of their younger counterparts (Lazear, 1981). Also, society finds 
it more acceptable to make older workers redundant than younger workers 
(Armstrong-Stassen and Cattaneo, 2010). By contrast, managers facing 
structural or incidental labour force shortages may be inclined to retain their 
older workers to deal with workforce shortages. We therefore expect that 
managers will be more inclined to recommend retention of older workers 
who are eligible for early retirement when the organisation faces labour 
force shortages.

4.2.2.	 Attributes of employees
Next to the organisational forces, managers also evaluate workers’ 
characteristics. Perceived contribution to organisational goals plays a crucial 
role in managers’ recommendation. Workers’ human capital, defined as a 
set of skills necessary to perform labour, is a direct measure of productivity 
(Becker, 1975). Although essential in the hiring process, human capital is 
also important when evaluating retention. In line with human capital theory 
(Becker, 1975), individuals’ investments in human capital are made during the 
person’s educational career. The skills and experience that are built over a long 
working career also have a strong influence on the individual’s productivity 
in different roles (Eijs and Heijke, 2000; Thurow, 1975) Older workers have 
been accumulating their experience over the years and their specific human 
capital has grown considerably. Retirement of these employees would mean 
loss of that valuable organisation capital. We therefore expect that managers 
will be more inclined to recommend retention of older workers who possess 
knowledge that is difficult to replace. 
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Occupational flexibility is another aspect of older workers’ human capital. It 
reflects the versatility of workers’ skills and their competencies. Occupational 
flexibility, in the form of technical and cognitive capabilities, is crucial 
for organisations to cope with different corporate needs (Michellone and 
Zollo, 2000). The current labour markets require workers to have a broad 
scope of competencies while discarding the task-oriented approach towards 
employment. This stresses the importance of occupational flexibility for 
successful employment. We therefore expect that managers will be more 
inclined to recommend retention of older workers who are occupationally 
flexible.

Human capital may become outdated with workers’ age. Updating human 
capital is an essential element of employee performance (Organisation 
for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), 2006). Offering 
training possibilities for older workers is an often-neglected avenue of 
human resources policies in many companies, as the expected period that the 
organisation can profit from the investment is relatively short in the case of 
workers approaching retirement (Bassanini, Booth, Brunello, De Paola and 
Leuven, 2005; Bishop, 1997; Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development (OECD), 2006). And yet the evidence also suggests that older 
workers are not very eager to participate in skill-updating programs (Fouarge, 
Schils and De Grip, 2010). Workers who are not motivated to participate in 
training jeopardize their productivity, as they miss the opportunity to update 
their skills. Moreover, they are signalling low employment motivation to 
their employers. We therefore expect that managers will be more inclined 
to recommend retention of older workers who are willing to participate in 
training.

A factor not necessarily related is the health status of older workers. Poor 
health puts workers’ productivity at risk and casts doubts on performance 
continuity. Although older persons are less likely to be absent due to illness, 
once ill they take more time to recover (Gellatly, 1995; McCann and Giles, 
2002). For retention purposes, managers possess more information on the 
health condition of their staff than when hiring unknown applicants. Yet it 
is difficult to predict potential future deterioration. Managers aware of the 
health problems of their current staff will take this into consideration when 
recommending retention. We therefore predict that managers will be more 
inclined to recommend retention of older workers in good health.

Next to human capital and health issues, workers’ perceived motivation 
to retire also plays a role in employers’ retention decision. Older workers 
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motives to retire early vary and can originate in both private and/or 
professional spheres. Family related factors (i.e. marital status, marital 
quality, care obligations et cetera), leisure activities, but also health problems 
or job demands may invoke retirement intention (see Wang and Schultz, 
2010). Those personal preferences and circumstances of older workers with 
regard to retirement are often (implicitly) taken into consideration by their 
direct managers (Henkens et al., 2009) and can follow different reasoning. 
On the one hand, managers often share an opinion that older workers have 
‘paid’ their fair share and see workers motivation’ to retire as justified. In line 
with this logic, early retirement is intended as a reward for workers’ years of 
loyal service (Henkens, 2000). On the other hand, however, workers’ desire 
to retire can be perceived by managers as a sign of low work motivation that 
can lead to less efficient contributions to organisational goals. Consequently, 
a manager will support early retirement to let go of a worker who is at risk 
of decreasing productivity. We therefore expect that managers will be less 
likely to recommend retention of older workers who are looking out for 
retirement. Retention of older workers will be also affected by their work- 
related behaviour and attitudes. Beehr et al. (1994) have described them 
as ‘functional work relationships’, i.e. behaviours that managers prefer or 
expect from their subordinates, which makes it easier to supervise them. 
A similar definition describes ‘occupational citizenship behaviours’ as 
behaviours that are not job-specific but which support broader organisational 
environment (Ng and Feldman, 2008). Examples of these behaviours and 
attitudes can include (but are not limited to) cooperation, conscientiousness, 
respect for the supervisor, not complaining about trivial matters, helping 
colleagues, et cetera (Beehr et al., 1994; Ng and Feldman, 2008). As such, 
they are broader in scope than performance alone and are assumed to make 
managers’ life easier, help achieve their goals and facilitate management. 
Beehr and colleagues (Beehr et al., 1994) concluded that subordinates’ work 
behaviours increased managers’ satisfaction with them, which in turn may 
determine managers’ propensity to retain older workers. We therefore expect 
that managers will be more inclined to recommend retention of older workers 
who are easy to manage. 

4.2.3.	 Dispositions of managers
In their retention choices managers may also be affected by their dispositions 
towards older workers and their retention, reflected by age norms and 
stereotypes. Social norms are customary rules of behaviour that coordinate 
human interaction and can operate either as part of actors’ environment or 
shape individuals’ predispositions (Etzioni, 2000). Whatever the means of 
control (internal or external), sociologists, and recently also economists, 
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claim that social norms are an important feature that influences individuals’ 
behaviour (Coleman, 1990; Etzioni, 2000). In the current study we focused 
on age norms regarding employment transitions (Settersten and Hagestad, 
1996). As indicated by Van Solinge and Henkens (2007), norms illustrate the 
appropriate time to retire. Older workers compare themselves to existing social 
timetables to decide if they should exit the labour force, and act accordingly. 
Managers’ age norms towards older workers’ retirement are assumed to affect 
retention of older workers similarly. Managers will encourage employment 
when they believe it is still appropriate. While age norms about the ‘right 
time’ to retire are formally expressed in age boundaries established by public 
and private pension schemes, the customary age norms held by managers 
do not necessarily follow that lead. We therefore hypothesize that managers 
who have a higher age norm with respect to retirement timing will be more 
inclined to recommend retention of older workers. 

Stereotypes are another aspect of managers’ dispositions. Well-documented 
evidence suggests that employers often see older workers as inflexible, 
unwilling (or unable) to adapt to the changing work environment, and less 
productive than their younger colleagues. The same studies confirm, however, 
that older workers are valued for their trustworthiness, specific knowledge and 
interpersonal skills (Chiu et al., 2001; Finkelstein and Burke, 1998; Lee and 
Clemons, 1985; Loretto, Duncan and White, 2000; McCann and Giles, 2002; 
Taylor and Walker, 1998a). Van Dalen et al. (2010b) have captured this dual 
aspect of stereotypes regarding older workers’ productivity. They showed 
that employers’ attitudes towards older workers reflect two dimensions: Hard 
and soft skills. Soft skills are defined as qualities that can be characterized 
as ‘organisational citizenship behaviour’ – pro-social behaviour that is not 
job-specific but which supports the broader organisational environment in 
which jobs are performed (Ng and Feldman, 2008; Van Dalen et al., 2010b). 
Hard skills, on the contrary, reflect mental and physical capacity, willingness 
to learn new skills and to adapt to new technologies, and flexibility. One 
important aspect of stereotypes is that prevailing views may affect managers’ 
discriminatory attitudes and behaviour (Chiu et al., 2001). We therefore 
expect that managers who have more positive perceptions of older workers’ 
hard and soft skills will be more inclined to recommend retention of older 
workers.

4.2.4.	 Difference between low- and high-skilled workers
Demands from older workers depend greatly on their ability to meet job 
requirements, both mentally and physically. As different occupations require 
different skills in their daily routine, retention chances of different categories 
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of older workers will also differ. Employer surveys indicate that managers 
are less likely to embrace older low-skilled workers than older professionals 
(Munnell, Sass and Soto, 2006). Low-skilled workers work disproportio-
nately more in physically demanding jobs than those with more education 
(Eyster, Johnson and Toder, 2008). Consequently, a good health situation is 
assumed to be more important for low-skilled older workers’ productivity than 
for that of high-skilled workers. For high-skilled older workers, job-specific 
knowledge is assumed to be more important that for low-skilled workers. We 
therefore predict that retention chances of low-skilled older workers will be 
more affected by their health than the chances of high-skilled workers.

4.3.	 Data and methods 

To answer the research questions, a combination of survey research (Study 1) 
with a factorial study (Study 2) was designed. First a survey was administered 
to managers, and one month later the same managers were approached again 
to complete a vignette study. With this one-month gap between the studies 
we limited the risk of bias related to potential carryover effects that can occur 
if the same respondents are subject to two experimental conditions (Leeuw, 
Hox and Dillman, 2008). We collected the data by accessing the sample 
of the Longitudinal Internet Studies for the Social Sciences of Tilburg 
University (http://www.lissdata.nl/lissdata/). LISS is an Internet panel that 
consists of 5.000 households, comprising 8.000 individuals. All individuals 
were selected based on a true probability sample of households drawn from 
the population register by Statistics Netherlands.

4.3.1.	 	Study 1
During Study 1, panel members who held a managerial position at the time 
of the study were identified and presented with questions on stereotypes 
regarding older workers, age norms and background characteristics. The 
data was collected in April 2010.

Participants
Based on the question: Do you supervise others?, a total of 700 LISS 
members were approached (the exact number of managers in the LISS is not 
known). The response rate for Study 1 was 73.6 percent (N=515). Although 
the study was aimed at different-level managers in organisations, not all of the 
respondents satisfied this condition. Further selection based on the questions: 
What is your current occupation? and Do you supervise others? eliminated 
191 non-managers from the sample. In total, 324 managers participated in 
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Study 1. Those managers were approached a month later to participate in 
Study 2. The final sample consisted of 238 managers and included managers 
who participated in both studies. The attrition between Study 1 and 2 was 
not related to respondents’ age, gender, education level or position occupied. 
Three categories of managers are represented according to the LISS panel 
distinction:2 Higher supervisory positions (manager, director, owner of large 
company, supervisory civil servant; N=99), intermediate supervisory or 
commercial positions (head representative, department manager, shopkeeper; 
N=99) and supervisory manual workers (N=40). The sample consisted of 
182 males and 56 females, and the mean age of respondents was 45.3 (range 
24-65, SD=9.45). For details see table 4.1. 
 
Measurements
Existing age norms are measured on the basis of the open question: At what 
age do you consider a person too old to work in your organisation for 20 hours 
a week or more? The answer ranged from 40 to 100. To avoid problems with 
outliers, answers were truncated between 50 and 80. The sensitivity analyses 
proved this coding to be robust. The mean of the age managers responded 
in the total sample was 64.7 years with a SD of 5.9. Modal value of age was 
65 –approximately 32 percent of respondents indicated that the retirement 
age of 65 is when a person is too old to work 20 hours or more. We have 
also computed means for the separate subsamples– managers who supervise 
low- and high-skilled workers. The age norm for managers predominantly 
supervising low-skilled workers was 63.9 (SD =6.62), while for those who 
supervised high-skilled workers it was 64.6 (SD= 5.89). Figure 4.1 presents 
the distribution of the answers for the total sample of managers.

Stereotypes were measured with two questions. First we asked: To what extent 
do the following characteristics apply to workers aged 60 or older? And: To 
what extent do the following characteristics apply to workers aged 35 and 
younger? The characteristics presented in both questions were: Flexibility, 
social skills, commitment to organisation, creativity, management skills, 
reliability, willingness to learn, physical capacity, resistance to stress, new 
technological skills. The answer categories were (1) hardly, (2) somewhat, 
(3) strongly, and (4) very strongly. For the distribution of answers see figure 
4.2. 

Based on the factor analysis, two factors were selected: Soft and hard skills 
(Van Dalen et al., 2010b). In the consecutive analyses relative scores scales –
2	F or distinctions between respondents’ professions see: http://www.lissdata.nl/dataarchive/study_

units/view/145
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Table 4.1. Descriptive statistics, N=238

Min Max Mean/% St. Dev.
Dependent variable
Retention recommendationa

   Total sample 1 11 5.09 2.52
   Low-skilled workers 1 11 5.22 2.39
   High-skilled workers 1 11 5.06 2.55
Independent variables
Dispositions
Stereotypes- relative scores
   Hard qualitiesb - total sample 0.33 3.5 0.68 0.27
   Hard qualities - low-skilled workers 0.74 0.24
   Hard qualities - high shilled workers 0.66 0.27
   Soft qualitiesc - total sample 0.28 2.33 1.16 0.41
   Soft qualities - low skilled workers 1.15 0.44
   Soft qualities - high skilled workers 1.16 0.40
Age norm
   Total sample 50 80 64.5 6.04
   Low-skilled workers 50 80 63.9 6.62
   High-skilled workers 50 80 64.6 5.89
Characteristics of respondents
Managerial position
   Higher supervisory positions 0 1 41.5
   Intermediate supervisory or
     commercial positions

0 1 41.5

   Supervisory manual workers 0 1 16.8
Age (years) 24 65 45.3 9.4
Male 0 1 76.4
Education (years) 8 18 15.5 2.55
Job level of subordinates
   Low-skilled 0 1 18.9
   High-skilled 0 1 81.1
Size of organisation 10 10,000 375.8 1,048.54
Sector
   Industry 0 1 26.4
   Services 0 1 38.8
   Public 0 1 34.8
a (1)Retaining very undesirable-(11) Retaining very undesirable; b(0.33) Hard skills 
applying more to older workers-(3.5) Hard skills applying more to younger workers; 
c ( 0.33) Soft skills applying more to older workers-(2.3) Soft skills applying more 
to younger workers.
Source: LISS panel study.
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Figure 4.1. Distribution of age norms held by managers in the LISS sample
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Figure 4.2. Stereotypes held by managers about older- and younger workers

Source: LISS panel study.
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level to which those characteristics apply to older workers compared to their 
younger counterparts– were computed. The soft skills scale consists of the 
following four items: social skills, commitment to organisation, management 
skills, reliability (range 0.28-2.33; Cronbach’s alpha=0.859). The mean value 
exceeds 1 (M=1.16, SD=0.41), implying that on average workers aged 60 or 
older were perceived to possess those skills more than younger workers. The 
hard skills scale is based on these items: Creativity, flexibility, willingness to 
learn, physical capacity, resistance to stress, new technological skills (range 
0.33-3.5, Cronbach’s alpha=0.839). The hard-skills scale is lower than 1 
(M=0.68, SD=0.27), meaning that on average managers consider those skills 
as more applicable to younger rather than older workers. 

To rule out multicolinearity problems between age stereotypes and age norms, 
correlations between those concepts were calculated. The results indicate 
that stereotypes as measured in this study were not strongly correlated with 
the measure of age norms. The correlation between the soft-qualities scale 
and age norm was 0.157 (p<0.001), and for the hard-qualities scale it was 
0.126 (p<0.001).

Subordinates’ position level was determined by the question: What is 
the required education level for the position you supervise most often? 
Following earlier studies (Steedman and McIntosh, 2001), we defined 
low-skilled workers as those in occupations requiring primary or lower 
secondary education (equivalent of ISCED levels 0, 1 and 2). In total 45 
managers supervised low-skilled workers. Represented occupations included 
packaging positions, gardening, street cleaning. All other educational levels 
were included in the high-skilled workers category (ISCED 3 and higher). In 
the sample 193 managers supervised those workers. High-skilled occupations 
were diverse, ranging from administrative employees to scientists. 

During this study the control variables respondents’ gender and respondents’ 
age were also collected. 

4.3.2.	 Study 2
Study 2 consisted of a vignette survey. A vignette study is a method intended 
for the investigation of human decisions. The basic item of the survey is a 
vignette, which is a short description of a situation or a person, generated by 
combining characteristics randomly manipulated by the researcher (Ganong 
and Coleman, 2006; Wallander, 2009). 
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Participants 
For Study 2, all respondents who participated in the first round were contacted 
to participate in the vignette survey. A total of 238 managers participated and 
the response rate for Study 2 was 82.3 percent. In Study 2 each manager 
judged 5 vignettes, resulting in a total of 1190 vignettes. 

Measurements
In Study 2 various hypothetical older workers who were eligible for early 
retirement were described by several characteristics. The retention situation 
was placed in a specific context. The eight vignette characteristics were: 
organisational context (organisation facing structural labour force shortages, 
incidental labour force shortages, no labour force shortages, need for 
downsizing); knowledge and experience (difficult to replace/not difficult 
to replace); occupational flexibility (yes/no); attitude towards retirement 
(looking forward to it/ not looking forward); health condition (healthy/frail); 
motivation to participate in training (high, average, low); manageability 
(employee easy to manage, sometimes not easy to manage, difficult to 
manage). In the vignettes we also included worker’s age (59, 61, 63 and 65). 
Given all possible combinations of the variables and their respective levels, 
the universe of 2.304 unique vignettes was created (i.e. 4x2x4x2x2x2x3x3; 
for details see table 4.2). None of the vignettes contained impossible 
combination of the factors. 

In a vignette survey only a random selection from the vignette universe is 
judged by respondents (Wallander, 2009). In our study, each participant 
received a random sample of 5 vignettes (random selection with replacement). 
The instruction was as follows:

Below you can find the description of older workers who are eligible for early 
retirement. Please indicate, for each profile, what is the likelihood of you willing to 
retain that older worker for a few more years in your organisation for the position 
you supervise most often.

Each manager rated each vignette on an 11-point scale, ranging from 1 
(retaining very undesirable) to 11 (retaining very desirable). Figure 4.3 
presents an example of a vignette used in the study.

4.3.3.	 Analyses
In a vignette design, the unit of analysis is the vignette (Coleman, 1990; 
Ganong and Coleman, 2006). As each manager judged five vignettes, our  
survey data have a hierarchical structure by design, therefore observations are 
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not independent (Wallander, 2009). Multilevel models were applied to deal 
with the hierarchical structure of the data (Hox, 2002). Fixed models were 
estimated. Level-2 variables included in each model comprised variables 
at the level of managers (managers’ dispositions and their demographic 
characteristics), level-1 variables consisted of individual attributes of older 
workers that were included in vignettes. All the variables measured in Study 
2 were included in the analysis as dummy variables, so the weights estimated 
for each dummy variable are comparable. For the sake of simplicity, the 
stepwise model estimation is not presented (details of the analysis available 
upon request). This study also looked at differences in evaluations of low- 

Item Categories
Organisation
Organisational context Structural labour force shortages

Incidental labour force shortages
No labour force shortages
Need for downsizing

Employee
Knowledge and experience Difficult to replace

Not diffucult to replace
Age (years) 59

61
63
65

Occupationally flexible Yes
No

Attitude towards retirement Looking forward
Not looking forward

Health Healthy
Frail

Willingness to participate in training High
Average
Low

Manageability Employee easy to manage
Employee occasionally difficult to  
  manage
Employee difficult to manage

Source: LISS panel study.

Table 4.2. Organisational contexts and job applicants’ attributes in the vignette
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and high-skilled workers, and separate models were estimated for both 
groups. Testing for equality of the coefficients between both subsamples was 
done with the Chow test (Gould, 2002; Steedma and McIntosh, 2001).

4.4.	 Results

First, we estimated an empty model for the total sample that decomposed 
the variance between the two levels of analysis (results not presented). 
The intercepts showed that, on a scale ranging from 1 to 11, retention 
desirability for older workers was 5.09. An interclass correlation indicated 
that approximately 25 percent of the total variance was accounted for by 
the grouping of the data. The hiring recommendation did differ between 

Figure 4.3. Example of a vignette

Below you can find the description of older workers who are eligible for early 
retirement. Please indicate, for each profile, what is the likelihood of you wil-
ling to retain that older worker for a few more years in your organisation for 
the position you supervise most often?
Context:
Organisational context Structural labour-force shortage
Applicant:
Knowledge difficult to replace Yes
Age (Years) 65
Occupationally flexible Yes
Attitude towards retirement Looking forward
Health Good
Willingness to participate in training Low
Managing employee Employee occasionally difficult to 

manage

What is the likelihood of you would willing to retain that older worker for few 
more years in your organisation for the position you most often supervise?

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11
Retaining very undesirable                   Neutral                    Retaining very desirable
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managers, although most variation existed among managers, i.e. at the level 
of vignette.  
Table 4.3 reports the results of the analysis. The first column presents the 
results for the total sample, while columns 2 and 3 show the estimated results 
of separate analyses for the subsamples of low- and high- skilled workers, 
respectively.

The analysis looked at three groups of factors to explain managers’ retention 
recommendation: organisational context, characteristics of older workers 
and managers’s individual characteristics and dispositions. With respect 
to organisational context, we found that managers were more likely to 
recommend retention if their organisation faced labour force shortages. 
That applies to structural as well as incidental labour force shortages. 
Organisations facing no such shortage did not differ significantly from the 
reference category of organisations in need of downsizing. 

With respect to older workers’ characteristics, our analysis confirmed the 
importance of human capital for retention. Older workers were more likely 
to get retained if they were healthy and when their knowledge was difficult 
to replace. Moreover, workers’ attitudes also contributed to their retention 
chances. Workers who were highly or moderately willing to participate 
in training were more likely to get retention recommendation than their 
unmotivated counterparts. Looking forward to retirement decreased workers’ 
chances for retention. Older workers who were easy to manage or caused 
managing difficulties only occasionally were more likely to be retained than 
more difficult colleagues. In the analysis we also controlled for workers’ 
age. Workers faced lower chances for retention if they were 65 years old as 
compared to workers at age 59. For all other age categories no significant 
differences with the reference category were found.

Next to organisational and individual attributes we also estimated the impact 
of managerial dispositions on retention of older workers. Age norms did 
affect managers’ retention recommendations: managers who held higher age 
norms about the appropriate time to retire were more likely to recommend 
retention. Next to norms, the effect of age stereotypes was also estimated. 
Contrary to our expectations, perception of hard skills was not a significant 
predictor of managerial recommendations. Conversely, managers who 
perceived older workers to possess more soft qualities than younger workers 
were more likely to recommend their retention.
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To sum up, our study shows that various factors affect older workers’ chances 
for retentions. Our analysis confirmed the hypothesis on the importance of 
organisational circumstances on retention of older workers. With respect to 
characteristics of older workers themselves, most of our hypotheses were 
supported; the study shows that human capital of older workers, their health 
status, flexibility, attitudes towards retirement, training motivation and 
manageability contribute to their retention chances. Human capital that was 
difficult to replace was especially important as a condition for older workers’ 
retention. We also estimated the effect of managers’ discriminatory attitudes 
towards older workers on their decisions. The analysis showed that in their 
decision managers are guided by normative perceptions of older workers 
employment. Moreover, the perception of the productivity of older workers, 
as expressed by soft qualities, was shown to affect managers’ decisions.  

In the analysis we also controlled for individual characteristics of managers. 
Neither their age nor their gender affected retention propensity. With 
respect to organisation characteristics, the findings reveal that there was no 
significant difference between managers employed in industry or services 
(as compared to the reference category, public sector) in how they evaluate 
retention desirability of older workers (results not shown). 

Our analysis also tests for the random effects of individual characteristics 
of older workers, i.e. whether the effects of those characteristics differ 
across managers and organisations (results not shown). None of the random 
effects was significant, indicating that managers evaluate individual factors 
similarly. 

Differences between low- and high-skilled workers
To establish whether the factors influencing attitudes towards retention of 
older workers differ between managers supervising low- and high-skilled 
workers, separate analyses were estimated for both subsamples. The results 
are presented in columns 2 and 3 of table 4.3. The results of the Chow 
test indicate that neither of the evaluated factors differed significantly in 
evolutions managers made of low- and high-skilled workers: Managers thus 
assigned fairly consistent weights to factors included in the analysis.

The sensitivity tests were conducted in the consecutive steps. In our model 
we included several interaction terms of our predictor variables with a 
continuous measure of job level (ISCED). These interaction terms proved 
to be non-significant. As such, the results of those analyses (available upon 
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request) did not differ from earlier tests and indicate that our explanatory 
model did not differ significantly between higher- and lower-skilled workers 
in our data.

4.4.1.	 	Retention of older workers
The analysis has shown that various factors contribute to managers’ retention 
recommendations. To illustrate the importance of the different groups of 
explanatory variables, retention recommendation scores were predicted 
for various market conditions and managers’ norms about retirement age, 
based on the full model presented in table 4.3. Older workers were defined 
in terms of their employability, e.g. the ability to secure and maintain 
employment (Fugate, Kinicki and Ashforth, 2004). We defined workers with 
high employability as those whose experience was difficult to replace and 
were versatile in their tasks, healthy, willing to participate in training and 
motivated to stay employed. Workers characterized by low employability did 
not have experience that was difficult to replace, were not occupationally 
flexible, were in frail health, were not willing to participate in training and 
were looking forward to retirement. Table 4.4 depicts the predicted scores. 

The results show that in the situation where organisations shed jobs 
and managers’ age norm was low (i.e. 50 years), the predicted retention 
recommendation score for highly employable older workers was just above 
the neutral value – 6.3, on a scale to 11. This score rose substantially to 8.2 
when managers’ age norm increased to 80. Chances of highly employable 
workers for retention increased even further –to 9.3– when organisations 
faced labour force shortages. Low-employable older workers in organisations 
that needed to shed jobs, supervised by a manager who held age norms of 50, 
received a score of 3.5. Their low retention chances did not exceed the neutral 
value even when managers’s age norms increased to 80 and the organisation 
faced structural labour force shortages. In short, these results suggest that 

Table 4.4. Predicted scores of retention recommendation for high- and low-
employable workers in different organisational settings

High-employable 
worker

Low-employable 
worker

Downsizing - age norm low (age 50) 6.3 2.4
Downsizing - age norm high (age 80) 8.2 4.3
Labour force shortage - age norm high
   (age 80)

9.3 5.4
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the employment opportunities for high-employable older workers are to a 
large extent dependent on labour market circumstances and existing age 
norms within organisations. Older workers with low employability have 
few opportunities even when there are labour market shortages and few 
normative barriers to their employment.

4.5.	 Discussion and conclusions 

The current study focused on the factors that affect managers’ 
recommendations to retain older workers eligible for early retirement. To 
examine this issue, a combination of a survey and vignette research was 
designed. The data was collected among a sample of 238 managers in various 
Dutch organisations and multilevel models were estimated. The study shows 
that managers’ attitudes towards retention of older workers are influenced by 
labour market conditions (in particular labour force shortages), individual 
attributes of older workers, and dispositions of managers. 

With respect to managers’ dispositions, our study showed that age norms 
regarding retirement significantly affected managers’ recommendations 
to retain older workers. Managers who held higher age norms were much 
more likely to support an employee’s retention. Despite this positive result, 
managerial support for prolonged employment of older workers seems 
rather limited, with few managers supporting work beyond the age of 65. 
Managers’ normative dispositions do not yet follow the institutional changes 
that rise public pension eligibility age to 67 (Stichting van de Arbeid, 2011). 
These dispositions can thus form an obstacle for the employment of older 
workers; our study shows that discriminatory behaviour of managers is also 
affected by managerial norms regarding employment transitions.

We assume in this paper and found empirical support for the notion that 
age norms influence employment decisions towards older workers. In our 
analysis we measured the existing norms one month before we presented 
our respondents with the profiles of hypothetical older workers. In our study 
we treat age norms as given. However, the relation between age norms and 
employment decisions might also take a reversed form, i.e. managers who are 
willing to retain particular older workers might shift their norms accordingly. 
In fact age norms will not be carved in stone. Norms might change over time 
due to changing circumstances and institutional arrangements and age and 
educational structure of the workforce. Among these circumstances might 
also be the supervision of respected older workers one wants to retain. The 
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extent to which this mechanism is important in the explanation of age norms 
and their changes over time is an interesting area for further inquiry.

Next to the effect of age norms, managers’ general perceptions of older 
workers were evaluated. These general attitudes regarding the productivity 
of older workers did not have a major influence on managers’ ratings of 
individual vignettes. Perception of hard qualities did not significantly affect 
retention recommendations of managers, while a slight positive effect 
was found for the perception of soft qualities. In an earlier study Henkens 
(2005) showed that perception of stereotypes did affect managers’ general 
opinions about the retention desirability of older workers. Similarly, Chiu 
et al. (2001) concluded that stereotypes are related to discriminatory work 
attitudes managers hold towards older workers. The current analysis suggests 
that general stereotype attitudes of managers do not influence their specific 
retention recommendation when more information on workers’ individual 
attributes and the opportunity structure in the organisation is available.

The study shed more light on older workers’ chances of postponing their 
retirement, and shows that older workers who intend to remain active in 
the labour market until their statutory retirement age are confronted with 
various restrictions. Retention of older workers was largely affected by their 
own circumstances. Our study demonstrates that low-employable workers 
have very limited chances of remaining employed, even if the labour market 
conditions and the dispositions of managers are positive. Even if workers do 
posses valuable assets, their chances for retention remain highly dependent 
on the organisational context and the dispositions of managers. The results 
suggest that although skills maintenance and lifelong learning are a key to 
older workers’ labour force participation, the restrictions present in the labour 
market are crucial when retention is considered. Van Solinge and Henkens 
(2007) already concluded that substantial numbers of older workers have 
limited agency over their retirement transitions. Our study confirms that 
view, showing that organisational context and negative attitudes of managers 
form a barrier to workers’ prolonged employment.

Furthermore, our study revealed that managers evaluated various attributes 
similarly, regardless of the position level of their subordinates. This suggests 
that low- and high-skilled workers face the same type of restrictions in the 
labour force. Our study did not aim at estimating differences in retention of 
low- and high-skilled workers. Establishing what the retention chances are 
for those groups is an interesting avenue for future research.  
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We conclude with some methodological remarks. We combined survey 
research with a vignette design, which we see as a noteworthy strength 
of this study. Vignette surveys are suitable for investigating decisions that 
are normally difficult to examine because they are rare events or involve 
complex multi-attribute situations (Ganong and Coleman, 2006; Wallander, 
2009). Surveys, on the other hand, offer the possibility of gathering a wide 
range of information on context and general attitudes. 

Although our design has clear advantages compared to a single-method 
research design, there are some limitations of this approach. While this 
design offers the possibility to model the impact of general attitudes on 
retention of specific older workers, we cannot rule out the risk of social 
desirability bias that might have occurred when managers were primed with 
the survey and later asked to participate in the vignette experiment (Pager and 
Quillian, 2005). Moreover, there is evidence that vignette studies may lead to 
underestimation of the discriminatory attitudes in employment decisions as 
compared to field studies (Pager and Quillian, 2005). Also, one has to keep 
in mind that we asked managers to assess hypothetical situations. In real life 
hiring participants may act or decide differently.

Gender was not included in the study design. Labour market participation of 
older woman is still relatively low in the Netherlands (in 2009 approximately 
18 percent of women aged 60-65 were active in the labour force, Statistics 
Netherlands 2010). Including gender in the vignettes would have resulted 
in unrealistic experiment settings and might have contaminated the results.  
As a result, we are not able to investigate whether managers differ in their 
judgment of male versus female older workers, which can be a considered a 
limitation of this study.

Last but not least, our study was conducted in 2010, in the midst of the 
global financial crisis. During the data collection unemployment rates in the 
Netherlands were still low but there was already growing pessimism among 
employers about future economic opportunities and many firms already 
limited the hiring of new staff. We cannot exclude the possibility that our 
results partly reflect these worries and underestimated the structural chances 
of retention of older workers.  

Changes in labour market regulations, with an increased retirement age and 
the abolishment of mandatory retirement, lead to a deinstitutionalisation 
of retirement, with more variation in retirement choices for older workers. 
Retirement becomes an outcome of workers’ plans and employment 
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opportunities provided by employers. In this changing context, insight into 
managers’ attitudes is increasingly important. Karpinska et al. (Karpinska, 
Henkens and Schippers, forthcoming) showed how re-employment 
opportunities for early retirees were restricted by managerial dispositions 
towards older workers. This paper shows that these dispositions also influence 
the employment prospects of insiders who are still employed. Combating 
age discrimination in the labour market and changing the dispositions of 
managers towards older workers is therefore highly relevant for increasing 
their labour market participation.

In the current study we have examined factors that affect retention of older 
workers in the context of the Dutch labour market. Yet, all European 
countries are confronted with ageing of the labour force and will have to 
face the challenge of prolonging of older people’ working lives in order to 
secure financial stability and solidity of the welfare state. Although presented 
results offer a valuable insight into labour market participation at older ages, 
it should be noted that those results cannot be generalizable to countries with 
different legal arrangements. In the Netherlands as well as the other European 
countries the pension system is linked to mandatory retirement, while in 
the United States mandatory retirement because of age is not allowed. This 
arrangement can affect retention of managers; supervisors know that, even if 
they discourage early retirement of their subordinates, all older workers will 
have to retire at age of 65. Future research must show the extent to which the 
conclusions drawn in this study also hold in situations where no mandatory 
retirement age exists.



5.	 Training opportunities for older workers in the 
Netherlands. A policy capturing study1

5.1.	 Introduction

Training is clearly essential for workers and organisations: It helps workers 
maintain and increase their employability, enhances their motivation and job 
satisfaction, and at the same time also benefits the organisations that employ 
them (Becker, 1975). Aguinis and Kraiger pointed out that “as organisations 
strive to compete in the global economy, differentiation on the basis of the 
skill, knowledge, and motivation of their workforce takes on increasing 
importance,” stressing the significance of updating workers’ skills (Aguinis 
and Kraiger, 2009, p. 452).

Different surveys of working populations in the European Union focus 
on worker training activities and show that approximately 39 percent of 
European adults participated in training (Dohmen and Timmermann, 2010). 
The evidence suggests that participation in training is rather voluntary, as 
only approximately 20 percent of respondents who followed training did so 
because it was obligatory (Dohmen and Timmermann, 2010) or enforced by 
collective agreements, et cetera (Leuven and Oosterbeek, 1999). Although 
the numbers vary per country, it is clear that not all workers are offered the 
possibility to participate in training. Leuven and Oosterbeek (1999) pointed 
out that employers initiate training more often than employees, stressing 
managers’ role in offering training opportunities. However, it is still unclear 
how managers arrive at their decision regarding to whom such opportunities 
should be offered to. 

Different domains of social sciences have accumulated evidence regarding 
various aspects of training. Psychological studies focus extensively on 
training design and transfer, its delivery and evaluation, and improvement 
of performance (e.g., Brown and Sitzmann, 2011). Aguinis and Kraiger 
(2009) discuss comprehensively the benefits of training for individuals, 
teams and organisations, stressing the importance of knowledge transition 
and increased performance. The question of training participation is mostly 
framed in terms of needs assessment and workers’ readiness to participate 
in training (defined as motivation and self-beliefs that are likely to influence 
1	 A revised version of this chapter is submitted to Journal of Occupational Behavior as: Karpinska, 

K., K. Henkens, J. Schippers and M. Wang. Training opportunities for older workers in the 
Netherlands. A policy capturing study.
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willingness to attend training and learning during training) (Aguinis and 
Kraiger, 2009). Economists focus mostly on returns to training and reports 
consistently positive relationships between training participation and 
wages (Leuven and Oosterbeek, 2004). Finally, sociologists examine the 
patterns of participation, education and status attainment related to training 
and internal labor market access to it (e.g., Rainbird, 2000). However, 
few previous studies from theses research domains have focused on the 
distribution of training opportunities (i.e., who receives training). Recently 
Lazazzara, Karpinska, Henkens (2012) have argued that not all workers are 
offered equal opportunities when it comes to access to training. Following 
this observation, the current study aims to examine factors that may affect 
manager’s decisions to grant training opportunities to older workers. 

Participation in training is especially important for older workers. An ageing 
workforce requires older workers to prolong their working careers to assure 
sufficient labor market supply and the sustainability of social security systems. 
One of the conditions of productive retention is training: It offers older 
workers opportunities to maintain and enhance their employment potential 
and optimize their value in the labor market (Cully, VandenHeuvel, Wooden 
and Curtain, 2001; OECD, 2006). Yet, a wide body of evidence suggests 
that training incidences decrease with age (Armstrong-Stassen and Templer, 
2005; Bishop, 1997) and that employers’ discriminatory attitudes and their 
perception of the productive potential of older workers form barriers to 
training (Cully et al., 2001). Many studies indicate that employers see older 
workers as inflexible, unwilling (or unable) to adapt to the changing work 
environment and less productive than their younger colleagues (Chiu et al., 
2001). Such discriminatory attitudes of managers can affect their decisions 
with respect to older workers (Chiu et al., 2001). The evidence suggests that 
managers are often not very positive in their evaluation of training for older 
workers (Loretto and White, 2006), and conveys an idea that older workers 
are excluded from training based on their age (Eurobarometer, 2012). The 
research question we pose in this study is: What are the factors that affect 
training opportunities for older workers?

Something that complicates a comprehensive view of the factors that might 
influence training opportunities is the huge variety of types of training and 
the investments involved. Most studies report information on formal and 
specific training, i.e. training that can be applied only at the company that 
provides it (Becker, 1975; Leuven and Oosterbeek, 1999). Less is known 
about different types of training and whether those differences affect 
managers’ propensity to offer such opportunities to older workers. This study 
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aims at examining training of older workers with a broader empirical basis 
by testing hypotheses on different types of training settings.

Our study contributes to the literature in three ways. Firstly, the study integrates 
two theoretical perspectives to the impact of workers’ characteristics on 
training opportunities. Human capital theory frames training as an investment 
in employees that benefits both the employee and the organisation (Becker, 
1975). Social exchange theory, however, frames training as a reward for 
worker performance (Cropanzano and Mitchell, 2005). This approach 
challenges the dominant neo-classical economic approach to training and 
offers a chance to test its predictions. Secondly, next to the effects of workers’ 
characteristics, also restrictions present in the organisations and managers’ 
characteristics are included in the analysis of the training opportunities. This 
focus offers comprehensive view on factors that affect training opportunities. 
Thirdly, we examine managers’ propensity to offer older workers training in 
different situations; investigated conditions include specific training aimed 
at increasing skills in employees’ current position, but also factors that affect 
more general training aimed at internal mobility, and in different financial 
settings. This allows us to examine training opportunities depending on their 
context.

To investigate factors that affect training opportunities for older workers 
we conducted a survey among 153 managers in different sectors of the 
Dutch economy. The respondents were employed in various organisations, 
and occupied managerial positions at different levels in the organisational 
structure. All respondents were responsible for supervising others. The 
survey was combined with a vignette experiment during which managers 
were presented with profiles of older workers and were asked how likely it 
was they would offer training to those workers.

The study was carried out in the Netherlands, where labor market policies 
have recently changed substantially from encouragement of early exit 
to encouragement to work longer. A recent policy change enforces 
extending working lives until the age of 67. The Netherlands is however 
still characterized by low job mobility among older workers (OECD, 
2006), and age discrimination is one of the forces assumed to be behind 
this phenomenon. Despite policies aimed at combating age discrimination, 
Koppes et al. (2008) showed that in the Netherlands age discrimination is 
still perceived to be substantial, at a self-reported rate among older workers 
(ages 55-64) of 20 percent.
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On-the-job training in the Netherlands is predominantly offered and paid 
for by organisations, and employees follow it during their working hours. 
In general, participation rates in training are relatively high; approximately 
53 percent of workers indicate having participated in some form of training 
over a period of two years (Borghans, Fouarge and De Grip, 2011). Yet, 
the participation rates decrease sharply after workers turn 50; approximately 
35 percent of 60 years old workers participate in training (Borghans et al., 
2011). 

5.2.	 Theoretical background

Organisations are often defined as goal-oriented systems that strive toward 
profit maximization, continuity, and maintaining a healthy market position  
(Kalleberg et al., 1996). Managers in organisations are supposed to contribute 
to these goals through, among other things, realization of high production 
levels and low costs, low absenteeism, good social relations and maintenance 
of useful sources of knowledge and contacts, and recruitment of qualified 
staff (Kalleberg et al., 1996). Employees’ skills and knowledge are among 
the most important assets of organisations, and updating and upgrading them 
is essential to maintain a competitive advantage (Torraco, 2000). Training 
of staff members may be an important instrument when updating skills and 
knowledge.

5.2.1.	 Individual characteristics
Managers’ decisions to grant training opportunities to their workers may 
include evaluation of workers’ various individual characteristics. There are 
two major theoretical perspectives on training and individual characteristics 
that affect this process. These different perspectives on training, as an 
investment or as a reward, lead to different predictions as to which individuals 
will be offered training. Both perspectives will be elaborated on below. 

Human capital theory presents an economic approach to training. It analyzes 
investments in human capital and rates of return of education and training 
(Becker, 1975). Human capital theory predicts that skills and knowledge are 
likely to become obsolete over the life course, stressing the importance of 
lifetime investments in human capital. Training is a measure that improves 
workers’ skills and enhances productivity, and is offered when the future 
benefits of the investments exceed direct and indirect cost of training. In 
line with this theory, organisations will invest in skills-updating programs to 
prevent skills obsolescence and will profit from higher employee productivity. 
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This approach to training focuses on the factors that can limit productivity 
decline or increase returns to training investments. Companies are more 
likely to offer training that is specific rather than general. While specific 
training is primarily useful at the company that offers it, general training 
can also be applied at other companies. Participation in general training may 
increase the risk of employee turnover and loss of the investment (Acemoglu 
and Pischke, 1999; Bishop, 1997).

Social exchange theory underscores the importance of an exchange in the 
social situation and its consequences. One of its basic assumptions is that 
individuals form social exchange relationships with others when interacting. 
Reciprocity rules govern such exchanges, which involve both social and 
economic outcomes (i.e., esteem and financial resources, respectively) 
(Cropanzano and Mitchell, 2005; Molm, 1994). Social exchange thus 
comprises actions that are contingent on the rewarding reactions of others, 
which over time provide for mutually rewarding relationships. From that 
perspective on training, both managers and employees possess resources that 
can be exchanged over the course of the employment history (Balkin and 
Richebé, 2007). 

As both theories put forward different objectives of training, the factors 
that contribute to training opportunities will also differ. The major contrast 
refers to the evaluation of workers’ performance. Skill obsolescence is 
particularly likely to affect older workers, as they have experienced a high 
pace of technological change in the course of their careers. Various studies 
show that employers perceive obsolete skills to go hand-in-hand with 
lower productivity (Remery et al., 2003; Taylor and Walker, 1994). In line 
with human capital theory, workers are rewarded proportionally to their 
productivity (Becker, 1975; Martin and Harder, 1994). Yet, while employers 
observe the discrepancy between the productivity of their employees and 
the wages they receive; they have limited possibility adjusting the wages 
accordingly (Conen et al., 2012). Investments in lifelong learning are 
assumed to be the most beneficial solution to that problem as it helps 
closing that wage-productivity gap. Skills-updating will be especially 
important for workers who perform poorly; their training will be necessary 
bringing older workers’ performance up to organisational standards for their 
position or retraining them to taking a different, possibly less demanding 
position. Reasoning from social exchange theory might lead to a different 
hypothesis. Good performance is one such resource that older workers can 
offer, as workers who perform well are a valuable asset to an organisation, 
their productivity aligns organisational expectations and they contribute 
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effectively to organisational goals. Therefore, managers will use training as 
a reward for their older workers’ good performance. Hence while human 
capital theory predicts that training opportunities will be primarily offered 
to workers whose productivity is low and/or falling short of organisational 
standards, social exchange theory leads to the opposite prediction, stressing 
that it is highly productive workers who will get trained.

Performance is however not the only aspect that will be evaluated. Human 
capital theory suggests that age also plays an important role in determining 
older workers’ training. Different studies have shown that older workers 
are less likely to be offered training (see Bishop, 1997). In line with human 
capital theory, the direct and indirect costs of training are compared with 
the discounted future benefits of the human capital investment (Davies and 
Elias, 2004). The lack of involvement in training older workers thus arises 
because of the limited period over which employers might reap a return to 
their investment. 

Human capital theory predicts that investment in training will also be 
affected by older workers’ health status. Mental strain is one of the main 
reasons for employee exit from the labor force (Statistics Netherlands, 2012). 
Both physical and mental health issues increase the risk of productivity 
loss and absenteeism, lowering the prospects of returns to the training 
investments, and can thus lead to larger turnover of older workers. In the 
human capital approach to training, managers might be less likely to offer 
training opportunities to workers with frail health, in order to limit the risk 
of investment loss. 

Social exchange theory stresses the importance of resources exchanged in the 
course of the employment history. Next to satisfactory performance, older 
workers can also contribute their positive work attitude to this exchange. 
A good work attitude signals professional motivation that contributes more 
effectively to organisational goals. This motivation has been described as 
“the willingness to exert high levels of effort towards organisational goals” 
(Robbins, 1993, p. 205). Motivation is the resource that has a long-term, 
positive effect on worker performance within an organisation and contributes 
to higher productivity, organisational commitment and lower turnover risk 
(Mathieu and Zajac, 1990). In return, organisations will reward this positive 
work attitude of older workers by granting training opportunities.

These two theoretical perspectives on training thus lead to different hypotheses 
on the impact of individual characteristics of older workers on training 
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opportunities. Based on human capital theory, we predict that managers 
will be more likely to offer training opportunities to older workers whose 
performance is moderate (Hypothesis 1), who are younger (Hypothesis 2) 
and who enjoy good mental and physical health (Hypothesis 3). In line with 
social exchange theory, we predict managers will be more likely to offer 
training to workers who perform well (Hypothesis 4). Moreover, workers’ 
positive work attitude will have a positive effect on managers offering 
training opportunities (Hypothesis 5). 

5.2.2.	 Managers’ characteristics 
In their training choices managers may also be affected by normative age and 
workers’ participation in the labor force. Social norms are customary rules of 
behavior that coordinate human interactions and affect decisions (Coleman, 
1990; Etzioni, 2000). In the current study we focused on perceived age 
norms regarding employment transitions (Settersten and Hagestad, 1996). 
As indicated by Van Solinge and Henkens (2007), retirement age norms 
illustrate the appropriate time to retire, and they affect retirement decisions 
of older workers. Previous chapters have shown that age norms held by 
managers do affect their hiring and retention decisions regarding older 
workers, and form a barrier to prolonged employment. Similarly, managers’ 
age norms toward older workers’ retirement are assumed to affect their 
offering of training opportunities for older workers. Higher age norms with 
respect to retirement imply a more positive attitude toward older workers 
and their labor market participation. This more positive outlook will also 
increase support for older workers’ training and decrease discrimination of 
that group. In addition, managers that are more positive about employment at 
older ages will view training of older workers as a justified investment with 
probable positive returns. We therefore predict that the higher the norms held 
by managers with respect to labor market participation of older workers, the 
more likely they are to offer training opportunities to them (Hypothesis 6).

5.2.3.	 Training characteristics
Offering training opportunities is presumably affected by the consideration 
of costs involved and the aim of training. As direct supervisors of workers, 
managers might be more likely to offer training that is aimed at increasing 
skills in a worker’s current position than in a different one. There is 
evidence suggesting that managers recommend training based on its utility 
for daily-performance tasks (Bishop, 1997). Offering training that targets 
several skills applicable in a different position will benefit the worker and 
the broader organisation but another department will then recoup the return 
to that investment. With respect to costs involved, we assume that managers 
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will be more likely to offer older workers training that involves lower costs. 
We therefore predict that managers will be more likely to offer training 
opportunities when training aims at updating skills for the position workers 
occupy than for another position in an organisation (Hypothesis 7), and that 
managers will be more likely to offer training opportunities when training is 
free of charge than when it costs a month’s salary (Hypothesis 8).   

5.3.	 Data and methods

To answer the research questions a survey and four vignette experiments 
on training opportunities for older workers were developed. I collected the 
data by accessing the sample of the Longitudinal Internet Studies for the 
Social Sciences of Tilburg University (http://www.lissdata.nl/lissdata/). All 
individuals were selected based on a true probability sample of households 
drawn from the population register by Statistics Netherlands. The data was 
collected in April/May 2010.

5.3.1.	 Study
During a survey background information on managers was collected and 
a month later vignette experiments were conducted. A vignette experiment 
is a method intended for the investigation of decisions. The basic item 
of the survey is a vignette, which is a short description of a situation or a 
person, generated by combining characteristics randomly manipulated by 
the researcher (Ganong and Coleman, 2006; Wallander, 2009). The four 
experiments differed with respect to the aim of training and time and cost 
involved in the training. For the aim of training, two options were applied: 
training targeted at 1) updating skills in the worker’s current position, or at 
2) acquiring skills for a different position in the same organisation. For those 
training options two cost schemes were further differentiated: a) training that 
took two days and cost a month’s salary, or b) training that took ten days and 
was free of charge. This approach allows us to estimate managers’ propensity 
to offer training opportunities across different types of training. 

5.3.2.	 Participants 
This study was directed at managers. In the LISS panel they were identified 
based on the questions: What is your current occupation? and Do you 
supervise others? The total sample of managers who participated in this study 
amounted to 153. All respondents were responsible in their daily routines for 
employment decisions regarding their subordinates. The sample consisted of 
117 males and 36 females, and the mean age of respondents was 45.7 (range 
24-65, SD=9.6). Table 5.1 presents the descriptive statistics. 



101Training opportunities for older workers in the Netherlands

Table 5.1. Descriptive statistics, N=153
N

total
Min Max Mean/

%
St. 

Dev.
Dependent variable pooled analysis
Training desirability 765 1 11 4.84 2.47
Dependent variable per experiment
Training desirability (exp 1a: own position, 
   2 days, cost month’s salary)

200 1 11 4.48 2.34

Training desirability (exp 1b: own position, 
   10 days, free of charge)

220 1 11 5.29 2.51

Training desirability (exp 2a: different position, 
   2 days, cost month’s salary)

170 1 11 4.82 2.37

Training desirability (exp 2b: different position, 
   10 days, free of charge)

175 1 11 4.69 2.51

Training characteristics 
Cost of training 765 0 1 48.05
Goal of training 765 0 1 54.55
Characteristics of respondents
Managerial position 153
   Higher supervisory positions 0 1 44.1
   Intermediate supervisory or commercial
     positions

0 1 40.9

   Supervisory manual workers 0 1 14.9
Age (years) 153 24 65 45.7 9.6
Male 153 0 1 76.6
Education (years) 153 8 18 15.2 2.35
Job level of subordinates 153
   Low-skilled 0 1 18.9
   High-skilled 0 1 81.1
Size of organisation 153 10 10,000 445.8 1,228.5
Sector 153
   Industry 0 1 33.7
   Services 0 1 38.9
   Public 0 1 27.7
Age norm 153 50 80 63.9 6.20
Source: LISS panel study.
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In vignette experiments respondents judge only a random selection from 
the vignette universe (Wallander, 2009). In our study, each participant was 
randomly assigned to one of the four experimental conditions and received a 
random sample of 5 vignettes that corresponded to that experiment.

5.3.3.	 Measurements
Vignettes 
In this study various hypothetical older workers were described with 
several characteristics and the training situation was placed in a specific 
organisational context. In the set up managers were presented with vignettes 
where instruction explicitly mentioned that all workers were highly motivated 
to participate in training. Presumably, older workers are often unwilling to 
participate in training, which is an often-mentioned reason behind their 
low training participation (Armstrong-Stassen and Templer, 2005; Cully et 
al., 2001; Taylor, 2006). Focusing only on motivated older workers helps 
distinguish managers’ preferences with respect to training opportunities 
without the confounding effect of these workers’ assumed lack of motivation. 
The four experimental conditions differed with respect to goal of training 
and its costs (2x2). The instructions applied in each experiment are presented 
below: 

1a) 	The employee described below wishes to follow a 2-day external 
training (cost of a month salary, paid by the employer) that is related 
to his position. What is the chance that you would offer this training 
opportunity?

1b)	 The employee described below wishes to follow a 10-time 2-day external 
training that is related to his position. The training is free of charge. 
What is the chance that you would offer this training opportunity?

2a)	 The employee described below wishes to follow a 2-day external training 
(cost of a month salary, paid by the employer) that is related to another 
position in your company. What is the chance that you would offer this 
training opportunity?

2b)	 The employee described below wishes to follow a 10-time 2-day external 
training that is related to another position in your company. The training 
is free of charge. What is the chance that you would offer this training 
opportunity?

Each manager rated each vignette on an 11-point scale, ranging from 1 
(absolutely would not offer training opportunity) to 11 (absolutely would not 
offer training opportunity). Figure 5.1 depicts an example of a vignette used 
in Experiment 1a.
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Although each experiment referred to a different type of training, all vignettes 
consisted of the same variables and their respective levels. The eight vignette 
characteristics were: financial situation of the organisation (solid/moderate); 
physical health condition (good/not very good); mental health condition 
(good/limited); work scope (works 5 days a week/works 3 days a week); older 
worker’s performance (very good, good, moderate) and older worker’s work 
attitude (positive/negative). In the vignettes we also included older worker’s 
age (50, 54, 58, 62 and 66) and workers’ gender (male/female). Given all 
possible combinations of the variables and their respective levels, a universe 
of 960 unique vignettes was created (i.e. 2x2x2x2x3x2x5x2; for details see 
table 5.2). Variables measured in vignette experiments were included in the 
analysis as dummy variables. Except for the variable performance, where a 
new dummy was constructed that combined the answers ‘good’ and ‘very 
good’ into one category, all other dummy variables represent the level of 
each factor. 

Figure 5.1. Example of a vignette applied in Experiment 1a
An employee described below wishes to follow a 2-day external training (costs 
a month’s salary, paid by an employer) that is related to his function. What is 
the chance that you would accept this wish?
Context:
Financial situation Stable
Employee
Age 62
Gender Male
Physical health Good
Mental health Limited
Scope of the work week 3 days a week
Performance Moderate
Work attitude Positive

What is the likelihood that you would support that wish and recommend trai-
ning?

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11
Absolutely would not offer                 Neutral                      Absolutely would offer
   training opportunity                                                            training opportunity
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Survey
A month before the experiments were conducted, questions on age norms 
and background characteristics of managers were collected. Existing age 
norms are measured on the basis of the open question: At what age do you 
consider a person too old to work in your organisation for 20 hours a week 
or more? This question was previously posed in a representative survey of 
European employers (Henkens and Van Dalen, 2012). The answer ranged 
from 40 to 100. The mean of the age in the total sample was 63.9 years with 
an SD of 6.2. Modal value of age was 65 — approximately 32 percent of 
respondents indicated that the retirement age of 65 is when a person is too 
old to work 20 hours or more. 

Item Categories
Organisation
Financial position of the organisation Solid

Moderate
Employee
Age 50

54
58
62
66

Gender Male
Female

Physical health Good
Not very good

Mental health Good
Limited

Scope of the work week 5 days a week
3 days a week

Performance Very good
Good
Moderate

Work attitude Positive
Negative

Table 5.2. Organisational contexts and employee attributes in the vignette

Source: LISS panel study.
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In the analysis we controlled for organisation’s financial position, as investing 
in older workers’ skill-updating programs will be advocated if organisations 
can accommodate additional expenditures. This variable was included in 
vignettes. Sector of the organisation was based on the question: In which 
sector is your company operating? Following the European Commission 
division of sectors, three categories were constructed: Industry, services 
and public. During this study the control variables respondents’ gender and 
respondents’ age were also collected.

5.3.4.	 Analyses
In a vignette design, the unit of analysis is the vignette (Ganong and Coleman, 
2006). As each manager in his respective experiments judged five vignettes, 
our data have a hierarchical structure by design, therefore observations are not 
independent (Wallander, 2009). Multilevel models were applied to deal with 
the hierarchical structure of the data (Hox, 2002). Fixed models on the data 
pooled from all four experiments and a survey were estimated. Specifically, 
level-2 predictors included in each model regarded managers (managers’ age 
norms and their demographic characteristics, sector of the organisation and 
type of training) and level-1 variables consisted of individual attributes of 
older workers that were included in the vignettes.

In the analysis we evaluated factors that affect managers’ propensity to offer 
training opportunities to older workers. Three models were estimated. Model 
1 was aimed at decomposing the total variance between the two levels of 
analysis, without considering the potential predictors at each level. In Model 
2 we tested our hypotheses on the impact of characteristics of older workers 
on training opportunities. Model 3 included characteristics of managers 
and organisations in the assessment of training opportunities as level-2 
predictors. In this model we also included the dummy variables representing 
different trainings to test whether training types affected managers’ offerings 
of training opportunities. The variable cost denoted training that amounted to 
a month’s salary and took two days (reference category was training that was 
free of charge and took 10 days to complete). The variable goal referred to 
the purpose of training and denoted training aimed at increasing qualification 
in the same position (reference category was training aimed at increasing 
skills for a different position in the same organisation).

5.4.	 Results

Table 3 presents the results of the analyses. Model 1 contains only fixed and 
random effects of the intercept. Based on this model we can deduce whether 
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the training opportunities scores differed between managers and different 
types of training. Intraclass correlation shows that this level accounts for 
40.4 percent of the total variance in training scores. The intercept illustrates 
that on average training opportunities were evaluated rather low, at 4.48 (on 
a scale running from 1 to 11). This implies that managers do not generally 
favor offering training to older workers. 

Model 2 includes individual characteristics of workers. Based on human 
capital theory we hypothesized those workers’ poor performance will result 
in more training opportunities (Hypothesis 1). Also, we predicted that 
training opportunities would decrease with worker’s age (Hypothesis 2) and 
workers’ poor health condition (Hypothesis 3). The results show that training 
opportunities decrease significantly with workers’ age; workers who are 62 
and 66 years old were less likely to be offered the chance to follow training. 
Also, poor physical and mental health decreased the participation chances. 
Another central question is how older workers’ performance is related to 
training opportunities. The results show that poor work performance does not 
lead to higher chances of receiving training opportunities, which contradicts 
the human capital theory hypothesis (Hypothesis 1). On the contrary, we 
observe that workers who perform very well were more likely to be granted 
training opportunities, which lends support to the hypothesis based on social 
exchange theory (Hypothesis 4). Also, in line with Hypothesis 5, positive 
work attitudes enhanced managers’ propensity to offer training opportunities. 
In our study we also controlled for workers’ gender and the scope of the 
contract. Full-time employees were more likely to be offered training. No 
difference was found in how training opportunities were offered to male or 
female employees. 

In Model 3 characteristics of managers and the organisation were added to 
the model. None of the effects of individual characteristics of older workers 
previously included in the model changed substantially. We observe that in 
organisations that enjoyed a solid financial situation managers were more 
likely to offer training opportunities to their older staff members. Training 
opportunities were lower in both the industry and service sectors compared 
to the public sector. Neither age norms nor managers’ gender has a significant 
effect on their training opportunities. Yet, the likelihood of offering training 
opportunities to older workers decreased with managers’ age. 

In this study we also aimed at distinguishing between the training 
opportunities in different training types; training aimed at upgrading skills 
applicable in the position that workers occupy and also training targeting 
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internal mobility of older workers. Also different cost schemes were included 
in the design. The results in the last column of table 5.3 show that managers’ 
decisions did not differ across training aimed at different positions or at cost 
involved in training. Also, we have investigated if those training schemes 
were applied differently in particular conditions. To this end we introduced 
several interaction terms between type of training and characteristics of older 
workers (results not shown). None of the interaction terms were significant. 
In the consecutive analyses we have also tested for the random effects of 
the individual-level variables, i.e. whether the effects of specific individual 
predictors differed across managers (results not shown). The analyses 
revealed that there was significant variability in how managers considered 
training opportunities for the oldest workers (workers at the age of 66), 
workers’ work attitude and their physical health. We studied additional 
models with cross-level interactions to account for those differences. None 
of the introduced cross-level interactions was found to explain the variability 
of age and work attitude across managers. In the analysis of random slope 
of health we found that managers, who held higher age norms, attached less 
value to good physical health condition of older workers. 

5.5.	 Discussion and conclusions

Although training of older workers is often seen as key practice to increase 
labor market participation of older workers (OECD, 2006), there is only 
limited insight into what factors affect managers’ decisions regarding 
training opportunities for older workers. This is surprising, given the fact that 
managers are the gate keepers when it comes to offering training to their staff; 
they carry the responsibility for employability of their personnel and define 
training opportunities. The study is the first to analyze training opportunities 
for older workers among managers. In the analysis we contrasted predictions 
stemming from human capital theory have been contrasted with hypotheses 
based on social exchange theory. Four vignette experiments were designed 
to answer the research question. The data was collected among a sample of 
153 managers in various Dutch organisations and multilevel models were 
estimated.

Human capital theory predicts that managers are more likely to offer training 
when they expect higher returns to the investment or when they intend to 
lower the risk of productivity decline due to skills deterioration. In line with 
this hypothesis, workers closer to their retirement and less healthy have 
fewer training opportunities. Training opportunities clearly decreased with 
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age, and the impact of poor health also followed an expected pattern. This 
study shows that older workers who perform well and are characterized by a 
positive work attitude have more training opportunities, which lends support 
to the hypothesis derived from social exchange theory. 

Workers who are not performing well are much more likely to be excluded 
from training. This might be an indication that managers do not take 
responsibility for the development of such workers and may be interpreted 
as a form of disengagement on the part of supervisors. Combined with the 
evidence from research by Damman, Henkens and Kalmijn (2013) on older 
workers’ disengagement prior to retirement, our findings thus suggest that 
the process of work disengagement takes place among both older workers 
and their managers. 

We have examined in more detail training opportunities for different types of 
training and costs involved than is usually the case. Next to specific training 
aimed at the worker’s current position we have also looked at general 
training targeted at skills acquisition for internal mobility. Contrary to our 
expectations, no significant differences were found for either training aim 
or cost involved. Clearly, in their evaluation of training opportunities for 
older workers managers focus on aspects other than the specific aim and 
cost of training. Future research should evaluate if training opportunities are 
dependent on the content of training. 

Surprisingly, age norms held by managers did not affect their evaluation 
of training opportunities for older workers. Earlier chapters have shown 
that perception of limits for employment influence managers’ judgment of 
retention and hiring of older workers. Evaluation of training opportunities 
clearly differs from the other decisions; managers do not weigh the rationale 
of employment but deal with development of their staff, and their evaluation 
is based on factors other than their perception of employment deadlines of 
older workers. 

Although upgrading skills is an investment that benefits both workers who 
participate in training and the organisation that employs them, costs of 
employer-provided training are usually compensated by organisations. We 
show that training investments are dependent on the organisation’s financial 
situation, which is not surprising given the current financial crisis. We found 
strong support for the notion that organisations that have been recently 
affected by crisis reduce their training investments (Barrett and O'Connell, 
2001). 
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We conclude with some methodological remarks. We designed four 
vignette experiments to look at various training forms for older workers. 
By designing experiments that regard each of the conditions separately, we 
ensure the quality of the data. Had type of training and cost been included as 
factors in vignettes, a random selection of vignettes might have resulted in 
lower representation of certain conditions in the final sample. We perceive 
this distinction as a noteworthy strength of our study. One has to keep in 
mind, however, that we asked managers to assess hypothetical situations. In 
real-life training situations managers may act or decide differently. Yet, the 
respondents were managers employed in organisations and not students, as 
is often the case in experimental studies (Barr and Hitt, 1986). Consequently, 
the results of the study are more generalizable than earlier studies on 
employment decisions. 

Despite those limitations, this study adds to the long-standing debate in 
the field of human resources management on relations between training 
and productivity of older workers. Our findings contradict the assumption 
that training is offered by managers to those workers who might need it the 
most (OECD, 2006). The political rhetoric on the importance of lifelong 
learning and recommendations that follow (CEC (Commission of the 
European Communities), 2000; Organisation for Economic Co-operation 
and Development (OECD), 2003) do not reflect the complexity of the 
decision-making processes that take place in the organisations. What is the 
least sure is that those workers who need the training the most are the ones 
to be offered it. 





6.	 Conclusions

6.1.	 Background and the aim of the study

Prolonged and productive employment of older workers is a necessary 
condition to maintain welfare and social security systems threatened by 
ageing populations (OECD, 2006). Despite this importance, the labour 
market position of older workers is much worse than that of workers in 
primal age (Conen, Henkens and Schippers, 2011). As the retirement process 
has become a more gradual transition from a working to a non-working life, 
different employment options, like early exit, temporary return to the labour 
force or bridge employment, are available for older workers (Henkens, Van 
Solinge and Van Dalen, 2013; Hardy, 2002). Yet, not much is known about 
the factors that contribute to those different outcomes for older workers. 
The general aim of this dissertation was to gain more understanding of 
the dynamics in the labour market participation of older workers around 
retirement age in the Netherlands. In particular, the current study has 
evaluated which individual characteristics of older workers, organisations 
and managers affect managers’ decisions to hire older workers, offer them 
training opportunities and retain them in organisations. After all, it is 
managers are in charge and decide whether older workers’ plans and desires 
to stay in or regain employment will be realised. 

Moreover, this study also assessed empirically the potential role of managers’ 
attitudes on their behaviour regarding hiring, training and retention of older 
workers. The analyses took into account two aspects of the mental system 
of managers, namely their stereotypical views of older workers’ productivity 
and managers’ age norms with respect to appropriate timing of exit from 
the labour force. This study contributes to a better understanding of how 
attitudes affect employment decision-making.

To evaluate the decisions that managers take and the impact of attitudes 
on those decisions, this dissertation utilises two data sources. First, a pilot 
study consisting of vignette experiments was conducted. A vignette is a short 
description of a situation or a person generated by combining characteristics 
randomly manipulated by the researcher (Ganong and Coleman, 2006; 
Wallander, 2009). By presenting respondents with concrete and detailed 
descriptions of the situation of a person, this approach offers the possibility 
to study how context and different conditions affect people’s judgments 
(Wallander, 2009). The data was collected among managers during a focus 
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group meeting at the Netherlands Interdisciplinary Demographic Institute 
(NIDI) (see Van Dalen et al., 2009) and among business students of Utrecht 
University. Chapter 2 drew on the data collected in this pilot. 

After this pilot, the major study was conducted. This study combined a 
survey and vignette experiments. By accessing the sample of the LISS panel 
(Longitudinal Internet Studies for the Social Sciences of Tilburg University) 
a sample of managers was approached. The data was collected in two 
stages: First a survey was administered to managers and questions about the 
characteristics of respondents, their age norms and stereotypes were posed. 
One month later the same managers were approached again to complete a 
vignette study. In this research design I followed the recommendation put 
forward by Liefbroer and Billari (2010) who suggest that to properly analyse 
the effect of norms on behaviour, the perception of norms needs to be 
observed before the actual behaviour. The same applies to stereotypes. This 
study aimed at measuring those attitudes before the experimental studies, 
with a sufficient time span between the studies to limit the risk of carry over 
effects (Leeuw et al., 2006). This semi-panel design is well suited to analyze 
the effect of stereotypes and norms on (hypothetical) behaviour. Chapters 3, 
4 and 5 drew on this data. In the following sections the results of the analyses 
are summarised. 

6.2.	 Summary of the results and conclusions from the empirical 
chapters

6.2.1.	 Hiring of early retirees
Chapters 2 and 3 both dealt with the hiring of early retirees. The main 
research question addressed in Chapter 2 was: What factors influence 
managers’ decisions concerning the reemployment of early retirees? This 
study took an initial step towards gaining more insight into the factors that 
affect hiring of early retirees and used data that was collected during a pilot 
study held during a focus group meeting and among business students of 
Utrecht University. This study consisted only of vignette study. In total 20 
managers and 17 students evaluated 12 vignettes each.

In this study I tested hypotheses regarding the impact of organisational 
as well as individual characteristics of older workers on their chances to 
re-enter labour market. The results show that, in line with the hypothesis, the 
hiring of early retirees was most likely to occur when organisations faced 
structural or, to a lesser extent, incidental labour force shortages. This study 
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also focused on how individual characteristics of early retirees (such as their 
human capital, health status or age) affected their hiring chances. To illustrate 
the impact of various characteristics, early retirees were differentiated 
with respect to their employability, i.e. the ability to maintain or regain 
employment (Fugate, Kinicki and Ashforth, 2004). Early retirees were 
described as ‘highly’, ‘moderately’ or ‘low’ employable. A retiree with high 
employability was identified as an applicant who had experience in a similar 
position, retired a month ago, was healthy, was 58 years old, and had sent 
an unsolicited application. Moderate employability referred to an applicant 
who had experience in a similar position, retired no more than half-a-year 
ago, was healthy, was 62 years old, and had sent an unsolicited application. 
Low employability described an applicant who did not have experience in a 
similar position, retired at least one-and-a-half years ago, was healthy, was 
65 years old, and had sent an unsolicited application. 

For each of these categories the hiring desirability scores were estimated 
for different organisational circumstances. In general, the hiring of retirees 
had a low priority for managers. Even under the most beneficial conditions, 
if we consider a retiree with all characteristics in favour of re-employment 
(e.g. highly employable), in an organisation facing structural labour-force 
shortages, the overall score was 6.6 on a scale from 1 (hiring very undesirable) 
to 11 (hiring very desirable). This score has almost a neutral value — if 
anything, managers were indifferent about hiring early retirees. For each 
retiree whose profile differed and was less favourable, the scores representing 
the desirability for hiring dropped. The lowest score was obtained by those 
applicants with low employability (score of 3.0 in an organisation that is 
in need for new staff members). This suggest that re-entry of those early 
retirees becomes undesirable or very undesirable, despite the organisational 
labour force shortages. 

These results suggest that early retirees are not welcomed with open arms 
by employing organisations and in the best-case scenario managers are only 
slightly positive about hiring them. Although more diverse paths towards 
retirement are possible for older workers, access to those trajectories is 
greatly dependent on managers’ support. The results of this study indicate 
that manages hinder these dynamics by restricting the re-employment of 
people who are around retirement age. 

This study also compared students’ and managers’ hiring practices and 
decisions. Employing students as surrogate in studies on the managerial 
decision-making process often raised the question of the generalisability 
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of those studies (see Barr and Hitt, 1996). As students miss hands-on 
experience, they would not be able to evaluate the context of the decisions as 
more experienced managers do. The results of this chapter show that fairly 
consistent scores were given by both groups of respondents and that they 
only differed in how they evaluated early retirees’ health status. While both 
managers and students perceived this factor to be an important aspect of 
early retirees re-entry into the labour force, students assigned significantly 
higher values to this characteristic. This suggests that students, although 
similar in their evaluations to managers, are more susceptible to evaluate the 
most obvious factors.

Chapter 3 replicated the results of the study presented in Chapter 2 and 
extended the analysis by looking at the impact of managers’ attitudes towards 
older workers on the hiring of early retirees. Many studies describe that 
attitudes are one of the forces behind unfavorable employment outcomes for 
older workers (Finkelstein and Burke, 1998; Taylor, 2008). In this chapter 
attitudes towards older workers are defined as age norms about the timing of 
labour market exit, i.e. when a person is too old to work for an organisation 
for at least 20 hours a week. Next to age norms, managers’ stereotypes 
regarding older workers’ productivity were also taken into account. The 
research question posed in this study was: How do ageist stereotypes and 
age norms, next to attributes of applicants, affect managers’ propensity to 
hire early retirees? 

The analyses in this study were conducted with the data that was collected by 
accessing a sample of the LISS panel, and consisted of a survey and a vignette 
study. The profiles of early retirees presented in the vignettes included in 
Chapter 3 differed only slightly from the profiles applied in the earlier study, 
and also included gender of older workers and their social capital. Access 
to the LISS sample resulted in larger and a more representative sample of 
managers than for the pilot study. In total 238 managers participated in the 
study and each judged 5 vignettes. Multilevel models were estimated. 

In this chapter the major focus lay on the impact of managers’ attitudes 
towards older workers on managers’ their decisions to hire early retirees. I 
hypothesised that more positive attitudes towards older workers will lead to 
more positive hiring decisions. More specifically, that higher age norms of 
labour market participation of older workers lead to more positive evaluations 
of early retirees who apply for a job. I also hypothesised that more positive 
perceptions of older workers’ productivity, defined both in terms of soft 
skills (pro-social behaviour that is not job-specific but which is important for 
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the broader organisational environment) and hard skills (mental and physical 
capacity, willingness to learn new skills and adapt to new technologies, and 
flexibility; see Van Dalen et al., 2010b), will be associated with higher hiring 
chances for older workers.

The multilevel analyses confirmed that managers’ hiring decisions were 
affected by their age norms as to when a person should be still working. 
Age norms indicated in the sample ranged from 40 to 100 and the average 
was 65 years. The impact of age norms clearly identifies the existence of 
‘time schedules’ and supports the idea that social norms affect human actions 
(Coleman, 1990; Etzioni, 2000). Surprisingly, neither soft nor hard skill 
stereotypes affected managers’ predisposition towards hiring early retirees.

The analyses revealed that the effect of age norms remains a significant 
predictor of hiring early retirees, even after controlling for characteristics 
of organisations and applicants. Also, the results for the individual and 
organisational factors were fairly consistent with the results reported in 
Chapter 2. To illustrate the importance of managers’ age norms, hiring scores 
were estimated for each value of age norms. Here, similarly to Chapter 2, 
applicants were described in terms of their employability and two categories 
of applicants: the ‘high’ and the ‘low’ employable were distinguished. An 
early retiree with high employability was identified as an applicant with 
relevant experience, retired for a month, 58 years old and appearing energetic. 
An early retiree with low employability was described as an applicant, who 
did not have relevant experience, was retired for at least one-and-a-half year, 
was 65 years old and did not appear energetic. The effect of age norms on 
hiring likelihood scores for these two applicant categories was computed in 
two organisational situations: Structural labour force shortages and need for 
downsizing. 

The results indicated that managers’ age norms are important impediments 
for early retirees in the labour market. For a highly employable individual 
applying for a position in an organisation that is in need of new staff members, 
the hiring desirability score takes a value of approximately 6.7 (on a scale 
running from 1 to 11), which is the score for the lowest age norm – that 
is if a manager perceives age 50 as the limit of employment. This score is 
just above the neutral value of 6. A same-category applicant dealing with 
managers who consider the age deadline for employment to be 80 obtains 
scores approaching 8. When a highly employable applicant seeks a position 
in an organisation shedding jobs and when a manager holds age norms at 
the minimum level of 65, hiring scores peak above the neutral value of 6 
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and approach a value of 7. A similar effect of age norms is observed for 
low-employable applicants in both organisational conditions, although in 
those cases the hiring score does not exceed the neutral value of 6.

These findings thus show thus that age norms hamper a return to the labour 
force. Chances of early retirees in the labour market are lower at older ages, 
and managers are negatively preoccupied about hiring anyone beyond a 
certain age. Yet, organisational forces and the individual characteristics of 
applicants also affect the choices managers make. The results of this chapter 
confirm the importance of human capital for the employment chances of 
early retirees as applicants with relevant experience were more likely to be 
successful in their application process. Taken together, these results show 
that hiring of early retirees is a complex process and age norms are woven 
into the broader context of work relations.

6.2.2.	 Retention of older workers 
Chapter 4 focused on factors affecting managers’ decisions to retain older 
workers. Among others, the impact of managers’ attitudes towards older 
workers on managers’ decisions was also evaluated. The research question 
posed in this study read as follows: How do ageist stereotypes and age 
norms, next to attributes of applicants, affect managers’ propensity to retain 
their older workers? This study drew on data collected through the LISS 
panel survey. Multilevel models were estimated to test the hypotheses. 

This dissertation evaluated factors affecting retention and thus deals with 
‘insiders’ – current staff members whose strengths and weaknesses managers 
were able to evaluate during the employment history. I argue that dealing 
with insiders lowers the uncertainty that is a part of the hiring process. 
Consequently, it may restrict application of general images that are assumed 
to lower the transaction costs when external applicants are hired (Phelps, 
1972; Busch, Dahl and Dietrich, 2009; Van Dalen et al., 2010b). Therefore, I 
expect that higher age norms and more positive evaluation of older workers 
productivity (in terms of soft and hard skills) will affect managers’ decisions 
positively. 

The results partly support this hypothesis and show that managers who 
perceive higher age limits for employment tend to be more positive towards 
retention of older workers for a few more years. Contrary to my hypothesis 
the perception of hard qualities of older workers did not affect managers’ 
decisions. Finally, soft qualities were found to affect those choices positively: 
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managers who perceived older workers to possess soft skills more than 
younger workers were also more likely to support retention of older workers. 

The analysis has shown that various other factors also contribute to managers’ 
virtual retention decisions. To illustrate the importance of the different groups 
of explanatory variables, the retention scores were predicted for various 
market conditions and managers’ norms about retirement age. Older workers 
were again defined in terms of their employability, e.g. the ability to secure 
and maintain employment (Fugate, Kinicki and Ashforth, 2004). In this study 
I defined workers with high employability as those whose experience was 
difficult to replace and who were versatile in their tasks, healthy, willing to 
participate in training and motivated to stay employed. Workers characterised 
by low employability lacked experience that was difficult to replace, and 
were not occupationally flexible, were in frail health, were unwilling to 
participate in training and looking forward to retirement. The results show 
that in the situation where organisations shed jobs and managers’ age norm 
was low (i.e. 50 years), the predicted retention recommendation score for 
highly employable older workers was just above the neutral value – 6.3, on 
a scale from 1 (retention very undesirable) to 11 (retention very desirable). 
This score rose substantially to 8.2 when managers’ age norm increased to 
80. Retention chances of highly employable workers increased even further –
to 9.3– when organisations faced labour- force shortages. These results stress 
the importance of employability of older workers, as this study demonstrates 
that low-employable workers have very limited chances of remaining 
employed even when the labour market conditions and the dispositions of 
managers are positive. Moreover, this study confirms that the employment 
opportunities for high-employable older workers largely extent dependent 
on labour market circumstances and existing age norms within organisations. 
The results suggest that although skills maintenance and lifelong learning are 
a key to older workers’ labour force participation, the restrictions present in 
the labour market are crucial when retention is considered.

In this chapter I also explored whether decisions with respect to older 
workers differ for low and high-skilled workers. I hypothesised that retention 
chances of low- and high-skilled workers may be determined by different 
factors. Contrary to this expectation, the study revealed that managers 
evaluated various attributes similarly, regardless of the position level of their 
subordinates. This suggests that low- and high-skilled workers face the same 
type of restrictions in the labour force. 
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6.2.3.	 Training opportunities for older workers
The final empirical chapter dealt with training opportunities for older 
workers. The research question posed in this study read as follows: What are 
the factors that affect training opportunities for older workers? This chapter 
evaluated the impact of individual characteristics of older workers, those of 
the organisation and also managers’ perception of age norms on managers’ 
propensity of offering older workers training opportunities. The analyses 
also were based on the data collected through the LISS panel survey on a 
sample of 153 managers in Dutch organisations. Multilevel models were 
estimated.

To study training opportunities for older workers, integrated two theoretical 
perspectives, namely human capital theory and social exchange theory. 
Human capital theory frames training as an investment in employees that 
benefits both the employee and the organisation (Becker, 1975). Social 
exchange theory instead frames training as a reward for worker performance 
(Cropanzano and Mitchell, 2005). I hypothesised that those two theories 
will differ in terms how managers evaluate the performance of older 
workers when offering them training opportunities. Based on human capital 
theory I hypothesised that low performance of older workers will lead to 
more training opportunities. Social exchange theory leads to the opposite 
prediction, stressing that it is highly productive workers who will get trained. 
Based on human capital theory,I also predicted that managers will be more 
likely to offer training opportunities to workers who are younger and in good 
mental and physical health. Following the logic of human capital theory, 
older workers are not worth the investment as the period during which  
organisation can profit from this investment is too short. In line with social 
exchange theory I hypothesised that managers will be more likely to offer 
training to workers who perform well and exhibit a positive work attitude.

The results show that managers were not very likely to offer training 
opportunities for older workers; the average training likelihood was 4.5 on 
a scale running from 1 (absolutely would not offer training opportunities) to 
11 (absolutely would offer training opportunities). The results partly support 
human capital theory and indicate that workers closer to their retirement 
and less healthy will be offered fewer training opportunities. No effect of 
poor performance was found. On the other hand, this study shows that older 
workers who perform well and are characterised by a positive work attitude 
have more training opportunities, which lends support to the hypothesis 
derived from social exchange theory. In sum, workers who are not performing 
well are much more likely to be excluded from training. This suggests that 
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managers do not take responsibility for the development of such workers, 
and that supervisors disengage from their less productive older workers in 
pre-retirement years. This finding contradicts the rhetoric on the importance 
of lifelong learning (i.e. OECD, 2003) as it shows that within organisations 
it is not at all certain that those workers who need training the most are also 
the ones to most likely receive it.

In this study I also assumed that training opportunities for older workers 
would be affected by managers’ age norms. Higher age norms with respect 
to retirement timing imply a more positive attitude towards older workers 
and their employment. Managers who are more positive about employment 
at older ages will view the training of older workers as a justified investment 
with probable positive returns and therefore will be more likely to offer older 
workers training opportunities. Contrary to findings from earlier chapters, 
no support was found for the hypothesis that age norms affect managers’ 
decisions with respect to offering training opportunities. 

This study also examined managers’ propensity to offer older workers 
different types of training. Most studies that focus on training report 
information on formal and specific training, i.e. training that can be applied 
only at the company that provides it (Becker, 1975; Leuven and Oosterbeek, 
1999). Yet, less is known about different types of training and whether those 
differences affect managers’ propensity to offer such opportunities to older 
workers. The conditions investigated include training aimed at upgrading 
skills applicable in the position that workers currently occupy, as well as 
training targeting internal mobility of older workers. Costs of training were 
also differentiated (training was either free of charge or cost a month salary). 
Contrary to my expectations, the results revealed that managers’ decisions 
did not differ across types of training nor were related to different costs.

6.3.	 Discussion and scientific relevance

6.3.1.	 Age norms
The results of this dissertation show that managers’ opinion on age norms 
affect their decisions to hire and retain older workers. As indicated by 
life-course scholars, there are informal expectations as to when behaviour 
should occur (Settersten, 1998), and such norms exert significant influence 
on life-transition behaviour (Settersten and Hagestad, 1996; Van Solinge 
and Henkens, 2007). These findings thus lend support to this notion, and 
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corroborate the link between social norms and human actions suggested by 
many theorists (Coleman, 1990; Etzioni, 2000). 

In the case of hiring and retention those age norms prove to be an important 
predictor of managers’ decisions. Although this relationship was positive, 
managers’ decisions regarding hiring and retention of early retirees do not 
necessarily raise confidence in the improvement of the latter’s labour market 
position. The overall hiring and retention scores were low. Moreover, most 
of the managers in this sample were convinced that the age deadline for work 
was 65 or younger. This suggests that although managerial norms can exert 
positive effects on hiring and retention behaviour, there is still little support 
for employment of workers in their late sixties. 

I also evaluated the relation between managers’ age norms and their offering 
training opportunities to older workers. The analyses revealed that managers’ 
training decisions were not guided by their perceptions of employment 
timetables. These results point towards an idea that evaluations of training 
opportunities might differ from the decisions on hiring and retaining older 
workers. Managers do not weigh the rationale of employment but deal with 
development of their staff. Consequently, their evaluations might be based 
on aspects other than their perception of employment desirability at older 
ages. 

6.3.2.	 Stereotypes
This dissertation is among the first to test empirically the impact of ageist 
stereotypes on decisions that managers take with respect to older workers. 
There is a vast body of literature that suggests that ageist stereotypes are the 
mechanism behind low participation of older workers in the labour force 
and discriminatory behaviours against them (Chiu et al., 2001; Finkelstein 
and Burke, 1998; Loretto et al., 2000). Surprisingly, very limited support 
was found for the presence of stereotypes in such employment decisions. 
This dissertation shows that this aspect is less important when employment 
decisions regarding older workers are taken. Despite the fact that this study 
found only limited support for the presence of ageist stereotypes in the 
management of older workers, this does not mean that age stereotypes do 
not have an effect on decisions that managers take. Chui et al. (2001) showed 
that stereotypes affect managers’ attitudes towards employment outcomes 
for older workers. Future research should replicate this study on a different 
sample of respondents, to determine if age stereotypes affect also behaviours.
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Social psychologists assume that stereotypes form a cognitive mechanism 
or perceptual process that lead to behaviours. Yet, behaviour does not occur 
as simple reaction to the activated stereotypes. As put forward by Fazio 
(1990), the link between attitude and behaviour is not always consistent and 
depends on the individual definition of the situation an one enters. In his 
conceptual model a definition of the situation can be affected by perception 
of norms, i.e. appropriate courses of action in a given situation (Fazio, 1990). 
Fazio suggests that when attitudes do not align with norms, individuals are 
more likely to abide by normative expectations and act accordingly. In the 
context of the current study, the perception of when a person should exit the 
labour force might have affected a respondent’s perception of the situation 
and overridden negative attitudes towards older workers. This suggests that 
negative perceptions of older workers’ productivity were less influential than 
normative perceptions of timing of labour force exit.

This complex relationship between age norms and stereotypes and their 
impact on behaviour is further confirmed by the results of this study; the 
analyses revealed that although stereotypes and age norms represent general 
attitudes towards older workers, there is only a very weak link between them. 
In other words, age norms regarding retirement transitions may not be simple 
representations of older workers’ perceived productivity. This suggests that 
the decision making process is indeed based on complex deliberations. 

Given that norms exert great impact on behaviour, it is surprising that so far 
not much is known about the factors that affect norms regarding retirement 
transitions. Henkens (2010) suggested that age norms might change over 
time due to changing circumstances and institutional arrangements. To what 
extent age norms are culturally determined scripts and influenced by the 
formal age boundaries established by public and private pension schemes, 
or does the organisational age structure or organisational culture also affects 
them, is less clear. Van Dalen et al. (2012) have attempted to disentangle 
factors that affect age norms of managers in the Netherlands and several 
European countries, and shown that age norms are strongly associated with 
managers own retirement plans; the later managers themselves want to 
retire, the higher the normative retirement age. Yet, a greater focus on the 
factors that affect those timetables and on the real nature of general attitudes 
constitutes an interesting path for further inquiry. 

6.3.3.	 Employment decisions
This dissertation aimed at disentangling determinants of hiring, retention and 
training opportunities for older workers. This focus offers a comprehensive 
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view of the factors that affect different aspect of older workers participation 
in the labour force. In the current study for each of the decisions that 
managers took, outcomes for older workers were compared within this 
worker category and were not compared to other groups present in the 
labour force. This approach offered more insights into factors that affect 
hiring, retention and training opportunities for older workers yet does not 
show how older workers position themselves among younger applicants or 
potential training participants. It is possible that the employment chances of 
highly employable older workers are overvalued; in situations where highly 
employable workers of different age categories apply for jobs, managers 
may prefer those who are younger and equally qualified. To overcome this 
limitation, a future study could focus on a more age-diverse pool of workers 
that are subject to such decisions. That might increase the realism of the 
situation dedicted and offer more insight into older workers chances for 
retention, hiring or being offered training opportunities than could be given 
in this dissertation.

Older workers form a diverse group and one aspect that differentiates them 
is their employment status. To gain more insight into employment dynamics 
and older workers’ chances of re-entering or changing employment, a 
focus on different categories of older applicants is necessary. Next to early 
retirees, one could also look at the chances of reentry of unemployed older 
workers. With the increasing unemployment rates among workers 50+ 
(Statistics Netherland, 2012), they form a significant share of potential 
applicants. Moreover, there are also workers who are currently employed or 
self-employed but are considering changing their job. Workers’ employment 
history might signal older workers qualities (Thurow, 1972) and prolonged 
exit from the labour force is associated with decreasing human capital. 
Comparison of different categories of older works might offer a fruitful 
avenue towards disentangling the dynamics of hiring at older ages. 

Also, in the analysis of the hiring of older workers one might want to look at 
the different types of contract that older workers are offered. I looked at hiring 
of older early retirees and differentiated worker preferences for full-time 
employment as opposed to part-time. Although this approach offered the 
possibility to model different employment choices of managers in terms of 
the time frame for which they intend to hire early retirees, more insight into 
the content of the contracts might shed light on employment desirability. 
There is evidence that suggests that older workers are often valued for their 
specific knowledge or skills and are often hired as consultants, advisor or 
freelancers (Platman and Tinker, 1998). With the current design I was not 
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able to determine if this selective hiring does take place. More research on 
this topic is thus necessary. 

This dissertation also attempted to disentangle what factors affected 
managers offering training opportunities for individual older workers and 
showed, next to the importance of workers’ own personal circumstances, that 
managers’ decisions were not dependent on the types of training or the cost 
involved. There are two possible explanations for these findings. On the one 
hand, one might assume that there is indeed no difference in how managers 
evaluate different types of training. Another possibility is that the design of 
the study was not sufficient to disentangle those differences. One  cannot rule 
out the possibility that the distinction between costs and goals of training 
did not reflect the reality of respondents’ specific organisational settings and 
therefore, managers had difficulties evaluating the desirability of those types 
of training. Given the importance of training for older workers, an additional 
attempt with differently specified time and cost schemes is necessary to gain 
more insight into the differences in training the training opportunities. 

Moreover, in this study I did not evaluate whether the content of training 
makes a difference to managers. One might argue that what workers learn 
can be of variable use for organisations and consequently it might affect 
managers’ idea of the necessity for such training. Future research should 
evaluate whether training opportunities are dependent on the content of the 
training.

6.4.	 Methodological considerations

The current study applied a two-stage design. The process of data collection 
was facilitated by the LISS Internet panel survey which holds monthly survey 
interviews with a representative sample of the Dutch population. Cooperation 
with the LISS panel granted not only access to managers participating in 
the panel but also the possibility to approach those respondents twice, after 
a short period of time. Managers were first presented with questions on 
attitudes towards older workers, and a month later the same respondents 
were approached again to participate in vignette experiments. 

This approach was successful for three reasons. Firstly, it offered access 
to the sample of managers, a group of respondents who are traditionally 
considered difficult to reach for experimental designs (Remus, 1986). 
Consequently, I assume that the external validity of the results presented in 
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this study increased. Secondly, an application of vignettes enabled modeling 
a (hypothetical) decision making process. As pointed out by Oosterhuis and 
Glebbeek (1990), vignettes offer a better representation of employment 
procedures than is the case with a traditional survey. Natural experiments 
might offer a still better opportunity to assess managers’ hiring decisions  that 
managers take with respect to older workers, yet gathering data on real-life  
hiring decisions is difficult. 

Thirdly, through the implementation of both parts of the study separately 
(with a monthly gap between the two studies), this data offer a possibility 
to model the impact of general attitudes on employment decisions regarding 
specific older workers. Despite the clear advantages of this approach and 
the multistage design, I cannot rule out the risk of social desirability bias 
that might have occurred when managers were primed with the survey and 
later asked to participate in the vignette experiment (Pager and Quillian, 
2005). Nonetheless, I propose that the limited exposure of respondents to 
the questions about older workers and the time span that passed between two 
studies lowers the risk of carry over effects and related bias.

Despite those advantages, this method has some disadvantages. There 
is evidence that vignette studies may lead to underestimation of the 
discriminatory attitudes in employment decisions as compared to field studies 
(Pager and Quillian, 2005). Also, one has to keep in mind that managers 
assessed hypothetical situations. In real life, hiring participants may act or 
decide differently. This dissertation nonetheless showed that the validity of 
the results obtained with of the vignette study was confirmed; the results of a 
replication study on hiring of early retirees on a bigger sample of managers 
were consistent with the results obtained from a pilot study.

The LISS Internet panel has proven to be an excellent tool for gathering 
valuable data for the purpose of this dissertation. Those kinds of surveys 
are not accessible everywhere though. Consequently, researchers who 
study employment decisions might face limited opportunity to implement 
a multistage design and restricted access to manager samples. The first 
empirical chapter of this dissertation points towards an alternative in 
approaching respondents. For this chapter the data was collected during a 
focus group meeting organized at NIDI and participating managers were 
asked to fill in the vignette experiments. Managers frequently participate in 
focus groups meetings (Brines and De Vos, 2001; Truss, 20001; Hope et 
al., 2005) and collecting the data during such a meeting is an established 
procedure (Beaulieu et al., 1999). Conducting of vignette experiments 
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during focus groups meetings might constitute a good alternative to applying 
student samples that were often criticised for the lack of experience with 
the decisions they were evaluating (Remus, 1999). The quality of the data 
obtained for this dissertation during a focus group meeting was satisfactory, 
and the results of this study were later corroborated with the data collected 
through access to the LISS panel survey. 

6.5.	 Concluding remarks 

The current study focused on the decisions that managers take with respect to 
the hiring of early retirees, older workers’ retention and training opportunities 
and evaluated how individual, organisational and managers’ characteristics 
contribute to these decisions. The results presented in four empirical chapters 
indicate that managers are involved in complex considerations that are 
affected by various factors. 

All the studies have manifested the importance of older workers’ employability. 
At the same time, the context of organisations is also critical for the possibility 
to hire, retain or train those workers. Although individual characteristics 
of older workers and organisational forces contribute importantly towards 
their chances for hiring, being offered training opportunities and retention, 
employers are key players in defining the opportunities for retirement and 
opportunities for working longer (Shultz and Henkens, 2010). As managers 
are not very positive towards extending employment of older workers, they 
may form barriers towards their employment.

This conclusion leads to few practical recommendations to increase the 
labour market participation of older workers. On the one hand, investment in 
the employability of older workers appears to be crucial. Workers, who miss 
relevant experience, are not flexible or in frail health stand few chances to 
extend their working career. Therefore investments in life-long learning or 
policies that promote a healthy life style are among the tools that can prepare 
future older workers to the challenges of an extended working life. 

On the other hand, polices aimed at imposing restrictions might also contribute 
to increase labour market participation of older workers. One of the attempts 
to stimulate such participation were changes in the Dutch pension system, 
which restricted exit opportunities. According to the new policies, access 
to early retirement schemes has been restricted, and at the same time the 
age eligibility for state pension age has been raised from 65 to 67. Also, the 
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application of alternative exit schemes (e.g. disability schemes) has been 
restricted. Once exit paths are closed, organisations need to implement more 
proactive policies to maintain productive employment of their older staff  
than only implementing ergonomical measures (Conen et al., 2011).

The attitudes of managers towards older workers definitely cannot be 
omitted. This study shows that older workers will not be welcome in the 
labour-force without managers’ support. These findings stress the need for 
awareness campaigns that will demonstrate the impact of age norms in the 
employment process. Research has shown that executives agree that older 
workers are discriminated against, but do not believe that this occures in 
their own organisations (Maurer et al., 2007). Secondly, training of recruiters 
towards more age awareness in selection procedures is necessary and in 
the long run can benefit both organisations and older workers by selecting 
better candidates and creating diversity in teams. Preventing the potential 
bias of age norms has also implications for older workers who are employed 
in organisations. As managers have a rather clear idea as to when a person 
should leave the labour force, such attitudes can result in reduced access of 
older workers to training or lack of managerial support for employment until 
the statutory retirement age. 

An ageing of the population is a growing concern of many governments, and 
an increased labour market participation of older workers is one measure to 
deal with challenges brought about by demographic changes which threaten 
the stability of social security systems (OECD, 2006). The number of older 
workers who remain active in paid labour depends strongly on the policies 
implemented in organisations. Despite widespread discussion in the media 
and society, older workers leave even earlier than at age 65. This dissertation 
showed that when promoting prolonged and effective employment of 
older workers it is important to take into account not only workers and 
their qualifications and abilities but also to actively promote organisational 
structures and implement polices to reduce managers’ prejudices. 
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