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Abstract: In times of demographic change, with the associated challenges for so-
cial security systems and the looming lack of skilled workers, extending working 
life becomes increasingly signifi cant. According to the continuity theory (Atchley 
1989) we can assume that individuals who are satisfi ed with their structures and 
performance will stay at work longer. We will therefore examine whether motiva-
tion and perceived work ability have an infl uence on the desire for continued em-
ployment. In addition, we will answer the question of whether factors that have a 
positive infl uence on motivation and work ability also have a direct infl uence on 
continued employment. Besides objective factors such as enterprise size and oc-
cupational status, we will examine subjective factors, such as assessment of rec-
ognition, the demands, and the meaningfulness of the work for their contributions 
to the explanation. The following analysis is based on a survey taken in May 2008 
together with the Bundesinstitut für Bevölkerungsforschung (BiB). It enables us to 
identify the desire for continued employment in old age, the existing work motiva-
tion, and the state of health. The core results of the statistical analysis show that in 
men high motivation is linked to the desire for continued employment in retirement 
age. This does not apply to women; for them, work ability is the decisive criterion. 
In general, we observe that a positive assessment of the subjective infl uencing fac-
tors strengthen work motivation. In addition, with regard to objective factors it was 
ascertained that for men the working hour regime (full-time work) and occupation 
status (salaried “white-collar” employees) correlate positively with the desire for 
continued employment. In particular, meaningful work increases motivation among 
men and work ability increases motivation among women. It appears important that 
enterprises convince their employees of the meaningfulness of the work. 
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1 Introduction

Demographic change has far-reaching consequences both for the labour market 
and for the pension insurance system in Germany. In the long term, a major de-
crease in the number of young gainfully employed persons in the labour market is 
foreseeable. In pension insurance, a shift in the number of contributors and pen-
sioners in favour of pensioners is expected (Börsch-Supan 2011). The dependency 
ratio, which describes the ratio of older persons (“pensioners”), aged 65 and older 
to younger persons between the ages of 14 and 64 (“contributors”), is a relevant 
indicator for estimating intergenerational fi scal redistribution. It is developing unfa-
vourably with regard to the funding of the system. While the ratio was 100:5 in the 
year 1890, shortly before introduction of pension insurance by Bismarck, it changed 
to 100:32 by the year 2005 and will presumably be 100:50 in 2030. 

In order to make pension insurance sustainably fundable, various reforms have 
raised the retirement age since the 1990s (Bäcker et al. 2009). The pension reform 
of 2007 will gradually raise the age limit from 65 to 67 years to retain deduction-
free standard old age pensions from the year 2012. In 2029 the total increase will 
fi rst come into effect for those born in the year 1964 (Mollenhauer 2006). It must, 
however, be taken into consideration that the factual retirement age averaging 63 
years is lower than the deduction-free retirement age (Brussig/Wojtkowski 2006). 
In addition to the necessity of raising the standard retirement age the question is 
whether the gainfully employed persons are at all willing and capable of extending 
their working life. In the most recent past, there has been a rise in the time 55- to 
64-year-olds remain at work, so that in Germany the number of persons in this age 
group in employment rose from 39.9 % in the year 2003 to 53.8 % in the year 2008  
(Eurostat 2010). 

Therefore the central research issue is whether older workers are capable of ful-
fi lling the demands of work in the long term. In practice, there continue to be (nega-
tive) stereotypes with regard to the work ability of older workers, which leads to 
preferential treatment of younger workers. This contributes to explaining increased 
physical deterioration in the industrial sector, which has led over time to the devel-
opment of age images that can be described as obsolete for many of today’s occu-
pations (Laschart/Möller 2005). Meanwhile, gerontological and psychological stud-
ies show no evidence whatsoever of decreased work ability that can be ascribed to 
the increased age of workers. Various studies have shown that with regard to the 
work ability of older persons (a persons’ performance as a function of their ability 
and motivation – cf. Klehe/Kleinmann 2007), the so-called defi ciency model is not 
(or no longer) valid (Lehr 1990). A meta-analysis of more than 100 studies on occu-
pational work ability also confi rmed that there are no general differences between 
the work ability of older and younger workers in the same job (Warr 2001). 

In spite of this, the mind-set still exists both among employers and employees 
that employees over 50 are no longer productive (Henkens 2005; Aschenbaum 
2005). The International Labour Organization (ILO) has presented a report on dis-
crimination that predicts an increase in discrimination (also of older workers) at the 
workplace. Büsch et al. (2009) even observe a distinctly lower recruitment probabil-
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ity of older applicants in spite of their productivity being assessed as equal to that 
of younger applicants (cf. ILO Global Report 2011; Commerzbank AG 2009). Hence, 
the central question for employees is the extent to which the workers desire to con-
tinue working after reaching retirement age and whether they feel capable of doing 
so. In 2008 infratest surveyed 1,500 workers between the ages of 55 and 65 years 
about their desires and expectations for possible continued employment (Büsch et 
al. 2010). The results of this survey are the basis of the data used in the analysis we 
present here.

This article consists of fi ve sections. We begin by summarising the current re-
search on continued employment of older people. Then, we discuss various fac-
tors infl uencing motivation and work ability. Based on this, we develop a model ap-
proach to be able to illustrate the correlation between the desire to work longer and 
work motivation as well as work ability and derive corresponding hypotheses. In 
the ensuing empirical section we examine the informational value of the model. The 
article ends with concluding remarks and a brief description of future prospects.

2 Factors infl uencing the desire for continued employment

The reasons for people wanting to continue in employment after reaching retire-
ment age have not yet been clearly delineated, in particular in Germany. Instead, 
the debate on raising the retirement age in Germany has led to changes in the focus 
of research. While the focus was once on studies of early retirement decisions, in 
recent years there have been an increasing number of studies on the (desired) dura-
tion of employment (Kapteyn et al. 2007).

Terms for continued employment after reaching retirement age such as “bridge 
employment” and “silver work” have become established (Shultz 2003; Deller et al. 
2007). Bridge employment is understood as the transitional phase between leaving 
one’s previous full-time job and full retirement. This can be a phase, for example, 
in which a person works part time or undertakes a new type of work, such as self-
employment. So-called silver workers are active retirees aged between 60 and 85 
years. Generally, a number of types can be differentiated in this context: partial 
retirement before reaching retirement age (active and passive), continued employ-
ment after reaching retirement age (in one’s previous job or in a different area) or 
full retirement. Since the legal regulations promoting partial retirement were limited 
in time until 31 Dec. 2009 and were no longer extended, we can expect that in future 
there will be ever more persons who remain active even at an advanced age (Bun-
desagentur für Arbeit 2011).

Therefore, it appears advisable to look at reasons for the desire for continued 
employment in a differentiated way. In the literature role and continuity theories are 
often used to explain this situation (von Bonsdorff et al. 2009). According to the role 
theory there are symbols or roles that are perceived over the course of socializa-
tion and with which an individual identifi es. These symbols are formed both by the 
individuals themselves and by their social environment (Mutran et al. 1997). Hence, 
the attitude towards retirement depends on the individual’s social background and 
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employee identity as well as on their expectations for their future retirement situ-
ation or role as a retiree. Depending upon one’s assessment of the socioeconomic 
status yet achieved, people can regard the transition to retirement as liberation or as 
a loss (Carter/Cook 1995). Among those with higher vocational status in particular, 
the changed role is accompanied by an anticipated loss of power and prestige. Ad-
justment to the new life role is better achieved the more complete one’s information 
of future life circumstances is. More details about this issue using the same data 
basis as this article can be found in Micheel et al. (2011 in CPoS 35, 4).

The continuity theory of ageing has very similar argumentation. One of its cen-
tral assumptions is that individuals attempt to retain a balance between continuity 
and change in the structures of their lives. This is only conditionally possible in the 
ageing process, as there is no return to one’s original condition once age-related 
events have occurred. The continuity theory also takes options to react to change 
into consideration. Individuals set goals with regard to their own future develop-
ment. In doing so, they possess specifi c behavioural patterns that infl uence the 
fabric of their decisions. The behavioural patterns themselves are infl uenced by 
the individual’s respective environment, so that the ageing process can be seen 
as culturally- or environmentally-related. Lieberman and Tobin (1983) emphasize 
that even when external circumstances change dramatically, an inner continuity re-
mains, i.e. one’s decision-making patterns remain relatively constant. The “higher 
the quality” of the vocational patterns established so far, the higher is the preference 
for maintaining these patterns (Quick/Moen 1998). This illustrates that to explain the 
decision-making processes in the transition to retirement we must not only consult 
outer circumstances, but that personal factors play just as central a role. 

There are a large number of factors that infl uence retirement decisions. Based on 
Wang et al. (2008) and Wang/Schultz (2010), we differentiate between four groups 
of infl uencing factors (cf. Gobeski/Beehr 2009; Deller/Maxin 2010; van Dam et al. 
2009):

Personal factors• 

Work and organisation-related factors • 

Family-related factors• 

Socio-economic factors • 

This article focuses on personal and organisation-related factors; therefore we 
will not elucidate the family-related and the socio-economic factors here.

2.1 Personal factors

Personal factors such as health and age play major roles in the decision to continue 
working. In a study of 346 workers over 50 years old in the Netherlands, these were 
asked about their motives for early or delayed retirement. The results made clear 
that a good state of health has a positive infl uence on extended working life (van 
Dam et al. 2009). Other studies also revealed that belonging to the working world 
plays a pivotal role in the age group of 50 to 59-year olds. Positive feelings in con-
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junction with the workplace have great explanatory force for the reasons people 
consider continuing work after reaching retirement age (Phillipson/Smith 2005). 
These fi ndings can be interpreted in line with the role theory, which emphasizes the 
importance of employee identifi cation.

In the literature, gender is considered an important explanatory factor for dif-
fering attitudes, such as the attitude towards retirement (Koloski et al. 2001). One 
interesting difference between the sexes with regard to continued employment is 
the higher percentage of men who no longer wish to work upon reaching retirement 
age in spite of very good health (Beehr et al. 2000; Gärtner 2010). It can be assumed 
that women, in their more complex employment biographies, also exhibit longer 
breaks due to parental leaves and thus wish to remain in the vocational context with 
its opportunities for social interaction. In addition, for women factors such as social 
contacts with co-workers, independence, and fl exibility play more signifi cant roles 
in work, while for men the importance of the work is a more relevant factor (Shack-
lock et al. 2009).

Skills are another central factor in the decision to retire (Koloski et al. 2001). Em-
ployees with higher levels of education are more willing to continue working in the 
same fi eld than to train for work in other fi elds (Wang et al. 2008). In a US survey 
from the year 2000 it was observed that persons with a higher level of education 
demonstrate a much higher probability of wanting to continue to work in “bridge 
employment” than persons with a lower level of education (von Bonsdorff et al. 
2009).

2.2 Work- and organisation-related factors

Some work- and organisation-related factors that have proven relevant for the deci-
sion to continue working refer to enterprise size, position, and income.

A British study showed that in small enterprises with up to ten employees em-
ployment of older workers is far higher than in larger enterprises (Smeaton/McKay 
2003). It can be assumed that this is because of the familial atmosphere and the 
identifi cation related to this. Humphrey et al. (2003) showed that in particular per-
sons with a lower job level work longer. However, the authors point out that this may 
well be due to a cohort effect that applies to this particular generation but does not 
always occur at this age. 

According to Dorbritz and Micheel (2010) higher income does not lead to con-
sideration of continued employment. This would concur with the argument that 
employees with lower income are more likely to feel the need to continue to work 
even beyond retirement age (Beehr 1986; Feldman 1994; Opaschowski 2008).

In addition to the objective factors cited, subjective aspects that are directly 
linked to the job or the workplace in particular appear to positively infl uence the 
decision to continue working (Beehr et al. 2000). These factors can include those 
that favour a high degree of identifi cation with the enterprise. Results of empirical 
studies indicate the intrinsically motivating work factors that positively infl uence a 
decision for continued employment in the same environment (Gobeski/Beehr 2009). 
According to a Dutch study those surveyed are more likely to consider intrinsic fac-
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tors of work conditions such as meaningful tasks and ethical values important for 
a decision for continued employment after reaching retirement age (van Dam et al. 
2009). 

Furthermore, recognition and the support of co-workers and senior manage-
ment play central roles in the desire for continued employment as motivating fac-
tors for vocational work in old age (van Dam et al. 2009). Also, needs-tailored and 
demands-tailored confi guration of the work appears to be an important infl uencing 
factor for the decision for continued employment, as a qualitative study in Germany 
shows (Deller/Maxin 2010).

3  Factors infl uencing work motivation and work ability among older 
employees

We will fi rst describe the motivation and work ability of older workers regardless of 
their desire for continued employment and discuss possible infl uencing factors. It 
is assumed that although older employees demonstrate a high degree of work mo-
tivation and are highly motivated, nonetheless different factors play a role among 
older and younger employees. We will therefore fi rst present factors that correlate 
positively with a higher motivation in particular among older employees. Generally 
motives develop or change over the course of time and are stimulated by experi-
ences. Against the study background we will focus on the motivational aspects that 
are particularly relevant for older employees. 

3.1 Objective factors infl uencing work motivation

The results of various studies show no noteworthy difference between different 
age groups with regard to motivation. But this also means that older workers are 
not less motivated than younger workers. Basically, empirical studies reveal that 
the work motivation of older employees is high (Rabl 2010; Kooji et al. 2010). Also, 
no studies have been able to provide evidence confi rming the generally negative 
age stereotypes (Stamov Rossnagel 2009; Grube/Hertel 2008). However, there 
are indications from studies that the factors behind motivation differ between age 
groups (Rhodes 1983; Lord 2002; Kanfer/Ackermann 2004; Lord/Farrington 2006; 
Rabl 2010; Stamov Rossnagel 2009; Kooij et al. 2010). We will briefl y discuss these 
factors in the following.

With regard to the differing motives among age groups we can say that the im-
portance of career and further training motives lessen somewhat with age. In newer 
studies, extrinsic motives such as the achievement of a certain social status and 
the results effect of work are more likely to be perceived as less important with 
advanced age. By contrast, intrinsic motives such as independence, collaboration 
with others, the perception of own performance and independently completing the 
tasks increase with age (Kooji et al. 2010).

Gender is another objective personal criterion. In various empirical studies on 
employee motivation hardly any differences were ascertained between the sexes 
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(Hauser et al. 2007). Studies suggest that although the percentage of motivated 
men and women is practically the same, the factors that infl uence the motivation 
can be different for the genders. This is illustrated for instance in higher signifi cance 
of soft enterprise factors (such as company philosophy) among female applicants 
and employees (berufsstart.de 2006). 

Skills are a third objective infl uencing factor. The impact of differences in skills 
on motivation may be explained in part by content theories, which often differenti-
ate between defi ciency and growth motivators. Unlike growth motivators defi ciency 
motivators are characterised by the fact that their fulfi lment avoids dissatisfaction, 
but does not induce any additional motivation (Maslow 2010; Herzberg et al. 2010). 
The needs of people with a higher level of education are usually already at a higher 
level of satisfaction, since needs such as a suitable salary, social interaction, and to 
some extent also recognition and skills enhancement as well as career are already 
met. 

We can state that both gender and skills of employees may have an infl uence on 
the types of motivating factors with advanced age, but that general motivation is 
not different.

The objective organisation-related factors include enterprise size, position with-
in an enterprise and income.

We can assume that social interaction plays a greater role in smaller enterprises 
so that appreciation and recognition are more likely to be given. In a direct com-
parison of job satisfaction and employee dedication according to the different size 
ranges Hauser et al. (2007) identifi ed no signifi cant differences. Only a weak trend 
was observed: satisfaction and the active components of dedication were slightly 
more positive in small enterprises than in larger enterprises. According to this in 
small enterprises the company culture is experienced somewhat more positively 
than in medium-sized companies and in these, in turn, somewhat more positively 
than in large enterprises. In most studies, consideration of the position in the en-
terprise refers to a differentiation between persons with and without management 
responsibility. According to empirical fi ndings senior managers are, however, not 
generally more highly motivated than employees without management functions 
(Sebald/Kramarsch 2007). But, for them other motivating factors apply (freedom to 
make decisions, innovations and learning and development opportunities) than for 
non-senior managers (reputation of the enterprise, advancement and career op-
portunities, interest of the enterprise in the employees) (Küppers/Wunderer 2001, 
2003). 

Lastly, fi nancial aspects are relevant to the explanation of a desire for continued 
employment, because they can have existential signifi cance. In extreme cases, em-
ployees could be forced to continue working for fi nancial reasons. Then, their work 
motivation may have no infl uence on their decision. This view is largely supported 
by a qualitative study of 29 engineers over the age of 55 years concerning factors 
at the workplace and their impact on productivity and bonds to the enterprise. They 
were basically asked whether or not their income was suffi cient to enter retirement. 
The responses showed that employees with suffi cient income tend to consider so-
cial needs as important. The workers who assessed their income as insuffi cient 
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were more likely to assess enterprise conditions such as security, pay, and working 
conditions as important. These factors display a rather low effect on motivation or 
work attitudes and satisfaction. By contrast, the so-called motivators, such as re-
sponsibility and work, are said to have a very high effect (Lord 2002).

Salary aspects tend to play a role in the middle employment ages, whereby they 
also depend on family situations. Here, too, we can assume that objectives change 
over the course of a lifetime (Grube/Hertel 2008). 

Although there were also no general differences in the motivation of age groups 
in the objective organisation-related factors, there were in differentiating factors 
that bring about motivation. This may indicate that subjectively perceived factors 
are more likely to cause an increase in motivation. These will be discussed in the 
next chapter and examined in the empirical section following it.

3.2 Subjective infl uencing factors work motivation

Besides actual circumstances, subjective perceptions are also important with re-
gard to continued employment in retirement age. The following fi ve aspects are tak-
en into consideration here: demands of the work, management and/or recognition, 
assessment of the meaningfulness of the work, and solidarity with the enterprise.
The fi rst fi nding concerning this spectrum of factors is that work motivation be-
comes more task-specifi c for older employees. Some tasks lower motivation, while 
other tasks keep it at the same level or even raise motivation. This can, for example, 
lead to greater motivation among older employees if tasks are dealt with in a team, 
while lower motivation can be assumed for tasks that involve new content. All in all, 
younger employees are more likely to focus on longer-term goals, while for older 
employees direct motivators have the greatest infl uence (Stamov Rossnagel 2009). 
Results from various studies also show that the work itself or the assessment of 
the meaningfulness of one’s own work is decisive for older employees. This is en-
hanced by the opportunity to work in teams: positive social contacts and passing 
on knowledge are important attributes for older employees in enterprises (Stamov 
Rossnagel 2009). The goals with future-oriented aspects such as learning, feed-
back, and work variety decrease, while enjoyment of the work, the working climate, 
and independence are aspects that gain importance with age (Grube/Hertel 2008).

With age, the motivation for social tasks grows (e.g. passing on knowledge), 
while the motivation for informative tasks (e.g. contributing expertise) remains 
about the same and the motivation to learn new things is more likely to decrease. 
Here, as well, a positive connection was ascertained between motivation and job 
satisfaction. Older workers develop a growing need to optimise their mental well-
being (Stamov Rossnagel 2009). 

All in all, recognition and appreciation are central motivating factors for working 
at an older age (Deller/Maxin 2010). Therefore the factors that increase in impor-
tance with age are those such as work climate, management, community and in-
dependence or material and immaterial recognition, enjoyment of work, demands, 
assessment of self-determination and the perception of meaningful work.
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These fi ndings suggest that management should adapt to changed needs. This 
means that a positive attitude of senior managers towards older employees and the 
appreciation of their vocational experience and expertise are decisive for motivated 
work. 

Solidarity with the enterprise also differs with age. Younger employees are more 
likely to remain with a company for material reasons, while older employees feel 
more loyalty. Reasons for staying with an enterprise also showed that younger em-
ployees in particular consider the fi nancial necessity and more material security 
aspects important. By contrast, older employees tend to enjoy the work more and 
are proud of their own work. Identifi cation with the work is therefore particularly 
important (Lord/Farrington 2006). A survey by Zacher et al. (2009) reached similar 
results. Older employees fi nd goals in the area of company commitment more sig-
nifi cant (e.g. improving operational processes and structures). For younger employ-
ees, goals in the areas of skills enhancement and higher pay or career opportunities 
are more important.

3.3 Factors infl uencing work ability

Vocational work ability is a matter both of mental capacity and physical fi tness. We 
differentiate between crystallised (experience-related) and fl uid (mechanical) intel-
ligence (Kruse 2000) when speaking of mental capacity. The former refers to factors 
such as routinely carrying out intellectual and physical tasks. Since older employees 
have more experience with their work, it is not surprising that positive correlations 
are ascertained between age and performance in this context (Warr 2001). A de-
crease in fl uid intelligence is observed as adults age, which although accompanied 
by a reduced speed in processing information can be compensated by routine or 
knowledge from experience (Kruse 2000). 

In this study work ability consists mainly of characteristics that measure the state 
of health. Health is an obligatory condition for the ability to continue employment. 
Subjects are still asked to assess their own work ability with regard to the work de-
mands based on the Work Ability Index by Ilmarinen. Various studies demonstrate 
that the differences in performance within an age group are by far greater than 
those between different age groups (Kruse 2000; Ilmarinen 2005). It must also be 
taken into consideration that there are no monocausal links between age and work 
ability. Warr (1994) pointed out, for instance, that the majority of psychological stud-
ies explore the question of how age affects the ability to work and not how work 
affects the ability in old age (Warr 1994). 

This analysis will furthermore examine the factors of gender, skills, position, and 
income with regard to their signifi cance for work ability. A longitudinal study in Fin-
land has been unable to fi nd any differences in men and women with regard to their 
ability to work (Ilmarinen et al. 1997). As for skills, there are indications that a higher 
skill level goes hand in hand with higher work ability. Also, it becomes apparent 
that an individual’s position in the enterprise has a positive infl uence on work ability 
(Aittomäki et al. 2003). Due to the prevailing seniority-based pay in Germany we are 
unable to measure the infl uence of income on productivity (Skirbekk 2003).
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In addition to the personal and organisation-related objective factors cited, we 
will also examine the infl uence of subjective factors. We assume that the perception 
of surrounding conditions is relevant for a person’s work ability. Biomedicine shows 
that personal performance rates result from various environmental conditions. 
The stimulating environment consists both of one’s personal environment and the 
working world (Rump/Eilers 2009). Tuomi et al. (2001) show that work demands and 
work environment play the greatest role in explaining the extent of work ability. For 
instance, the simple colour coding of work materials can contribute to increasing 
productivity. On the other hand, monotonous work can reduce work ability (Warr 
2001). A study conducted in Denmark also illustrates that work-related factors have 
the greatest explanatory force for work ability (Alavinia et al. 2007). Moreover, the 
model devised for the ability to work contains the aspect of management as an ex-
planatory variable for the ability to work (Ilmarinen/Tuomi 2004).

4 Model explaining the desire for continued employment

In this section, we will transfer the personal and organisation-related aspects to a 
model serving as the basis for testing the hypotheses yet to be developed. Based 
on the continuity theory, we will assume that if a high degree of motivation and high 
self-assessed work ability have been attained in one’s past working life this has a 
positive infl uence on the desire for continued employment. 

In addition, we will differentiate between objective and subjective factors that 
can infl uence motivation or work ability based on the existing empirical fi ndings and 
taking the criteria described by Wang and Shultz (2010) into account. The objective 
factors are additionally broken down into personal and organisation-related factors 
(Fig. 1).

With regard to objective infl uencing factors there is, for one, the reference to 
the individual, or properties such as age, gender, and skills, and then there is the 
reference to the enterprise, including factors such as enterprise size, position, and 
income. The objective factors are therefore quantifi able quantities that are usually 
clearly defi nable regardless of subjective assessments. By contrast, the subjective 
assessments of the workers with regard to the enterprise are always dependent 
on the individual. Therefore, the subjective infl uencing factors are always based 
on assessments that refer to the enterprise in particular, but the characteristics are 
not independent of the individual, so that in Table 1 we did not strictly differentiate 
between personal and organisation-related factors The factors taken into consid-
eration here are the demands of the job or work, recognition or management, the 
perceived value (meaningfulness) of the work, and solidarity (bonds) with the en-
terprise (Tab. 1). 

The infl uencing factors will be examined for their relevance to motivation and 
the ability to work and, as a consequence, to the desire for continued employment. 
Work ability refers primarily to health aspects, but also indicates self-assessed work 
ability with regard to work content. The construct contains 15 items following the 
Work Ability Index (cf. section 5.1: Construction of the latent variables).



Determinants of work motivation and work ability among older workers    • 941

Fig. 1: Desire for continued employment taking motivation and work ability in 
account

Desire for continued 
employment 

Objective factors 
Personal and/or 
organisation-related 

Motivation 
Work ability 

Subjective factors 
Personal and 
organisation-related 

Source: own design

Tab. 1: Classifi cation of infl uencing factors

 Personal factors Organisation-related factors 

Objective 
 

Age 
Gender 
Skills 

Enterprise size  
Position 
Income 

  
Subjective Work demands 

Work recognition 
Management  

Meaningful work  
Organisational bonds 

Source: own design
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To test the model, we have derived fi ve hypotheses from the descriptions of the 
infl uencing factors on motivation and work ability of older employees:

Hypothesis 1: High motivation has a positive infl uence on the desire for continued 
employment upon reaching retirement age.

Hypothesis 2: High work ability has a positive infl uence on the desire for continued 
employment upon reaching retirement age.

Hypothesis 3: The objective and subjective infl uencing factors have a direct infl u-
ence on the desire for continued employment. The more positively the factors are 
perceived, the greater is the desire for continued employment.

Hypothesis 4: A positive assessment of the subjective factors correlates positively 
with the motivation of older workers.

Hypothesis 5: A positive assessment of the subjective factors correlates positively 
with the assessment of personal work ability. 

5 Survey and evaluation

In order to test the fi ve hypotheses, we used the data from a survey conducted in 
a cooperation between the Bundesinstitut für Bevölkerungsforschung and the SRH 
Hochschule Berlin. This survey explicitly asks subjects about their willingness to 
continue working in old age (Büsch et al. 2010). The subjects were asked whether 
they wish to remain gainfully employed after they reach retirement age. In addition, 
various socioeconomic data were surveyed such as gender, income, occupational 
status, etc. The sample encompasses 1,500 individuals and is representative of em-
ployees in the reviewed age group of 55-64 years. In this sample, which is described 
in Table 2, only gainfully employed persons are represented (blue- and white-collar 
workers subject to social insurance contributions, civil servants, marginal part-time 
employees). We did not include retirees, pensioners, self-employed persons, un-
employed persons, short-time workers, or employees on leave of absence. The 
question of a desire for continued employment did not seem wise against the back-
ground of unemployment. 
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Tab. 2: Description of the sample

Variable Relative frequency in % 

Gender   
Male 55.5 
Female 44.5 

Age   
55 - 59 73.3 
60 - 64 26.7 

Vocational training   
No vocational training completed 4.09 
Apprenticeship or comparable training 50.24 
Master, technician or comparable technical school diploma 17.05 
University of applied science or university diploma 27.63 

Extent of gainful employment   
Full time 76.79 
Part time (15-35 hours per week)   17.86 
Marginal (less than 15 hours per week) 5.35 

Vocational position   
Manual workers 32.04 
Non-manual workers 57.60 
Civil servants 10.36 

Vocational status   
Under-skilled 20.56 
Skilled 48.24 
Highly skilled 31.20 

Enterprise size   
Less than 10 employees 13.70 
10 - 49 24.67 
50 - 249           27.55 
250 - 499          33.41 

Monthly net household income   
Less than 1,000 euros 4.55 
1,000 – 1,999 32.34 
2,000 – 2,999  29.33 
3,000 – 3,999 14.76 
4,000 euros and more 13.48 
Not specified 5.54 

Source: Data set “Weiterbeschäftigung im Rentenalter”, own calculations
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5.1 Construction of the latent variables

In this sub-section, we will document the construction of the latent variables used 
in the analysis and their internal consistency (Cronbach 1951). The latent variable 
is constructed by adding up the respective single items following possible needed 
rescaling to a common range of values. Then all latent variables are standardized for 
the analysis, i.e. they then have a mean value of 0 and a standard deviation of 0.5. 
This allows for direct comparison of the corresponding regression coeffi cients, in 
particular also with dichotomous indicator variables. The correlations of latent vari-
ables to one another are portrayed in Table 3.

Work demands

Based on the effort construct of Siegrist et al. (2004) the latent variable of work de-
mands is constructed of seven items: “My work requires great concentration,” “My 
work demands that I make rapid decisions,” “My work demands high work speed,” 
“My work is strenuous,” “My work is involved with a great deal of responsibility,” 
“My work is physically strenuous,” “After work I feel exhausted.” The items are each 
measured on a fi ve-point scale. The internal consistency of the latent variable work 
demands under Cronbach’s alpha is 0.71. 

Work recognition

Based on the reward construct of Siegrist et al. (2004) the latent variable of work 
recognition is constructed of seven items: “My co-workers  criticise me for every 
little thing,” “The work climate is not as I’d imagine it should be,” “Complaints and 
suggestions by my co-workers and myself usually receive no attention,” “My rela-
tionship with my supervisor is cooperative,” “I receive too little pay for my work,” 
“If I could, I would like to change jobs,” “My workplace is safe.” The items are each 
measured on a fi ve-point scale. The internal consistency of the construct is 0.66.

Tab. 3: The correlations of latent variables to one another

 1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 

1. Work demands   1,00 0,20 -0,08 0,10 -0,01 -0,20 
2. Work recognition 0,20 1,00 -0,40 -0,41 0,17 -0,30 
3. Management -0,08 -0,40 1,00 0,21 -0,00 0,09 
4. Meaningful work 0,10 -0,41 0,21 1,00 -0,04 -0,28 
5. Organisational bonds   -0,01 0,17 -0,00 -0,04 1,00 -0,06 
6. Work Ability -0,20 -0,30 0,09 0,28 -0,06 1,00 

Source: Data set “Weiterbeschäftigung im Rentenalter”, own calculations
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Management

The latent variable of management/leadership consists of three items: “My supervi-
sor often makes the wrong decisions,” “My supervisor informs me in detail of im-
portant matters,” “My supervisor gives me clear and comprehensible instructions.” 
The items are each measured on a fi ve-point scale. The internal consistency of the 
construct is 0.67. 

Meaningful work

The latent variable of meaningfulness and identifi cation with the work is construct-
ed of fi ve items: “My work is meaningful,” “I identify with the objectives of my enter-
prise,” “I make a major contribution to attaining the objectives of the enterprise,” “I 
am very satisfi ed with my work,” “After completing my work, I often have the feeling 
that I have made a contribution.” The items are each measured on a fi ve-point scale. 
The internal consistency of the construct is 0.63. 

Organisational bonds

The latent variable of organisational bonds consists of three items, which, due to 
their different scales are brought to a common scale before addition: “Duration of 
employment with the enterprise,” “Number of previous employers,” “Number of 
phases of unemployment.” The internal consistency of the construct is 0.66. 

Work ability

The ability to work based on health according to the Work Ability Index of Tuomi 
et al. (2001) consist of 15 items: “How high do you assess your present work ability 
with regard to the content of your work?”, “How high do you think your work ability 
will be with regard to the content of your work fi ve years from now?”, “Present gen-
eral state of health” and twelve specifi c physical and psychological clinical pictures. 
The internal consistency of the construct is 0.85.

Work motivation

The item motivation asks the extent to which the statement “My work motivation 
is very high” applies. Both the dichotomisation of the variables of work motivation 
in the categories “Disagree” and “Agree” including “Neither / Nor” and the use of 
the variables as a cardinal scale measurement of work motivation lead to the same 
result with regard to the desire for continued employment.

5.2 Results of the analysis

One of the fi rst results of the survey is that nearly half of those surveyed could 
envision continuing to work. Nevertheless, only 5.8 % of those surveyed actually 
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cited a desire to postpone retirement after reaching their individually anticipated 
retirement ages, while 63.1 % desire an earlier retirement than they presently an-
ticipate. Correspondingly only 17.0 % of those surveyed assess the gradual rise in 
the retirement age as “rather good” or “very good” but 69.0 % as “rather bad” or 
“very bad.”

In the following we will examine the dependency of the personal desire for con-
tinued employment on the above cited objective and subjective factors. Since the 
desire for continued employment after reaching retirement in the survey was meas-
ured on an ordinal scale of four categories and there is no approximated normal 
distribution, ordered logit models are used to analyse the desire for continued em-
ployment (Agresti 2010). 

We fi rst examined the direct effect of work motivation and good health on the 
desire for continued employment without taking other available variables (see 
Tab. 2 and Section 5.1) into consideration. The evaluation reveals a signifi cantly 
positive effect of work motivation on the desire for continued employment, while 
the measured positive effect of health on the desire for continued employment is 
not statistically signifi cant (see Tab. 4). Hence the data do not contradict the fi rst 
hypothesis, but the second hypothesis is not supported by the data according to 
this analysis. Additionally, a likelihood ratio test shows that there is no statistically 
signifi cant interaction effect between work motivation and work ability (χ2=1.39; 
DF=1; p=0.24).

Before examining the effect of work motivation and work ability on the desire for 
continued employment taking the other available variables into account, we need 
to examine whether and to what extent these variables explain the variance of work 
motivation and work ability.

Since work motivation is also only available on an ordinal scale and there is also 
no approximated normal distribution, an analysis of deviance based on an ordered 
logit model was used. Work ability, by contrast, demonstrates approximated normal 
distribution so that we can use an analysis of variance as the basis here.

Tab. 4: Logit models – analysis of the importance of motivation and health for 
the desire for continued employment

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 

Motivation 0.22* 
(0.10) 

 0.20* 
(0.10) 

Health 
 

 0.13 
(0.10) 

0.08 
(0.10) 

Control variables No No No 
Gamma 0.10 0.07 0.12 

* = signifi cant at the level of .05, ** = signifi cant at the level of .01,
The fi gures in the brackets are standard errors. Gamma measures the fi t of the ordered 
logit model similarly to an R2 (cf. Goodman/Kruskal 1954).

Source: Data set “Weiterbeschäftigung im Rentenalter”, own calculations
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A likelihood ratio test indicates that there are signifi cant differences between 
male and female survey participants with regard to the tested subjective and objec-
tive factors explaining the work motivation (χ2=59.4; DF=40; p=0.02; see Tab. 5). 
All in all, some of the deviance in work motivation can be explained by the perceived 
meaningfulness of the work, recognition on the job, and management leadership 
– each with a positive correlation. Separate tests of male and female participants 
reveals that the statistical signifi cance of recognition on the job is only given in the 
sub-sample of female participants, whereas the statistical signifi cance of manage-
ment/leadership is only given in the explanation of work motivation in the male 
sub-sample. In addition, there are statistically signifi cant age differences in work 
motivation and an infl uence by vocational status in the male sub-sample (motiva-
tion increases with age, to then drop again in the oldest age group; men at the 
middle hierarchical level have less motivation) and a statistically signifi cant effect 
of household income in the female sub-sample (high and low income correlate with 
higher work motivation). Hypothesis 4, which postulates a positive correlation of 
the subjective factors with the motivation of older workers, can only be verifi ed for 
the perceived meaningfulness of the work. This applies for the subjective factors of 
work recognition and management/leadership in each case only in the sub-samples 
of the women or men participating in the survey. 

Tab. 5: Analysis of deviance of work motivation

Factors Total data set Men Women 
 LR X2 DF P(>X2)  LR X2 DF P(>X2)  LR X2 DF P(>X2) 

Gender 2.2 1 0.14   
Age 11.9 9 0.22 20.4 9 0.05* 10.2 9 0.33 
Educational level 5.1 5 0.41 7.3 5 0.20 2.3 5 0.81 
Working hours  0.5 2 0.79 0.4 2 0.83 0.3 2 0.87 
Vocational position 1.0 2 0.60 1.6 2 0.45 0.3 2 0.88 
Income  16.3 10 0.09 16.7 10 0.08 22.2 10 0.01 
Enterprise size  3.8 7 0.80 5.6 7 0.58 3.5 7 0.84 
Status 3.4 2 0.18 6.2 2 0.05* 2.3 2 0.32 
Meaningfulness 309.0 1 <0.01** 202.3 1 <0.01** 100.0 1 <0.01 
Demands 3.8 1 0.05 2.1 1 0.14 2.3 1 0.13 
Recognition 6.2 1 0.01* 2.2 1 0.14 4.7 1 0.03* 
Organisational bonds 3.4 1 0.06 0.6 1 0.43 2.8 1 0.09 
Management 5.5 1 0.02* 4.1 1 0.04* 2.2 1 0.14 

The column LR X2 shows the chi2 statistic of the likelihood ratio test, column DF the cor-
responding degrees of freedom, and column P(>X2) the P value of the chi2 statistic of the 
cited degrees of freedom.
* = signifi cant at the level of .05, ** = signifi cant at the level of .01,

Source: Data set “Weiterbeschäftigung im Rentenalter”, own calculations
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A linear model is estimated for the state of health since the characteristic stud-
ied exhibits suffi cient normal distribution. The results of the analysis of covariance 
are shown in Table 6. An F-test reveals no signifi cant gender differences explaining 
health using the subjective and objective factors (F=0.92; DF=40; p=0.61). 

The variance of work ability can be explained with statistical signifi cance by the 
perceived meaningfulness of the work (the linear regressions used as the basis for 
the  analysis of covariance – not additionally reported here – ceteris paribus shows a 
negative correlation of the meaningfulness of the work and work ability), the job de-
mands and recognition (each a positive correlation), gender (women have less work 
ability), income (non-linear relation), and enterprise size (negative correlation).

The data do not falsify hypothesis 5; work ability correlates only with some of the 
subjective factors such as demands and recognition. 

Lastly, we can examine the effect of work motivation and work ability on the 
desire for continued employment taking the other available variables into account. 
A likelihood ratio test shows that there are signifi cant gender differences for the 
explanation of the desire for continued employment through the studied subjective 
and objective factors (χ2=74.38; DF=42; p<0.01). Table 7 reports the regression 
result of the ordered logit model taking the other objective and subjective control 
variables into account as in Table 4, however additionally divided up by male and fe-
male survey participants. After accounting for the control variables the effect sizes 
of both motivation and work ability increase; both variables are now statistically 
signifi cant. The separate consideration of female and male participants, however, 

Tab. 6: Analysis of covariance of health

Response Sum Sq DF F value Pr(>F) 

Gender  2.14 1 10.83 < 0.01** 
Age  2.84 9 1.60 0.11 
Educational level  2.09 5 2.11 0.06 
Working hours  1.12 2 2.84 0.06 
Vocational position  0.54 2 1.36 0.26 
Income  4.34 10 2.20 0.02* 
Enterprise size  2.80 7 2.03 0.05* 
Status 0.88 2 2.23 0.11 
Meaningfulness 14.60 1 73.93 < 0.01** 
Demands 11.00 1 55.73 < 0.01** 
Recognition 4.14 1 20.97 < 0.01** 
Organisational bonds 0.14 1 0.72 0.39 
Management 0.01 1 0.07 0.80 
Residuals 286.40 1450   

* = signifi cant at the level of .05, ** = signifi cant at the level of .01,

Source: Data set “Weiterbeschäftigung im Rentenalter”, own calculations
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reveals that motivation makes a signifi cant contribution to explaining the desire for 
continued employment only for male and work ability only for female participants. 
Table 8 shows the results of the corresponding analysis of deviance. 

Tab. 8: Analysis of deviance of the desire for continued employment

Factors Total data set Men Women 
 LR X2 DF Pr(>X2) LR X2 DF Pr(>X2)  LR X2 DF Pr(>X2) 

Motivation 5.6 1 0.02* 13.5 1 < 0.01** 0.2 1 0.63 
Work ability 4.5 1 0.03* 1.1 1 0.30 4.3 1 0.04* 
Gender 6.9 1 0.01**       
Age 19.0 9 0.03* 12.1 9 0.21 10.4 9 0.32 
Educational level 8.2 5 0.15 4.6 5 0.47 4.8 5 0.44 
Working hours 5.4 2 0.07 9.4 2 0.01** 1.6 2 0.46 
Vocational position 13.4 2 <0.01** 22.4 2 <0.01** 0.8 2 0.67 
Income 40.2 10 <0.01** 29.6 10 <0.01** 16.2 10 0.09 
Enterprise size 21.0 6 <0.01** 18.4 6 0.01** 12.1 6 0.06 
Status 1.9 2 0.39 4.3 2 0.12 16.5 2 <0.01** 
Meaningfulness 0.1 1 0.83 0.1 1 0.75 <0.1 1 0.89 
Demands 2.0 1 0.16 0.2 1 0.66 1.5 1 0.21 
Recognition 7.3 1 0.01** 12.3 1 <0.01** 0.2 1 0.68 
Organizational 
bonds 15.0 1 <0.01** 4.7 1 0.03* 12.4 1 <0.01** 
Management 0.2 1 0.66 0.9 1 0.36 0.1 1 0.78 

* = signifi cant at the level of .05, ** = signifi cant at the level of .01,
Source: Data set “Weiterbeschäftigung im Rentenalter”, own calculations

Tab. 7: Desire for continued employment and work motivation and health 
taking other objective and subjective factors into account as control 
variables

 Total data set Men Women 

Motivation 0.28* 
(0.12) 

0.58** 
(0.16) 

-0.09 
(0.19) 

Health 0.24* 
(0.11) 

0.16 
(0.16) 

0.34* 
(0.17) 

Control variables Yes Yes Yes 
Gamma 0.75 0.97 0.83 

Source: Data set “Weiterbeschäftigung im Rentenalter”, own calculations
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The data do not falsify hypothesis 3. The desire for continued employment cor-
relates both directly with some of the objective and some of the subjective factors. 
It is striking that there are hardly any overlaps among the genders with regard to 
the objective and subjective factors that can explain the deviance in the desire for 
continued employment with statistical signifi cance. 

6 Conclusions and prospects

This study analysed which factors positively infl uence the willingness for continued 
employment after reaching the retirement age. First of all it shows that almost half 
of those surveyed can envision continuing work after reaching retirement age. How-
ever, men and women are infl uenced by different factors with regard to their desire 
for continued employment. 

In hypotheses 1 and 2 derived from the continuity theory (Atchley 1989) we as-
sume that a positive assessment of motivation and work ability correlate with a 
greater desire for continued employment upon reaching retirement age. With re-
gard to these hypotheses we can state that after taking the available control vari-
ables into account these hypotheses cannot be rejected. Nonetheless the data in 
the sub-sample of participating women do not support hypothesis 1. This means 
that high motivation only correlates positively with the desire for continued employ-
ment among men. By contrast, hypothesis 2, which assumes a positive infl uence 
from work ability, is only supported in the sub-sample of women. We illustrated that 
the desire for continued employment is signifi cantly infl uenced in men by motiva-
tion and in women by work ability. It is also apparent on the basis of hypothesis 4 
that a positive assessment of the subjective infl uencing factors correlates positively 
with the degree of motivation. This applies, to varying degrees, with recognition 
and management as well as work demands. Also, the assessment of work ability, 
in agreement with hypothesis 5, correlates with some of the subjective factors (de-
mands and recognition) and some of the objective factors (income and enterprise 
size). Hypothesis 3, which assumed that a positive assessment of the subjective and 
objective factors has positive effects on the desire for continued employment, can 
also not be rejected. Yet here, too, the direct and indirect infl uence of the objective 
and subjective factors on the desire for continued employment is gender-specifi c. 
While four objective factors have a direct signifi cant infl uence on the desire for con-
tinued employment among men, only one objective factor can contribute to ex-
plaining this desire among women.

The desire for continued employment among the male participants was infl u-
enced by their working hours (full-time employees are more likely to desire contin-
ued employment), their vocational position (white-collar workers are more likely to 
desire continued employment), their household income, the size of the enterprise 
and their recognition on the job (each with a negative correlation). On the subjective 
side, the desire for continued employment among male subjects can be explained 
by work motivation and organisational bonds (positive correlations in both cases). 
The perceived meaningfulness of the work, vocational status, and management/
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leadership have additional indirect effects on the desire for continued employment 
through motivation.

The deviance in the desire for continued employment of female survey partici-
pants can be explained by their work ability, their vocational status, and their organi-
sational bonds (each with a positive correlation). The perceived meaningfulness of 
the work, the demands and recognition on the job, income, and enterprise size have 
only indirect effect through their infl uence on work ability.

We can state that organisational bonds are a signifi cant explanatory factor both 
for women and for men and therefore assume that employees who have worked 
in one enterprise for many years also have a distinct desire for continued employ-
ment. 

Notably, meaningful work has a positive effect on the motivation of men and work 
ability on the motivation of women. Since precisely these two parameters strongly 
infl uence the respective desire for continued employment it is important that senior 
managers in enterprises be able to convince their employees of the meaningfulness 
of their work and the enterprise objective respectively. These results therefore sug-
gest that employees should be informed of the objectives or of their contribution to 
achieving the objectives so that they are able to place their own work in a meaning-
ful context. One possibility for this is increased participation in the development of 
objectives or partial objectives for the enterprise. Methods can be employed for this 
participative approach such as conducting strategy workshops, increasing team-
work, or mentors or sponsorships. It appears essential that female employees pos-
sess relevant work ability. In order to maintain the security of employability regular 
job-related skills enhancement measures could contribute to increasing the desire 
for continued employment. 

There is already a great deal of evidence on devising age-appropriate work con-
ditions. Many of these aspects can also be considered as implications for the desire 
for continued employment from this study. In particular, measures in the areas of 
management, task design, skills enhancement, and company culture appear to be 
wise approaches both to create a positive work atmosphere (before reaching re-
tirement age), and ensure appreciation at all age levels. In general, age discrimina-
tion should be excluded as much as possible and a culture of knowledge sharing 
and experience transfer created. This can be achieved by means of deliberate team 
formation (collaboration among different age groups), through skills enhancement 
measures that are not offered on the basis of age, and through the opportunity to 
work independently (with regard to time and content). This course of action should 
apply as well for employment beyond retirement. These measures are nothing new, 
but the results of this study substantiate their relevance (Bundesministerium für Ar-
beit und Soziales 2010). Equal treatment of older employees could result in greater 
willingness to continue working.

In the context of this research, the availability of longitudinal data would be de-
sirable since this is the only way to examine intention and realisation with regard 
to continued employment. In addition, persistent changes in motivation could be 
recorded, in particular in the event of drastic occurrences such as unemployment. It 
would also be advisable for future studies to survey not only directly affected older 
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workers, but also a comparison group of younger employees in order to better dif-
ferentiate period and cohort effects and be able to make assertions regarding future 
behaviours.
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