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ABSTRACT
Due to population aging and its implications for organiza-
tions and societies, organizational practices for older workers 
(OPOWs) play a relevant role in multiple research disciplines. 
So far, most reviews on this topic operationalize organiza-
tional practices as antecedents of older workers’ outcomes. 
We extend this perspective by illustrating multilevel anteced-
ents and outcomes of OPOWs. In doing so, we demonstrate 
how these organizational practices directly and indirectly 
affect older workers, organizations, and society and how, in 
turn, older workers, organizations and society impact OPOWs. 
Drawing on a literature review, we discuss key theories and 
present current empirical findings from multiple research 
disciplines to propose an integrated cross-disciplinary model 
with the potential to guide future research and practice.

Introduction

Workforces are aging in most developed countries (Zacher et  al., 2018), 
affecting older workers (micro level), organizations (meso level) and 
societies (macro level) alike. While there are severe consequences of 
aging workforces, such as labor force shortages or higher costs for pen-
sion programs, prolonged working lives could counter such challenges 
(Morrow-Howell et  al., 2018; Staudinger et  al., 2016). Consequently, 
scientists and practitioners have become increasingly interested in pro-
moting later-life work.

Prior research has shown that organizational practices, such as human 
resource (HR) practices, are related to older workers’ ability, motivation 
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and opportunity to continue working later in life (e.g. Pak et  al., 2019). 
This effect on the individual level could also interact with the conse-
quences of aging workforces on organizational and societal levels. Likewise, 
factors on all three levels could potentially act as antecedents of organi-
zational practices for older workers (OPOWs; Boehm et  al., 2021). Due 
to the increasing relevance of the topic, the research field has been rapidly 
evolving. Several prior frameworks have applied a multilevel perspective 
to classify antecedents and outcomes of individual-level variables such as 
retirement timing (e.g. Fisher et  al., 2016). Additionally, we are aware of 
two other recent publications in which the authors developed a multilevel 
framework that focuses on OPOWs. Henkens (2022) focused on the role 
of organizational practices for older workers’ health and performance 
while also considering societal-level antecedents. Boehm et  al. (2021) 
broadly identify multilevel antecedents and outcomes of age-related HR 
practices. Both publications highlight the necessity to take a closer look 
at the antecedents and outcomes of OPOWs. We want to expand these 
findings by focusing on the underlying mechanisms behind the multilevel 
antecedents and outcomes. The pathways through which organizational 
practices affect and are affected by older workers, organizations, and 
societies are not always apparent. A cross-disciplinary review of the the-
oretical approaches related to research on OPOWs is needed to gain a 
comprehensive understanding of these multilevel pathways, particularly 
those that have not been covered in empirical research yet, and lay the 
foundation for future theoretical and empirical advancements.

Thus, we aim to develop a cross-disciplinary conceptual model of 
OPOWs and their multilayered antecedents and outcomes. We take a 
closer look at two complementary pathways: First, we outline how 
OPOWs affect older workers, organizations and societies (Figure 1). 
Second, we demonstrate how societies, organizations and older workers 
influence the availability of OPOWs (Figure 2). Based on a literature 
review, we identify, summarize, and integrate theoretical approaches 
from multiple research disciplines and underline the findings with cur-
rent empirical developments, thereby creating a holistic overview of the 
research landscape. By providing a framework and highlighting yet under 
researched areas, we aim to support researchers in developing new 
research questions and identifying fitting theoretical approaches for more 
multilevel, cross-disciplinary research on OPOWs and aging workforces.

Procedure

As a first step, we identified different research fields relevant to research 
on OPOWs and aging workforces to set the scope for our review. 
Disciplines were chosen based on the authors’ knowledge and a review 
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of the literature already on hand, including several cross-disciplinary 
publications (e.g. Beehr & Bennett, 2015). The resulting disciplines were 
gerontology, psychology, organizational psychology, management, eco-
nomics, political science, and sociology.

Research has shown that experts can help identify literature not iden-
tified with database searches alone (Papaioannou et  al., 2010). Thus, as 
a second step, we conducted eleven expert interviews with scientists to 
understand better the discipline-specific approaches to research on work 
and aging and receive recommendations for the literature search (e.g. 
database choice). Furthermore, they served as subject matter experts 

Figure 1. organizational practices for older workers and their outcomes on micro, meso 
and macro levels. Note. P = proposition.

Figure 2. organizational practices for older workers and their antecedents on micro, meso 
and macro levels. Note. P = proposition.
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who provided us directly with relevant theories (see Appendix A for a 
detailed description of the expert interviews).

In a third step, we conducted a multi-channel literature search. First, 
we searched the multidisciplinary database Web of Science. Next, we con-
ducted a journal search (Daniels, 2019) with twelve key journals repeatedly 
named in the expert interviews representing the research disciplines. 
Furthermore, we manually scanned the publication lists of more than 50 
authors mentioned in our expert interviews, including the interviewed 
experts. Lastly, we screened specific publications mentioned by the experts 
(see Appendix A for a detailed description of the literature search pro-
cedure). The literature search was carried out in May 2022.

Due to the expected multitude of publications, we set several inclusion 
and exclusion criteria. We only searched for literature published since 
the year 2000. Publications were included when they targeted older 
workers and focused on at least one relationship between our model’s 
main elements (i.e. OPOWs, older workers, organizations, and society). 
Since the literature review’s primary purpose is to identify relevant 
theories and the overview of empirical research serves as supporting 
evidence for these theoretical approaches, we included theoretical work, 
reviews, and meta-analyses published as papers, book chapters, and 
books written in English language. We excluded other grey literature, 
non-published manuscripts, and primary empirical studies whose focus 
was not to develop a new theoretical or conceptual model. We further 
excluded publications that focused on illnesses, disabilities, generations, 
self-employment, unemployment, a specific subgroup of older workers 
(e.g. older migrants), or the evaluation of a particular country’s govern-
mental policies. Figure 3 shows the complete selection process. In two 
cases, additional publications were identified through reference lists of 
included publications. Ultimately, we identified 219 publications that 
meet our inclusion criteria (see Appendix B for a complete list).

We use a narrative synthesis to detect and categorize theoretical 
approaches mentioned in the literature. An overview of the findings is 
displayed in Table 1. The approaches are summarized and integrated 
based on the relationships they cover. Drawing on these findings, we 
develop the propositions for our conceptual model to incorporate all 
relevant relationships covered in research on the antecedents and out-
comes of OPOWs to date. We further use these findings to detect 
research gaps regarding additional hypothesized propositions. We also 
apply a narrative synthesis to the empirical findings. If we could not 
identify any meta-analyses or reviews for a theoretically proposed rela-
tionship, we conducted a manual search for primary empirical studies 
to assess whether the relationship had been analyzed empirically. If that 
is the case, we report the primary empirical studies.
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Conceptualization of organizational practices for older workers

Boehm and Dwertmann (2015) and Wilckens et  al. (2021) broadly 
categorize OPOWs into bundles of HR practices, leadership styles, and 
organizational climate/culture. We follow this broad categorization for 
our conceptual model and further acknowledge that there are different 
types of OPOWs within these bundles. In line with Boehm et  al. 
(2021), these OPOWs can be either age-neutral or age-related. 
Age-neutral OPOWs are ‘designed and implemented without referring 
to age’ (Boehm et  al., 2021, p. 260). On the contrary, age-related 
OPOWs could either be age-specific (i.e. practices designed for the 
needs of older workers), age-inclusive (i.e. practices equally designed 
for the needs of workers of all ages) or referring to age diversity (i.e. 
practices designed to foster good intergenerational collaboration). In 
addition to these three OPOWs bundles, variables like job demands, 
job resources, and factors related to age stereotypes and discrimination 
are commonly covered in research on work and aging (e.g. Carlstedt 
et  al., 2018; Chen & Gardiner, 2019). For our model, we do not 
explicitly categorize these work-related variables as separate practices 
since they are inevitably related to OPOWs, for instance, through 
flexible working arrangements, supervisor support, or age diversity 
climate (Pak et  al., 2019).

Figure 3. flow diagram of the literature selection procedure.



The InTernATIOnAl JOurnAl OF huMAn reSOurCe MAnAgeMenT 4349

Organizational practices for older workers and outcomes on micro, 
meso, and macro levels

In the following section, we present our literature review results regard-
ing the outcomes of OPOWs structured along our model displayed in 

Table 1. overview of theoretical approaches used in the reviewed literature.
Proposition relevant theories (in alphabetical order)

P1: Organizational Practices for Older Workers Affect Older Workers’ Outcomes
hr management theories ability, motivation and opportunity framework (Kooij & van de Voorde, 

2015), job characteristics model (hackman & oldham, 1976), 
job-demands control model (Karasek, 1979), job-demands resources 
model (Demerouti et  al., 2001), job embeddedness theory (mitchell 
et  al., 2001), leader-member exchange, organizational support 
theory (eisenberger et  al., 1986), person-environment fit theory 
(Kristof-Brown et  al., 2005), psychological contracts (rousseau, 1989), 
signaling theory (ostroff & Bowen, 2000), social exchange theory 
(Blau, 1964), and work design model (morgeson & humphrey, 2006)

life-course and lifespan theories action regulation across the lifespan (Zacher et  al., 2016), assimilative 
and accommodative coping (Brandtstädter & renner, 1990), life 
course perspective (elder, 1994), lifespan theory of control 
(heckhausen & schulz, 1995), motivational theory of lifespan 
development (heckhausen et  al., 2010), socioemotional selectivity 
theory (carstensen et  al., 1999), and soc theory (Baltes et  al., 1999),

motivational theories career self-management model (lent & Brown, 2013), expectancy theory 
(Vroom, 1964), self-determination theory (ryan & Deci, 2000), 
self-regulatory focus theory (higgins, 1998), social cognitive career theory 
(lent & Brown, 2013), and theory of planned behavior (ajzen, 1991)

role theories continuity theory (atchley, 1999), image theory (Beach & mitchell, 
1987), and role theory (ashforth, 2001)

social theories self-categorization theory (Turner et  al., 1987), social identity theory 
(Tajfel & Turner, 1986), and stereotype embodiment theory (levy, 
2009)

Vocational theories Boundaryless careers (arthur & rousseau, 1996), career stage model 
(super, 1953), and protean careers (hall, 1986)

rational-economic theories Prospect theory (Kahneman & Tversky, 1979) and rational choice theory 
(hatcher, 2003)

P2: Older Workers Affect Organizational Outcomes
human capital theory, information/decision-making perspective (van 

Knippenberg & schippers, 2007), intergroup contact hypothesis (allport, 
1954), life-course and lifespan theories (see P1), self-categorization 
theory (Turner et  al., 1987), similarity-attraction paradigm (Byrne, 1971), 
social capital theory, and social identity theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1986)

P3: Older Workers Affect Societal Outcomes
active aging (Walker, 2002), activity theory, disengagement theory 

(cumming & henry, 1961), and labor demands and labor supply models
P4: Societal Factors are Antecedents of Organizational Factors

convergence theory, institutional theory, opposing forces hypothesis 
(henkens, 2022), and situational strength hypothesis (cooper & 
Withey, 2009)

P5: Organizational Factors are Antecedents of Organizational Practices for Older Workers

strategic management approaches (e.g., Kadefors et  al., 2020; lössbroek 
et  al., 2019; ollier-malaterre et  al., 2013)

P6: Societal Factors are Antecedents of Older Workers’ Attitudes, Behavior, Well-Being and Health
active aging (Walker, 2002), agency vs. structure, lifespan theories (see 

P1), law-related theories (e.g. Doron, 2009), rational choice theory 
(hatcher, 2003), social normative theories (feldman & Beehr, 2011), 
and transitional labor market theory (schmid, 2002)

P7: Older Workers’ Attitudes, Behavior, Well-Being, and Health are Antecedents of Organizational 
Practices for Older Workers

Job crafting (Wrzesniewski & Dutton, 2001) and lifespan theories (see P1)



4350 J. S. FInSel eT Al.

Figure 1. Based on the identified theoretical approaches, we propose 
that OPOWs directly affect older workers’ outcomes (Proposition 1), 
which in turn directly affect organizational outcomes (Proposition 2) 
and societal outcomes (Proposition 3). Accordingly, we assume that 
OPOWs indirectly affect organizational outcomes and societal outcomes 
through their direct effect on older workers’ outcomes. Our model 
further acknowledges that contextual factors could moderate the pro-
posed relationships. These influences could stem from the individual 
(e.g. demographic characteristics), organizational (e.g. organizational 
characteristics), or societal (e.g. national context) levels. Moreover, 
OPOWs and their outcomes could act as moderators on higher- or 
lower-level relationships. We first summarize relevant theories supporting 
each proposed relationship. Then we underline these theoretical 
approaches with a short overview of current empirical research findings. 
Lastly, we point out possible moderating effects. Due to the high number 
of publications included in our review, we will only provide represen-
tative citations following the example of Wang and Shultz (2010).

Organizational practices for older workers and older workers’ outcomes

Theoretical approaches
There is an immense diversity of theoretical approaches that propose 
and explain the effect of OPOWs on older workers. Although some 
theories have been used more often than others, research has not been 
dominated by one theoretical approach since each approach has its value. 
We aim to provide an overview, highlighting the most commonly used 
perspectives. An overview of the individual theories identified in the 
review is provided in Table 1.

The first theoretical perspective stems from the management and orga-
nizational psychology literature. HR management theories focus on the direct 
impact of OPOWs. Here, traditional work design theories like the job char-
acteristics model (Hackman & Oldham, 1976) argue that different types of 
job and work design characteristics (e.g. job demands and resources) affect 
older workers’ outcomes, for example through the mediating effect of psy-
chological states like perceived meaningfulness of work (for an overview, 
see Cadiz et  al., 2019). Person-environment fit theory (Kristof-Brown et  al., 
2005) goes one step further and emphasizes the need for a fit between the 
characteristics of older workers (e.g. abilities, needs, and values) and the 
work environment (i.e. job, team, supervisor, and organization characteristics) 
to foster older workers’ health, motivation, performance, and withdrawal 
intention. Due to changing work environments and individuals, the level of 
fit can shift over time (Feldman & Beehr, 2011). OPOWs can be utilized 
to stabilize, restore, or improve the fit by changing the work environment 
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or individual characteristics (de Lange et  al., 2015). Another set of HR 
management theories focuses on exchanges between organizations and older 
workers (e.g. social exchange theory; Blau, 1964). According to these 
approaches, OPOWs operate as sources of support and an expression of 
appreciation, which older workers will reciprocate through positive work 
attitudes and behaviors (de Lange et  al., 2015).

The second theoretical perspective encompasses some of the most 
commonly used theoretical approaches to work and aging: life course and 
lifespan theories. The life course perspective (Elder, 1994) argues for the 
role of agency but also highlights that an individual’s historical, social, 
and structural context affects life events and role transitions within life 
course trajectories (Zacher & Froidevaux, 2021). Considering that the 
work sphere constitutes an integral part of this context (Fisher et  al., 
2016), OPOWs could be used to positively influence the experience of 
the work sphere and, thus, shape retirement decisions. Contrary to this 
perspective, lifespan theories view human development as a continuous 
process (Rudolph, 2016). They explain how individuals actively influence 
and are influenced by their environment and how they pursue and adjust 
their goals with changing circumstances. While the life course perspective 
emerged from sociology and has mainly been applied to retirement tran-
sitions, the lifespan approach is rooted in psychology (Zacher & Froidevaux, 
2021) and has been applied to various research topics in the area of work 
and aging. The lifespan theory of control (Heckhausen & Schulz, 1995) 
and the subsequently developed motivational theory of lifespan develop-
ment (Heckhausen et  al., 2010), for example, argue that older workers 
use primary control strategies by taking action to change their environ-
ment according to their needs (e.g. using technical aids to complete a 
task). If these strategies do not work, they apply secondary control strat-
egies as a substitute where older workers make changes within themselves 
(e.g. making goal adjustments) to adjust to the environment and regain 
primary control (Heckhausen & Schulz, 1995; Kooij & Kanfer, 2019). 
Since the use of primary control strategies declines in older age (Rudolph, 
2016), older workers are forced to make internal self-regulatory changes. 
OPOWs could facilitate this process (e.g. by fostering selection, optimi-
zation, and compensation [SOC] strategies; Taneva & Arnold, 2018). In 
general, age-related changes in abilities, motives and needs predicted by 
lifespan theories have implications for older workers’ attitudes towards 
and need for OPOWs. This can explain why some OPOWs are more 
relevant for older workers’ outcomes than other OPOWs (de Lange et  al., 
2015). For example, maintenance practices like regular medical check-ups 
might gain relevance for older workers by helping them to maintain their 
levels of functioning despite potential changes and challenges in health 
(Pak et  al., 2019).
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Age-neutral motivational theories not stemming from the HR literature 
have also been applied to the relationship between OPOWs and older 
workers, particularly regarding retirement decisions. Most of these the-
ories share that outcome expectations influence older workers’ motiva-
tion, intentions, and behavior. For instance, the self-regulatory focus 
theory (Higgins, 1998) has similarities to lifespan theories since it tries 
to explain individual behavior targeted toward goal attainment under 
internal and external changes using promotion and prevention orienta-
tions. This theory suggests that low availability of OPOWs could lead 
to earlier retirement for older workers with a prevention focus since 
they try to avoid negative work environments (Feldman & Beehr, 2011). 
Self-determination theory (Ryan & Deci, 2000) focuses on psychological 
needs. According to this theory, older workers have higher motivation 
and well-being when organizations implement OPOWs that correspond 
to older workers’ needs for relatedness, autonomy and competence.

Role theory (Ashforth, 2001) and image theory (Beach & Mitchell, 
1987) focus on social roles and self-perceptions to explain retirement 
decisions. Individuals decide to retire if retirement better fits their role 
and self-image than continued work (Wang & Wanberg, 2017). While 
such role theories have primarily been used to study retirement adjustment, 
they could also be applied to research on OPOWs. Older workers might 
prefer to continue working in later life if their current attitudes and goals 
fit better with their work role than their non-work role (Fisher et  al., 
2016). Considering the person-environment fit theory, OPOWs could play 
a crucial part in this assessment by improving the fit with the work role.

A large stream of research on social theories aims to explain the 
emergence and impact of social work-related factors like ageism on 
older workers’ outcomes. One common definition distinguishes ageism 
into prejudices (affective component), age discrimination (behavioral 
component), and age stereotyping (cognitive component; Stypińska & 
Nikander, 2018). According to theories like social identity theory (Tajfel 
& Turner, 1986) and self-categorization theory (Turner et  al., 1987), 
individuals tend to categorize themselves and others into in- and 
out-groups based on observable traits such as age. They tend to favor 
in-group members and discriminate against out-group members (Parker 
& Andrei, 2020). Consequently, ageism at work could result from younger 
workers feeling negative toward the older workers’ out-group (de Paula 
Couto & Rothermund, 2019). In line with stereotype embodiment theory 
(Levy, 2009), older workers might internalize negative age stereotypes 
leading to undesirable work outcomes. This implies that age-inclusive 
and age-diversity OPOWs, which help foster intergenerational collabo-
ration (Boehm & Kunze, 2015), could decrease the potential for age 
discrimination and its negative consequences for older workers.
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Research on the relationship between OPOWs and older workers’ 
outcomes has also applied vocational theories. We present two competing 
theoretical approaches here (for a comprehensive overview, see Zacher 
& Froidevaux, 2021). The traditional career stage model (Super, 1953) 
divides one’s career into different stages that emerge successively through-
out life. According to this, older workers enter the decline stage at age 
65, where transitions from work to retirement occur (Wang & Wanberg, 
2017). This perspective has been replaced by newer vocational theories 
like the protean career model (Hall, 1986) that emphasize flexible career 
progressions and opportunities for prolonged working lives through the 
workers’ active role in shaping their careers (Wang & Wanberg, 2017). 
These theories suggest that OPOWs providing autonomy, resources, and 
flexibility become increasingly important with age (Hall, 1986).

Finally, rational-economic theories highlight the economic perspective 
on retirement-decision making. In its simplest form, these theories 
propose that older workers evaluate their financial resources and com-
pare them to those needed in retirement – independent of other social 
or psychological considerations. They would decide to retire if they 
accumulated enough wealth (Feldman & Beehr, 2011). In line with this, 
OPOWs that open up opportunities to earn and save money in later 
life can affect retirement decision-making, particularly among older 
workers that feel like they have not gathered enough financial resources 
for retirement (Feldman & Beehr, 2011).

Overall, research has built a deep theoretical foundation to explain 
the effect of OPOWs on older workers’ outcomes through various mech-
anisms. Thus, we propose:

Proposition 1: Organizational Practices for Older Workers Affect Older Workers’ 
Outcomes

Empirical findings
Although there have been calls for more empirical research regarding the 
relationship between OPOWs and older workers’ outcomes (e.g. de Lange 
et  al., 2015), recent reviews demonstrate that – analogously to the theo-
retical research – empirical research on this topic has advanced quite far. 
We present empirical findings along the three OPOWs bundles defined 
above (i.e. HR practices, leadership, and organizational climate/culture).

HR practices.  Within this bundle of OPOWs, there are diverse individual 
domains of HR practices spanning the entire employee life cycle (for an 
overview, see Boehm et  al., 2021). Empirical research on the effect of these 
HR practices on older workers’ outcomes has grown tremendously within 
the last decade, although the degree of advancement differs for the individual 
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domains. While many studies have covered research on work design, 
occupational health and training and development practices for older 
workers, comparably less research has covered practices related to the 
transition to retirement and flexible employment options in later life.

In general, existing research has shown that in line with the theoretical 
approaches presented, the effect of HR practices on older workers’ out-
comes is not uniform. Instead, the effect’s strength and sign depend on 
the type of HR practice and outcome studied. A recent systematic review 
(Pak et  al., 2019) of 110 empirical studies examined the impact of HR 
practices on older workers’ work ability, employability, and motivation 
to continue working. The authors found that development practices (e.g. 
training) positively affected employability and the motivation to continue 
working. Although both maintenance (e.g. ergonomic workplaces) and 
accommodative (e.g. phased retirement) practices positively impacted 
work ability, there was no relationship between utilization practices (e.g. 
task enrichment) and the outcomes of interest (Pak et  al., 2019). 
Additionally, some recent research indicates that the use of maintenance 
practices might also be related to adverse employee outcomes since older 
employees with lower resources are more likely to utilize them (Pak 
et  al., 2021). Pak et  al. (2019) further found that while job resources 
positively impacted the outcomes, high physical job demands negatively 
affected the work ability and motivation to continue working. Still, even 
this extensive review does not allow conclusions regarding the relative 
impact of each HR practice since the included studies only covered 
some of the practices, and there were too few studies including main-
tenance, accommodative and utilization practices in general (Pak et  al., 
2019). Thus, currently, we cannot make statements regarding which HR 
practice is most influential for older workers’ outcomes.

Research has shown, however, that in line with lifespan theories the 
relevance of different domains of HR practices can vary with age. While 
the impact of development and utilization practices on workers’ attitudes 
is relatively stable across the lifespan, the relevance of maintenance 
practices seems to increase with age. Accommodative practices also seem 
to gain relevance for specific subgroups of older workers (de Lange 
et  al., 2015). The finding that development practices are positively related 
to older workers’ motivation to continue working in later life somewhat 
challenges earlier expectations made based on socioemotional selectivity 
theory (Carstensen et  al., 1999) that suggest that these practices would 
be more relevant for younger workers and their career-related motives. 
One explanation could be that, in line with signaling theory (Ostroff 
& Bowen, 2000), older workers value the signals sent by the organization 
by providing them with training and development opportunities (Boehm 
et  al., 2021).
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Leadership.  Reviews show that a substantial amount of empirical research 
has considered the role of leadership for older workers’ outcomes. In 
particular, supportive and appreciative leadership styles have shown to be 
beneficial (e.g. Chen & Gardiner, 2019; van den Berg et  al., 2010). Respectful 
leadership is also positively related to older workers’ desired retirement age 
(Wöhrmann et  al., 2017). Still, empirical research that compares different 
leadership styles and their role for older workers, in particular, is scattered 
(Boehm & Dwertmann, 2015).

Organizational climate/culture. Empirical research on organizational climates 
and cultures targeted toward older workers has only begun to emerge within 
the last decade. Kunze and Toader (2019) reviewed seven studies investigating 
age-related organizational climates, such as age diversity climate or climate 
for successful aging. They showed that these climates positively impact 
older workers’ affective commitment, organizational commitment, job 
satisfaction, and motivation to continue working. While research on age-
related organizational climates and cultures is still at an early stage, research 
on related factors like age stereotypes and age discrimination has been 
conducted quite thoroughly in the past. Meta-analytic results show that 
both negative and positive age stereotypes are prevalent (Bal et  al., 2011). 
However, most of these stereotypes have proven invalid (Ng & Feldman, 
2012). Empirical research indicates that – as suggested by social theories 
– age stereotyping and age discrimination are negatively related to older 
workers’ work engagement, well-being, health, development, and performance 
and positively related to their turnover and retirement intentions (de Paula 
Couto & Rothermund, 2019; Weber et  al., 2019).

Summary
Our review identified diverse theoretical approaches that propose an effect 
of OPOWs on older workers’ outcomes. Interestingly, almost all research 
disciplines are involved in this research. The review also identified diverse 
empirical work on the relationship between OPOWs and older workers’ 
outcomes, although areas for advancement within the bundles still exist 
(e.g. HR practices regarding continued employment options or age-related 
organizational climate/culture). However, many of the studies examine the 
relationship using cross-sectional research designs. Even in the area of 
health management, where intervention studies are quite common, 
meta-analytic results show that the number of intervention studies focusing 
on older workers is relatively low (Oakman et  al., 2018). Thus, although 
theoretical research proposes causal relationships, there is still a need to 
empirically test these propositions using research designs that permit 
causal conclusions. Another aspect worth mentioning is the lack of 
research considering all three OPOWs bundles simultaneously. While 
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some reviews incorporate all bundles (e.g. Boehm & Dwertmann, 2015; 
Edge et  al., 2017), meta-analyses or single empirical studies that consider 
aspects of HR practices, leadership, and organizational climate/culture in 
relation to older workers’ outcomes are sparse. Such future studies are 
essential to compare the relative impact of the different OPOWs and draw 
implications for practice.

Older workers and organizational outcomes

Theoretical approaches
As demonstrated, life course and lifespan theories can be applied to 
explain changes in workers’ abilities, motives, and individual work 
outcomes in later life. Logically driven, it could be argued that changes 
in individual work outcomes should manifest in organizational-level 
outcomes through their accumulated impact. For example, if a large 
number of older workers in an organization could improve their task 
performance, the collective performance should be beneficial for orga-
nizational performance outcomes. However, the effect might not be 
that straightforward. Interaction processes on the micro level and 
contextual factors could complicate it (Kozlowski et  al., 2013). More 
in-depth theoretical explanations for the emergence and mechanism 
of this specific cross-level effect though are sparse in the literature.

Instead, much of the theoretical work focuses on organizational impli-
cations of age diversity, a direct consequence of an increasing share of 
older workers within the workforce. Among the most common approaches 
are the information/decision-making perspective and the self-categorization 
perspective, which propose positive and negative consequences of age 
diversity for organizational outcomes, respectively. The information/
decision-making perspective (van Knippenberg & Schippers, 2007) pro-
poses that age-diverse work teams benefit from the members’ various 
resources (e.g. know-how, skills, and perspectives). The different views 
and opinions force age-diverse teams to review task-relevant information 
thoroughly to reach a consensus. In line with this thinking, age-diverse 
workforces are supposed to foster human and social capital since they 
have a wider variety of knowledge and skills and form more varied 
social connections (Li et  al., 2021).

On the contrary, according to social theories, age diversity can facil-
itate in-group bias (Brewer, 1979). The similarity-attraction paradigm 
(Byrne, 1971), for example, proposes that individuals prefer to interact 
with others who are similar to them (e.g. in age) since these interactions 
are more likely to affirm one’s attitudes and behaviors (Parker & Andrei, 
2020). This can lead to an increase in trust, communication, and coop-
eration among in-group members (i.e. younger and middle-aged workers; 
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Boehm & Kunze, 2015), while the discrimination against and exclusion 
of older workers is increasing, thereby harming team performance 
(Parker & Andrei, 2020).

All three theoretical perspectives presented here suggest that older 
workers and age diversity play a role for organizational outcomes, albeit 
in positive and negative ways. Hence we posit:

Proposition 2: Older Workers Affect Organizational Outcomes

Together with our first proposition that OPOWs affect older workers, 
this implies that OPOWs indirectly affect organizational outcomes 
through older workers. Individual outcomes that are positively or neg-
atively affected by OPOWs can collectively reflect upon organizational 
outcomes. Moreover, OPOWs directed towards creating an age-inclusive 
work environment might prevent the potential negative implications of 
age diversity in organizations.

Empirical findings
Empirical research provides some evidence to confirm the theoretical 
proposition that older workers are inevitably interrelated with 
organizational-level outcomes. First, from an economic point of view, 
depending on the organization’s age structure, challenges for corporate 
staffing might arise when many older workers decide to retire and suc-
cessors have not been found, resulting in a loss of valuable knowledge. 
Moreover, employing many older workers can impact labor costs via 
higher salaries or healthcare costs for senior workers (Fisher et  al., 2016).

Second, as proposed by theory, older workers’ accumulated individual 
work outcomes could impact organizational-level outcomes. In their 
meta-analytic work, Ng and Feldman (2008, 2010) found workers’ age to 
be unrelated to core task performance, creativity, and performance in 
training programs. Age was, however, positively related to job satisfaction, 
intrinsic work motivation, job involvement, organizational commitment, 
loyalty, and organizational citizenship behavior. Moreover, age was nega-
tively related to role conflict, role overload, counterproductive work behav-
ior, workplace aggression, and absenteeism. These individual outcomes are 
relevant for organizational functioning, effectiveness, and productivity (Ng 
& Feldman, 2008, 2010), although empirical research on the specific 
cross-level mechanism – similar to the theoretical research – is sparse.

Third, a direct consequence of aging workforces and prolonged working 
lives is a shift in the age structure leading to older and more age-diverse 
workforces (Hertel & Zacher, 2018). Research on the relationship between 
work teams’ age diversity and team outcomes is inconsistent. A recent 
meta-analysis of 74 quantitative studies demonstrates that age diversity 
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in teams is only related to employee turnover (Schneid et  al., 2016). 
Contrary to prior studies (e.g. Gellert & Kuipers, 2008), the authors found 
no relationship between age diversity and teams’ performance, innovation, 
or satisfaction. Similarly, a literature review conducted by Boehm and 
Kunze (2015) shows inconsistent results for the relationship between age 
diversity and organizational-level outcomes. However, there was a slight 
tendency for negative relationships between employee age and organiza-
tional performance and innovation. One reason for the inconsistent find-
ings on team and organizational outcomes could be that increasing 
knowledge and skills can compensate for potential age-related declines in 
physical and cognitive abilities (Bowen et  al., 2011).

Summary
Overall, theoretical and empirical perspectives highlight a direct effect of 
older workers and age diversity on organizational outcomes. However, 
more empirical research on organizational-level outcomes is needed to 
understand the inconsistent findings. Research suggests that integrating 
the theoretical perspectives might be the key to this since stereotyping 
and intergroup bias might prevent positive outcomes from being released 
(Boehm & Kunze, 2015). Consequently, depending on the selected outcome 
and contextual influences, aging workforces and age diversity might have 
a positive, negative or no impact on the outcome (Schneid et  al., 2016).

Older workers and societal outcomes

Theoretical approaches
This section presents research on the relationship between older workers 
and societal outcomes. Although the impact of aging workforces on 
societies has been studied empirically in the past, theoretical approaches 
that cover this relationship are sparse among our identified literature. 
A significant part of the research is carried out from an economist’s 
perspective using labor demands and labor supply models (Oude 
Mulders & Wadensjö, 2015).

One string of theories describes the retirement transition and its 
implications for society. Activity theory argues that older individuals 
will age successfully when they can maintain their activity levels in old 
age. This would lead to high health, life satisfaction, and social engage-
ment (e.g. through continued employment; Walker, 2002; Zacher et  al., 
2018). On the contrary, disengagement theory (Cumming & Henry, 
1961) argues that older individuals will inevitably retire and withdraw 
from participating in society. While activity theory has been criticized 
for putting too much pressure on the individual and having a too ide-
alistic view of aging, disengagement theory has been criticized for being 
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too negative (Walker, 2002). Moreover, both approaches tend to neglect 
the context in which older individuals are situated. One approach that 
is supposed to provide a more realistic view regards the concept of 
‘active ageing’ (Walker, 2002). Underlying this concept is the presumption 
that aging workforces impact societies in several ways. They put increas-
ing pressure on pension and healthcare systems and drive the need for 
continuous education and the prevention of exclusion in old age. 
According to ‘active ageing’, the ongoing active participation of older 
individuals in the labor market can counteract the challenges rising 
from aging populations (Walker, 2002).

Even though theoretical perspectives on the role of older workers for 
societal outcomes are limited, the economic perspective and the concept 
of ‘active ageing’ provide a basis for suggesting a direct effect of older 
workers on pension and healthcare systems, governmental financial 
planning, and labor market stability (Nagarajan & Sixsmith, 2023). Thus, 
we propose that:

Proposition 3: Older Workers Affect Societal Outcomes

Overall, similar to the findings for organizational outcomes, these 
results suggest that OPOWs can indirectly affect societal outcomes 
through their impact on older workers, for example by promoting pro-
longed working lives or fostering older workers’ health.

Empirical findings
Empirical research regarding the impact of aging workforces on societies 
has mainly been conducted in the field of economics and relies heavily 
on quantitative analyses of population data (Oude Mulders & Wadensjö, 
2015). This research demonstrates that many countries face the reduction 
and aging of the working population, which has been shown to put increas-
ing pressure on pension and healthcare systems due to higher expenditures 
(Morrow-Howell et al., 2018). Prolonged working lives have been promoted 
as one possible solution. If older workers choose to stay employed even 
though they could retire, they counteract labor force shortage and continue 
contributing to social security systems. As a result, pressure on 
post-retirement income support programs could decrease (Morrow-Howell 
et  al., 2018). Moreover, healthcare costs could decrease since working can 
retain and enhance older workers’ health (cf. Staudinger et  al., 2016).

Summary
Existing theoretical research proposes and empirical research confirms 
that older workers impact societal outcomes. However, this research is 
predominated by an economic, mathematical approach and stays rather 
silent on other potential underlying mechanisms. One reason could be 



4360 J. S. FInSel eT Al.

that this topic has received comparably less attention and is often used 
as an introductory theme in other research fields. Nevertheless, continued 
analyses of population data are necessary to monitor the aging working 
population’s impact on the labor market and social systems. Moreover, 
further consideration of moderating variables could facilitate the under-
standing of cross-national differences.

Contextual influences on the relationship between organizational 
practices for older workers and their multilevel outcomes

Although they are not the focus of our model, we still want to acknowl-
edge that a large variety of factors could moderate all three propositions 
concerning the multilevel outcomes of OPOWs. For example, regarding 
the effect of OPOWs on older workers (Proposition 1), SOC strategies 
(Baltes et  al., 1999) could moderate the relationship. The use of SOC 
strategies could buffer potential negative or strengthen potential positive 
effects of job demands and job resources (Moghimi et  al., 2017). 
Additionally, motives, knowledge and abilities, gender and personality, 
socioeconomic status, or family-related factors could be individual-level 
moderators (de Lange et  al., 2015; Fisher et  al., 2016; Wang & Shultz, 
2010). Likewise, specific OPOWs might be more beneficial for some 
occupations but less beneficial for others (e.g. occupations with high job 
demands; Fisher et  al., 2016). Macro-level policies to support caregivers 
could play a role from an economist’s perspective (Morrow-Howell et  al., 
2018). Regarding the effect of older workers on organizational outcomes 
(Proposition 2), OPOWs themselves might prevent the emergence of an 
age discrimination climate (e.g. OPOWs that aim to foster intergenera-
tional collaboration), thereby preventing potential adverse effects of age 
diversity on organizational outcomes (e.g. Kunze et  al., 2013). Other 
moderating variables like demographic characteristics might also play a 
role (e.g. country of origin; Boehm & Kunze, 2015). The effect of older 
workers on societal outcomes (Proposition 3) can also be moderated by 
various influencing factors, such as the economic sector or the overall 
national economic situation (Bélanger et  al., 2016; Cooke, 2006).

Organizational practices for older workers and antecedents on 
micro, meso, and macro levels

In this section, we present our literature review results concerning the 
antecedents of OPOWs structured along our model displayed in Figure 
2. Based on the review, we propose that societal factors directly affect 
organizational factors (Proposition 4), which in turn directly affect the 
availability of OPOWs (Proposition 5). We further propose that societal 



The InTernATIOnAl JOurnAl OF huMAn reSOurCe MAnAgeMenT 4361

factors affect older workers’ outcomes, such as their attitudes, behavior, 
well-being, and health (Proposition 6), which serve as another direct 
antecedent of OPOWs (Proposition 7). Hence, in addition to organiza-
tional factors and older workers’ attitudes, behavior, well-being, and 
health as direct antecedents, we assume that societal factors can be 
considered indirect antecedents of OPOWs. Similar to the model of 
outcomes in Figure 1, we propose possible moderating effects through 
micro-, meso-, and macro-level factors.

Societal factors and organizational factors

Theoretical approaches
Among the reviewed literature, one theory that proposes a direct effect 
of societal factors on organizational factors is institutional theory. This 
theory proposes that national institutions regulate organizational prac-
tices, for example through legislation and policies. Thus, organizations 
within the same institutional environment tend to follow the path set 
by national institutions and implement the same organizational practices 
(Boehm et  al., 2013), for example using age-neutral recruiting practices 
in accordance with anti-age discrimination policies. According to the 
situational strength hypothesis (Cooper & Withey, 2009), organizations’ 
flexibility and individuality regarding the implementation of OPOWs is 
especially limited in strong situations where governments predefine many 
policies and regulations regarding the employment and retirement of 
older workers (Henkens, 2022). This theoretical approach can also 
explain the emergence of cross-country differences regarding the avail-
ability of OPOWs. However, this so-called path dependency has been 
criticized for ignoring the independent role of organizations. Employers 
may choose to proactively initiate programs not determined by legisla-
tion. In line with this thinking, the opposing forces hypothesis postulates 
that governmental policies may lose their strength if the organization 
firmly believes in its own strategies and actions (Henkens, 2022).

While we acknowledge organizations as independent actors, there are 
still theoretical approaches that suggest that societal factors can affect 
employers’ decisions and actions, albeit not as sole predictors. 
Consequently, we propose:

Proposition 4: Societal Factors are Antecedents of Organizational Factors

Empirical findings
Several areas of governmental legislation and policies have been proposed 
to influence employers’ decisions and actions regarding OPOWs. First, 
changes in pension policies might affect OPOWs for the retirement 
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transition through their impact on workforce planning. Mandatory retire-
ment ages, for example, can be used as a rationale to terminate or not 
renew older workers’ employment contracts (Rönnmar et  al., 2017). 
Second, anti-age discrimination policies or labor laws have implications 
for organizations and OPOWs. One example is the Age Discrimination 
in Employment Act (ADEA) in the USA, which illegalizes age discrim-
ination against people aged 40 or older (Staudinger et  al., 2016). Finally, 
policymakers can provide financial incentives to motivate employers to 
hire and retain older workers, such as lower tax costs or financial 
bonuses for hiring older workers (Staudinger et  al., 2016). Although 
these relationships have been frequently proposed, little empirical research 
exists to confirm these assumptions (Henkens et  al., 2018). A U.S. study 
found that the organizational strategy to comply with legislation and 
policies was positively related to OPOWs (Ollier-Malaterre et  al., 2013), 
thereby showing support for the theoretical proposition that societal 
factors can function as antecedents. Another study revealed that accord-
ing to employers, governmental incentives to combine work and retire-
ment (e.g. through partial retirement) are the most effective policies. 
Wage subsidies for older workers are deemed less effective but still more 
effective than anti-age discrimination laws and media campaigns against 
age stereotypes. The study further revealed that – in line with the inde-
pendent role of employers – the number of employers actually abiding 
by these governmental policies by implementing OPOWs was relatively 
small (Conen et  al., 2012).

Summary
In sum, empirical research provides preliminary evidence that, in line 
with theoretical considerations, legislation and policies can act as 
antecedents of employers’ willingness to implement OPOWs. However, 
the relationship seems to depend on the policy type, and many policies’ 
effectiveness is still unknown. More empirical research that applies a 
theoretical approach could help understand the relationship, thereby 
advancing research and implications for practice. Nevertheless, employers’ 
behaviors regarding OPOWs are not solely based on reactions to societal 
antecedents. As the next section will show, employers’ decisions are 
influenced by the assessment of a large variety of factors.

Organizational factors and organizational practices for older workers

Theoretical approaches
Identified theoretical approaches that aim to explain employers’ 
decision-making regarding OPOWs are shaped by a strategic 
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management approach. In its simplest form, the decision to hire and 
retain older workers, and subsequently implement OPOWs to achieve 
this goal, has been described as weighing demands (e.g. labor demands) 
and resources (e.g. financial resources; Henkens & van Dalen, 2013; 
Kadefors et  al., 2020). Lössbroek et  al. (2019) take on a more differen-
tiated approach and propose that considerations of profitability, princi-
ples, and pressure regulate employers’ decisions to hire and retain older 
workers. Accordingly, the prevalence of OPOWs would be higher when 
replacements for older workers are hard to find (profitability), age norms 
promote age diversity (principles), and demands from governmental 
regulations and societal expectations exist (pressure). Similarly, 
Ollier-Malaterre et  al. (2013) propose that three factors are relevant: the 
business case, benchmarking, and compliance. A business case emerges 
if older workers’ continued employment is profitable to organizations 
due to better organizational outcomes. From a benchmarking perspective, 
OPOWs are implemented to compete with other organizations. Finally, 
compliance considerations imply that organizations implement OPOWs 
to comply with institutional laws and policies.

Overall, we identified several theoretical approaches that suggest that 
organizational strategies, preferences, and considerations can affect the 
decisions and actions regarding OPOWs. Hence, we posit that:

Proposition 5: Organizational Factors are Antecedents of Organizational Practices 
for Older Workers

Together with Proposition 4, this implies that societal factors operate 
as indirect antecedents of OPOWs via their effect on organizational 
antecedents. Anti-age discrimination policies, for example, can play a 
role in employers’ decision-making processes, potentially leading to a 
higher priority of specific OPOWs and a higher likelihood of 
implementation.

Empirical findings
Lössbroek et  al. (2019) empirically tested their model regarding the 
influence of profitability, principles, and pressure. They found that prof-
itability considerations regarding the feasibility of OPOWs, the benefits 
of older workers for the organization, and labor substitutability can 
impact the prevalence of OPOWs. In line with this, recruitment prob-
lems due to the reduction of the labor force, training requirements, and 
a high share of older workers within the workforce can foster the need 
for action and put OPOWs on the agenda (Fisher et  al., 2016; van Dalen 
et  al., 2015). On the contrary, employing older workers might increase 
labor costs due to higher healthcare costs and seniority wages (Lazear, 
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1979). Lössbroek et  al. (2019) further found that age norms influence 
managerial principles and decisions. Prior studies have also shown that 
managers’ age norms and age stereotypes can be barriers to implementing 
OPOWs (cf. Dordoni & Argentero, 2015). Finally, external pressures, 
especially through trade unions, are also relevant (Lössbroek et  al., 2019). 
Ollier-Malaterre et  al. (2013) also empirically confirmed their model of 
organizations’ decision-making, demonstrating that all three factors (i.e. 
business case, benchmarking, and compliance) are relevant.

Summary
Theoretical approaches and preliminary empirical evidence support the 
role of organizational factors as antecedents of OPOWs. This research 
suggests that it is crucial to create a business case for the need to hire 
and retain older workers to increase the prevalence of OPOWs. Still, 
more research is needed to better understand the relative impact of each 
factor (e.g. business case, compliance, age norms, pressure, and 
bench-marking) in employers’ decision-making.

Societal factors and older workers’ attitudes, behavior, well-being, and 
health

Theoretical approaches
Theoretical research suggests that governmental legislation and policies 
might also directly influence older workers’ outcomes, such as their 
attitudes, behavior, well-being, or health. Compared to the reverse rela-
tionship (Proposition 3), this research string has received more attention 
in the literature.

Underlying the theoretical approaches is the debate between agency 
and structure. While the structure approach states that external social 
structures enable or constrain older workers’ retirement decisions, agency 
proposes that older workers make that decision independently. Changes 
in pension and social policies would impact the social structure (Damman 
& Henkens, 2017). This could either constrain their agency (e.g. early 
retirement policies) or give them more freedom (e.g. policies for more 
flexibility in later life work). Lifespan theories also highlight this inter-
play between older workers’ agency and their environment. Based on 
this perspective, the theories identified highlight opportunities for gov-
ernments and societies to shape the structure or support the agency of 
older workers.

Based on the concept of ‘active ageing’, governments can respond to 
aging workforces by promoting older workers to actively participate in 
society (Walker, 2002). According to this, opportunities for lifelong 
learning, gradual retirement, and anti-age discrimination legislation 
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should be implemented. Transitional labor market theory highlights the 
need to abolish early retirement schemes, promote the work ability and 
employability of older workers, externalize caregiving responsibilities, 
and offer flexible pension entitlements to foster later life work (Hartlapp 
& Schmid, 2008). Considering rational choice theory, financial benefits 
from working in later life offered by the government can also impact 
retirement decisions (Feldman & Beehr, 2011). According to social nor-
mative theories, older workers also factor in social norms regarding the 
appropriate retirement timing held by their social environment when 
making retirement decisions (Feldman & Beehr, 2011).

Based on the agency and structure debate as well as the individual 
theories suggesting different areas in which governments and societies 
can affect older workers, we propose that:

Proposition 6: Societal Factors are Antecedents of Older Workers’ Attitudes, Behavior, 
Well-Being, and Health

Empirical findings
The review of the empirical research indicates that there are three main 
areas in which societies and governments can promote prolonged working 
lives. First, changes to retirement and pension policies have proven to 
affect retirement decisions. Two recent systematic reviews show that an 
increase in the mandatory retirement age, financial penalties for claiming 
pension benefits before reaching the mandatory retirement age, and 
delayed retirement incentives can increase older workers’ labor force par-
ticipation (Boissonneault et al., 2020; Pilipiec et al., 2021). The abolishment 
of early retirement schemes, actuarial neutrality of pension systems, and 
more flexibility in the gradual retirement transition are other essential 
policies to promote prolonged working lives (Focarelli & Zanghieri, 2005). 
Second, policies regarding older individuals’ training have been suggested 
to promote older workers’ employability, although empirical evidence of 
the effectiveness of such policies is inconsistent (Staudinger et  al., 2016). 
Third, anti-age discrimination laws and policies like the ADEA that affect 
employers’ decision to hire and retain older workers impact older workers’ 
opportunities to continue working in later life.

Summary
In sum, theoretical and empirical research provides valid evidence for 
the role of societal factors as antecedents of older workers’ attitudes, 
behavior, well-being and health. Despite identifying several theoretical 
approaches to explain this macro-micro level relationship, the review 
also reveals that research on this topic often operates from a rather 
atheoretical perspective, focusing on a few specific policies, such as 



4366 J. S. FInSel eT Al.

mandatory retirement ages. Only a few reviews systematically compare 
the effect of different types of policies (e.g. Boissonneault et  al., 2020). 
Similar to research on OPOWs as predictors of older workers’ outcomes, 
empirical research on societal predictors seems fragmentary, leaving 
room for future research.

Older workers’ attitudes, behavior, well-being, and health and 
organizational practices for older workers

Theoretical approaches
Researchers have started to consider that older workers might have an 
active role in shaping their work environment and consequently OPOWs. 
In this regard, job crafting describes workers’ proactive behavior to 
change the work task or environment to enhance the person-job fit 
(Kooij et  al., 2015). In line with the categorization of HR practices used 
by Pak et  al. (2019), this behavior can be accommodative (e.g. decreasing 
job demands), developmental (e.g. challenging work tasks), or utilizing 
(e.g. making use of acquired skills through new tasks; Kooij et  al., 2015). 
Beyond job crafting, lifespan theories can also explain older workers’ 
proactive behavior to change the work environment to align it with 
their needs. Furthermore, older workers’ changing abilities, motives, and 
needs inevitably play a role in organizations’ decisions to implement 
certain OPOWs and dismiss others (Chen & Gardiner, 2019; Zhan & 
Wang, 2015). Thus, older workers can, actively and passively, shape the 
OPOWs available. Consequently, we posit:

Proposition 7: Older Workers’ Attitudes, Behavior, Well-Being, and Health are 
Antecedents of Organizational Practices for Older Workers

Together with Proposition 6, this implies that societal factors can be 
considered indirect antecedents of OPOWs through their effect on older 
workers. Pension policies in particular affect older workers’ decisions 
to stay or leave the workforce, thereby influencing to what extent older 
workers shape OPOWs.

Empirical findings
Research proposes several proactive behaviors that could potentially 
impact OPOWs, such as acquiring new knowledge, participating in 
health promotion activities, or looking for challenging new tasks (for 
an overview, see Kooij, 2015). However, little empirical research has 
analyzed which of these behaviors older workers engage in and how 
they influence OPOWs. One more recent study by Kooij et  al. (2017) 
demonstrated that older workers engage in proactive behaviors aiming 
to adapt the work task to fit their strengths.
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Summary
While the concept of proactive work behavior aimed at changing work 
characteristics has been studied for many years, the specific application 
to the context of older workers has only recently been made. Thus, 
more empirical research is needed that analyses the antecedents and 
outcomes of proactive behaviors, such as job crafting, for older workers.

Contextual influences on the relationship between organizational 
practices for older workers and their multilevel antecedents

Research has proposed several potential moderators for the relationships 
described above. Regarding the impact of societal factors on organiza-
tional factors (Proposition 4), the national economic context, employers’ 
associations, NGOs, or supranational organizations might act as mod-
erators (Muller-Camen et  al., 2011). The national economic context 
might also moderate the effect of societal factors on older workers 
(Proposition 6; Szinovacz et  al., 2014). Besides the economic context, 
the cultural context has also been proposed to be relevant (Marcus 
et  al., 2020). Regarding the impact of organizational factors on the 
availability of OPOWs (Proposition 5), technological advancements might 
facilitate flexible work arrangements (Meurs et  al., 2008). Furthermore, 
industry and job type might also play a role. The nursing occupation, 
for instance, is significantly affected by workforce aging, which increases 
the need for OPOWs (Keller & Burns, 2010). Finally, future research 
should also consider possible moderating variables for the role of older 
workers’ proactive behavior for OPOWs (Proposition 7). Kooij et  al. 
(2015), for example, note that the type of occupation might influence 
job crafting behaviors.

Discussion

Future research directions
This review reveals that theoretical and empirical research on the out-
comes and antecedents of OPOWs has advanced to various degrees, 
thereby leaving room for future research. We highlight the most prom-
ising future research directions in Table 2.

While research on the effects of single OPOWs on older workers’ 
outcomes provides a basis for practical recommendations, future studies 
should follow Pak et  al. (2019) and compare the effectiveness of different 
OPOWs (e.g. work design interventions, transformational leadership, age 
diversity climate). Theoretical explanations for the relevance of each type 
of OPOW are available. However, research that studies the relative impact 
would enable well-founded managerial decisions regarding the development 
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and implementation of OPOWs. Future studies could also examine possible 
differences in the assessment of OPOWs made by older workers, general 
management, and HR management and their implications for individual- 
and organizational-level outcomes. For this purpose, the theoretical concept 
of intended, actual, and perceived HR practices developed by Nishii et  al. 
(2018) could be integrated into the existing research.

Furthermore, we need a deeper understanding of the influence of 
aging workforces on organizational-level outcomes. Based on the infor-
mation/decision-making perspective and social theories, researchers can 
explain the emergence of positive and negative implications of growing 
age diversity for organizational outcomes. However, it is still unclear 
under which conditions positive or negative effects arise. Moreover, the 
mechanism behind the cross-level effect of individual work outcomes 
on organizational outcomes is still underexplored. Strengthening the 
business case for the employment of older workers and the usefulness 
of OPOWs could foster positive attitudes towards older workers and 
the implementation of OPOWs (Kadefors et  al., 2020). Therefore, future 
research should integrate both theoretical approaches and include con-
textual moderating or mediating variables (e.g. organizational age struc-
ture or OPOWs) to examine when positive outcomes occur (Boehm & 

Table 2. overview of future research directions.
Topic example research questions

examining the relative impact of 
oPoWs

• What oPoWs are most effective in fostering older workers’ 
ability, motivation, and opportunity to continue working? 
What is the relative impact of each oPoW?

assessment of oPoWs • are there differences in the assessment of oPoWs made by 
(older) workers, general managers, and hr managers?

• how do these differences emerge?
• What are the implications for individual- and 

organizational-level outcomes?
• Who should rate oPoWs in individual- and 

organizational-level research?
oPoWs and organizational outcomes • When do positive and negative outcomes of age diversity 

emerge on the organizational level? What are moderators and 
mediators of the relationship?

• What are the mechanisms through which individual work out-
comes emerge cross-level on organizational outcomes?

• What positive and negative outcomes of oPoWs for the 
remainder of the workforce might exist on the organizational 
level?

employers’ decisions to implement 
oPoWs

• how do employers react to macro-, meso-, and micro-level 
antecedents? What are moderators and mediators within the 
decision-making process?

cross-national research • how do cross-national differences in legislation and policies 
regarding older workers emerge?

multilevel, cross-disciplinary research • What is the relative impact of each level of antecedent in 
employers’ decisions to implement oPoWs?

• What are potential interactions between oPoWs, governmen-
tal policies, and individual characteristics for older workers’ 
decision to continue working in later life?

• are there oPoWs and governmental policies that work best 
for specific subgroups of older workers?
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Kunze, 2015). In line with this, we identified some research that suggests 
a potential effect of OPOWs on organizational-level outcomes that is 
not mediated through the effect on older workers. Practices explicitly 
implemented for older workers could potentially positively and negatively 
affect younger and middle-aged workers (Kadefors et  al., 2020). Based 
on social theories (e.g. social identity theory and self-categorization 
theory), the use of age-specific OPOWs could be perceived as a pref-
erential treatment of older workers, which might generate negative feel-
ings towards older workers, thereby fostering ageism (de Paula Couto 
& Rothermund, 2019). On the contrary, age-neutral OPOWs benefit 
workers of all ages. However, comparatively little theoretical and empir-
ical research has covered this topic. Thus, future research should shed 
further light on the potential adverse implications of OPOWs for the 
remainder of the workforce (see dotted arrow in Figure 1).

Since organizations are in charge of one main driver of prolonged 
working lives – OPOWs – it is necessary to understand which factors 
drive or hinder the implementation. However, our review of the anteced-
ents of OPOWs reveals that theoretical and empirical research on 
employers’ motivation to implement OPOWs is somewhat scattered. We 
need to understand better how organizations weigh and prioritize the 
factors in their decision-making and what factors might explain differ-
ences in organizations’ reactions (e.g. organizational culture; Henkens 
et  al., 2018). An integration of institutional theory and strategic man-
agement theories might serve as a foundation for future research that 
can also help to understand possible cross-national differences.

Regarding macro-level antecedents, many cross-national comparison 
studies have shown that legislation and policies towards older workers 
vary across countries. More research is needed that helps understand 
the emergence of these differences. Some research has hinted, for exam-
ple, that culture and the national economic situation might play a role 
(Marcus et  al., 2020). Such cross-national research could facilitate the 
comparison of the effectiveness of different national policies and legis-
lations and give further insights regarding the generalizability of empir-
ical findings (Oude Mulders & Wadensjö, 2015).

A general implication for future research drawn from our review is the 
need for more multilevel, cross-disciplinary research. While research on 
the individual paths has advanced to various degrees, only a few studies 
adopted a research design that spanned over micro, meso, and macro 
levels simultaneously. However, as we demonstrate, they are all interrelated. 
As such, more cross-level research could help to integrate findings from 
multiple research fields and foster the understanding of antecedents and 
outcomes of OPOWs (Cadiz et  al., 2019; Muller-Camen et  al., 2011). To 
achieve this, scholars need to start thinking and researching outside their 
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own disciplines, for example by establishing multidisciplinary research 
teams. Since each research field has its value for studying work and aging 
(e.g. economics focuses on the cost and benefits aspect, sociology focuses 
on social structures, and psychology focuses on individual differences), 
such research endeavors have great potential.

Future studies on the antecedents of OPOWs should include variables 
regarding organizational characteristics and strategies (e.g. compliance 
considerations), governmental policies (e.g. financial incentives), and 
older workers’ proactive behavior (e.g. job crafting) to compare their 
relevance for employers’ motivation to implement OPOWs. Future 
research on predictors of individual retirement decisions should also take 
into account meso- and macro-level influences such as OPOWs and 
retirement policies (Hofäcker & Naumann, 2015). One possible theoretical 
approach could be to apply a behavioral economics perspective (Camerer 
& Malmendier, 2007). So far, this theoretical perspective has sparsely 
been applied to the context of aging workforces (Coile, 2015), although 
it combines assumptions from psychology and economy and might, there-
fore, serve as a basis for cross-disciplinary research. Another option could 
be integrating lifespan theories and the concepts of agency and structure. 
This could enable predictions regarding each level’s relative impact, 
thereby facilitating more purposeful research and practice.

Prior research has shown that older workers should not be treated 
as a homogeneous group since large differences exist (e.g. Edge et  al., 
2017). Hence, studies examining the usefulness of OPOWs and govern-
mental policies should consider these differences to develop more dif-
ferentiated approaches. For instance, in the case of gender differences, 
an integration of lifespan theories or the concepts of agency and struc-
ture with theories regarding gendered life courses (e.g. theory of cumu-
lative advantage/disadvantage; Dannefer, 2003) could be beneficial to 
develop a differentiated model.

Implications for practitioners

Prolonged working lives will become increasingly relevant for organiza-
tions and governments to counter the challenges raised by aging work-
forces. Our review highlights the importance of older individuals’ 
willingness to continue working in later life for organizations to stay 
competitive and productive. OPOWs are essential to enhance older 
workers’ health, performance, and intention to continue working. Based 
on theoretical considerations, it is advisable to follow a lifespan per-
spective to develop and select OPOWs (Hertel et  al., 2013). Since there 
are many connections between the meso and macro levels, employers 
should also actively seek cooperation with governmental institutions, 
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NGOs, and labor unions to exchange experiences and develop new 
programs (Ackerman & Kanfer, 2020).

Policymakers need to acknowledge their crucial role in retirement 
decision-making. Pension and healthcare systems, anti-age discrimination 
policies, and societal age norms have shown to be related to the prev-
alence of OPOWs and retirement decisions. Consequently, policymakers 
might need to make necessary changes to legislation and policies to 
promote OPOWs and later life work. This includes policies that encour-
age organizations to hire and retain older workers, which could be 
achieved by disseminating knowledge regarding the implementation and 
effectiveness of OPOWs. Moreover, governmental anti-age discrimination 
initiatives could raise awareness for ageism and influence employers’ 
attitudes (Morrow-Howell et  al., 2018). Additionally, governmental pol-
icies could be aimed at older workers (e.g. a legal basis for gradual 
retirement transitions or vocational training). Such policies should also 
consider individual life trajectories and contextual factors like the family 
environment. Financial support for caregivers, for example, might lighten 
the stress on older working caregivers (Morrow-Howell et  al., 2018).

Limitations

Despite the strengths of our review, including the cross-disciplinary 
nature, the focus on the theoretically proposed pathways of OPOWs 
and their multilevel antecedents and outcomes, as well as the broad 
literature search procedure, we want to address some limitations. The 
purpose of this review was to provide an overview of theoretical 
approaches to research on aging workforces underlined with current 
empirical research developments placing a particular focus on OPOWs 
to develop a cross-disciplinary model to guide future research. Although 
we included references to multilevel contextual variables to account for 
additional influencing factors, those factors were not focused on. 
However, we acknowledge that contextual variables play an important 
role, particularly in older workers’ later life work. Especially the domestic 
environment (e.g. family and gender roles) is a critical interface for 
retirement decisions (Loretto & Vickerstaff, 2013).

Moreover, our model does not necessarily constitute an exhaustive 
representation of every discipline involved in research on work and 
aging. It could be that the involvement of further research disciplines 
(e.g. occupational health) would have yielded additional perspectives for 
our review. The literature search strategy itself might have also limited 
our findings. Since we broadly reviewed literature from multiple disci-
plines and had to limit the scope of our review, we can only present 
the surface of some areas of research here (e.g. research on ageism) and 
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cannot get into detail regarding specific explanations for the proposed 
relationships. While meta-analyses and reviews provide a good overview 
of empirical research, there are likely single empirical studies not covered 
by this search that could add to the results or highlight divergent find-
ings. Additionally, the retrievability and credibility of books and book 
chapters might be lower compared to peer-reviewed articles. However, 
we obtained the publication lists from publicly available sources and 
only included authors that are established scientists in the field of work 
and aging. Including these publications aided in avoiding publication 
bias and extending the range of theories mentioned in the peer-reviewed 
articles (Adams et  al., 2017), thereby offering added value to our review. 
Finally, our model does not aim to be static. Research on work and 
aging is progressing rapidly, and new future developments might extend 
the theoretical and empirical findings presented here.

Conclusion

Based on a broad literature review, we developed a cross-disciplinary model 
of research on OPOWs and their antecedents and outcomes on micro, meso, 
and macro levels. Providing an overview of theoretical approaches and 
current empirical developments, we highlight the interrelations and multilevel 
pathways. With the conceptual model and the outline of future research 
directions, we hope to foster multilevel, cross-disciplinary research on orga-
nizational practices for older workers and later life work.
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Appendix A:  Procedure details

Expert interviews

We contacted nineteen scientists to ask for their participation in an expert interview. 
The experts all have a research focus on older workers and aging workforces and were 
chosen based on their knowledge of and impact on one of the respective disciplines (e.g. 
through publications or research projects). In sum, we interviewed eleven scientists. Out 
of these, two experts each come from the research fields of gerontology, psychology, 
management and business science, and sociology. Three other experts belong to the 
research fields of organizational science, economics, and political science, respectively.

The sessions were held as semi-structured interviews. In the first part of the inter-
views, the experts were asked to name relevant theories in their research discipline 
regarding the relationship between OPOW, older workers, organizations, and society. 
In the second part of the interviews, we asked for recommendations regarding the 
choice of the database for our literature search, journals and authors relevant to research 
on work and aging in the respective research discipline, as well as specific publications.

Literature search

We selected the database Web of Science since it was most often mentioned by our ex-
perts. The timespan we used to include literature was also selected based on recommen-
dations we received through the expert interviews. Many experts suggested this timeframe 
because there was substantial growth in publications, political activities, and established 
research centers focused on aging and work after the beginning of the 21st century.

Regarding the literature search in the Web of Science, we searched the title, abstract, 
and keywords of articles using one group of search words for the focus on aging (e.g. 
‘ag$ing’ and ‘life-span’), one for the focus on work (e.g. ‘work*’ and ‘job*’), and one 
for the focus on theories and models (e.g. ‘review*’ and ‘conceptual*’). We further 
added one group of search words to exclude specific topic areas (e.g. ‘clinical*’ and 
‘dement*’), selected English as the language, set the time span to the years 2000 to 
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May 2022, and excluded non-relevant Web of Science categories (e.g. ‘biophysics’ and 
‘nutrition dietetics’). A complete overview of the search strategy is provided in Table 
A1. Two of the authors independently screened the titles and abstracts of the search 

Table A1. search strategy for Web of science.
TI = (((‘ag$ing’ or ‘older worker*’ or ‘older employee*’ or ‘life-span’ or ‘life-course’) anD (review or 

meta-analys?s or conceptual*) anD (work* or job* or occupation* or employ* or profession* or 
retire*)) noT (clinical* or dement* or caregiv* or medic* or alcohol* or residential* or biology or 
cell* or therap* or disease* or diagno* or animal* or youth* or hormon* or obesity or metabol* 
or diabetes or vehicle* or neuro* or sex* or divorce* or brain or immigrant* or memory or 
parenthood or electric* or hearing* or school*))

or Ts = (((‘ag$ing’ or ‘older worker*’ or ‘older employee*’ or ‘life-span’ or ‘life-course’) anD (review or 
meta-analys?s or conceptual*) anD (work* or job* or occupation* or employ* or profession* or 
retire*)) noT (clinical* or dement* or caregiv* or medic* or alcohol* or residential* or biology or 
cell* or therap* or disease* or diagno* or animal* or youth* or hormon* or obesity or metabol* 
or diabetes or vehicle* or neuro* or sex* or divorce* or brain or immigrant* or memory or 
parenthood or electric* or hearing* or school*))

or aB = (((‘ag$ing’ or ‘older worker*’ or ‘older employee*’ or ‘life-span’ or ‘life-course’) anD (review or 
meta-analys?s or conceptual*) anD (work* or job* or occupation* or employ* or profession* or 
retire*)) noT (clinical* or dement* or caregiv* or medic* or alcohol* or residential* or biology or 
cell* or therap* or disease* or diagno* or animal* or youth* or hormon* or obesity or metabol* 
or diabetes or vehicle* or neuro* or sex* or divorce* or brain or immigrant* or memory or 
parenthood or electric* or hearing* or school*))

AND language: (english)
AND DocumenT TYPes: (article or Book or Book chapter or early access or editorial material or 

review)
Indexes = scI-eXPanDeD, sscI, a&hcI, escI
Timespan = 2000–2022
refined by: [excluding] WeB of scIence caTegorIes:  (energY fuels or raDIologY nuclear meDIcIne 

meDIcal ImagIng or urologY nePhrologY or neuroscIences or WaTer resources or 
chemIsTrY aPPlIeD or oBsTeTrIcs gYnecologY or engIneerIng enVIronmenTal or maTerIals 
scIence mulTIDIscIPlInarY or crImInologY PenologY or PhYsIcs conDenseD maTTer or cell 
BIologY or geneTIcs hereDITY or engIneerIng mechanIcal or surgerY or DermaTologY or 
nanoscIence nanoTechnologY or BIochemIsTrY molecular BIologY or orThoPeDIcs or 
engIneerIng mulTIDIscIPlInarY or nuTrITIon DIeTeTIcs or consTrucTIon BuIlDIng TechnologY 
or enVIronmenTal sTuDIes or enDocrInologY meTaBolIsm or eDucaTIon eDucaTIonal 
research or PsYchIaTrY or meTallurgY meTallurgIcal engIneerIng or PhYsIcs sYsTems or 
InsTrumenTs InsTrumenTaTIon or sPorT scIences or DenTIsTrY oral surgerY meDIcIne or 
geograPhY or nuclear scIence TechnologY or mechanIcs or fooD scIence TechnologY or 
PerIPheral Vascular DIsease or chemIsTrY analYTIcal or rehaBIlITaTIon or green 
susTaInaBle scIence TechnologY or BIologY or auDIologY sPeech language PaThologY or 
oPhThalmologY or comPuTer scIence InformaTIon sYsTems or PlanT scIences or fIsherIes 
or engIneerIng cIVIl or BIoTechnologY aPPlIeD mIcroBIologY or engIneerIng elecTrIcal 
elecTronIc or engIneerIng chemIcal or PeDIaTrIcs or elecTrochemIsTrY or engIneerIng 
InDusTrIal or PharmacologY PharmacY or oncologY or geoscIences mulTIDIscIPlInarY or 
oTorhInolarYngologY or chemIsTrY PhYsIcal or reProDucTIVe BIologY or PhYsIcs aPPlIeD 
or InformaTIon scIence lIBrarY scIence or maTerIals scIence characTerIZaTIon TesTIng or 
PaThologY or foresTrY or InfecTIous DIseases or comPuTer scIence sofTWare engIneerIng 
or resPIraTorY sYsTem or comPuTer scIence TheorY meThoDs or anaTomY morPhologY or 
emergencY meDIcIne or anesThesIologY or maThemaTIcs InTerDIscIPlInarY aPPlIcaTIons or 
comPuTer scIence arTIfIcIal InTellIgence or DeVeloPmenTal BIologY or comPuTer scIence 
InTerDIscIPlInarY aPPlIcaTIons or eVoluTIonarY BIologY or InTegraTIVe comPlemenTarY 
meDIcIne or hosPITalITY leIsure sPorT TourIsm or language lInguIsTIcs or regIonal urBan 
PlannIng or marIne freshWaTer BIologY or urBan sTuDIes or maTerIals scIence 
BIomaTerIals or comPuTer scIence cYBerneTIcs or mIcroBIologY or meDIcal InformaTIcs or 
ParasITologY or meTeorologY aTmosPherIc scIences or soIl scIence or sPecTroscoPY or 
suBsTance aBuse or VeTerInarY scIences or asTronomY asTroPhYsIcs or chemIsTrY 
InorganIc nuclear or maTerIals scIence ceramIcs or eThnIc sTuDIes or rheumaTologY or 
InTernaTIonal relaTIons or agrIculTure DaIrY anImal scIence or archaeologY or 
agronomY or arT or chemIsTrY meDIcInal or auTomaTIon conTrol sYsTems or engIneerIng 
aerosPace or chemIsTrY organIc or gasTroenTerologY hePaTologY or lInguIsTIcs or 
eDucaTIon scIenTIfIc DIscIPlInes or anThroPologY or eDucaTIon sPecIal or engIneerIng 
BIomeDIcal or enTomologY or engIneerIng manufacTurIng or ZoologY or maTerIals 
scIence comPosITes or geochemIsTrY geoPhYsIcs or maTerIals scIence PaPer WooD or 
musIc)
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results to identify relevant publications. We then reviewed the full manuscripts of the 
pre-selected publications according to our inclusion and exclusion criteria to make a 
final selection.

Regarding the additional literature search, among the journals that the experts most 
often named were Academy of Management Journal, Ageing and Society, The Gerontologist, 
Journal of Applied Psychology, Journals of Gerontology: Series A, Journals of Gerontology: 
Series B, Journal of Organizational Behavior, Psychology and Ageing, Work, Aging and 
Retirement and Work, Employment and Society. We further added the Journal of Human 
Resources and the Journal of Labor Economics to represent the economics research field. 
The first author manually screened the titles and abstracts of the published articles for 
all journals except The Gerontologist and Journals of Gerontology. Due to the vast number 
of articles, we added a search string using the terms ‘work*’, ‘job*’, ‘occupation*’, ‘employ*’, 
‘profession*’, and ‘retire*’ to reduce the search results. A list of the authors whose publi-
cation lists were screened manually by the first author can be obtained upon request.
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