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A B S T R A C T
This qualitative study with 37 older workers from 10 employing organizations in 2 countries (United Kingdom and 
Bulgaria) and 2 industrial sectors (healthcare and ICT) identifies key themes around workers’ conceptualizations of 
being an older worker and aging at work, and the types of organizational support they considered most beneficial in 
late career. The study integrates current fragmented theories around work performance and well-being in late career 
and also introduces new concepts in this context. We find that overall older workers are likely to view their late 
career more in terms of development than decline. This is reflected in their positive perceptions of themselves and 
their conceptualizations of beneficial age-related changes such as ability to see the big picture and freedom to speak 
frankly. Many of these stem from their accumulated knowledge and experiences, and valuing meaning and contribu-
tion over career advancement. Although some concern with coping and getting by is evident (we call this surviving), 
interviewees were able to articulate many ways in which they felt they were thriving at work. We identify 9 types of 
organizational support perceived by these older workers as most desirable (whether or not available). Four concern 
intrinsic features of work, 3 are to do with social integration and respect, and 2 concern extrinsic factors. Hence there 
is much that organizations can do apart from retirement programs and flexible work options to enable workers in late 
career to thrive and survive.

Population aging is occurring in almost all areas of the world with 
Japan, Germany, and Italy being the most aging countries. It is 
expected that the number of people aged 60  years or older will at 
least double, and exceed the number of children by 2050 (United 
Nations, 2013). This is a result of two simultaneous developments—a 
steady increase in life expectancy and falling fertility rates. Thus, the 
aging population becomes a key challenge for society and an impor-
tant social and economic responsibility (EEO Review, 2012; Härmä, 
2011). Furthermore, the aging of the population has led and will lead 
to significant changes in the workforce, particularly demonstrated by 
the rise of employment rates among older workers across Europe and 
beyond (Kooij, Lange, Jansen, Kanfer, & Dikkers, 2011; Robson & 
Hansson, 2007). In the last few years, the need to keep older work-
ers in the workforce (despite high levels of unemployment among new 
entrants to the labor market) has been referred to as an “emergency” 
(CIPD & CMI, 2010).

There is no consensus in the literature about who is the “older 
worker.” According to James, McKechnie, and Swanberg (2011, p. 176) 
“the idea that ‘50 is the new 40’ suggests a public perception that the 
subjective experience of age is changing.” Recently, more research-
ers choose to define older workers as those who are at least 55 years 
old, partly because this is currently the fastest growing segment of the 

workforce. Another empirical study reports that when asked to suggest 
an age of an “older employee,” people in the United Kingdom on aver-
age refer to men at the age of 56 and older and women at the age of 55 
and older (CIPD & CMI, 2010).

Research on the aging workforce tends to be highly multidisci-
plinary incorporating economic, sociological, psychological, voca-
tional, biological, and even political aspects (CEDEFOP, 2012). 
Traditionally, among the most discussed issues are age stereotypes 
and discrimination against older workers (T. W.  H. Ng & Feldman, 
2012), age-related changes and their associations with work outcomes 
(Warr, 1993, 2001), and how organizations can support and retain 
older workers (Armstrong-Stassen, 2008; Bal, Kooij, & De Jong, 2013; 
Boehm, Kunze, & Bruch, 2014). Most studies with older workers are 
quantitative and cross-sectional, with samples often derived from a 
single organization or industrial sector. In addition, the aging work-
force research tends to be more focused on some industrial sectors 
(e.g., healthcare) with little attention given to others (e.g., information 
technologies) and on national rather than cross-cultural samples (with 
the exception of Inceoglu, Segers, Bartram, & Vloeberghs, 2009). 
Furthermore, the recent national and cross-cultural studies with older 
workers have been conducted in Western rather than non-Western 
(including Eastern European) countries.
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Coming mostly from a life-span theory perspective, our purpose in 
this study is to explore how older workers in large organizations expe-
rience late career. We specifically examine (a) how older workers see 
themselves in the workplace, (b) how they conceptualize and manage 
age-related changes in their work abilities, attitudes, and approaches, 
and (c) the types of organizational support they consider most benefi-
cial in terms of their well-being and performance. We focus on the older 
workers themselves, because we believe that they are the best sources 
of information regarding their own feelings, potential, limitations and 
aspirations, and the best agents of their own careers. To achieve a 
deeper understanding, in contrast to most research of older workers, 
we use a qualitative cross-sectorial and cross-cultural approach.

A G E - R E L AT E D  C H A N G E S ,  W O R K- R E L AT E D 
B E H AV I O R S ,  A N D  O U TC O M E S

It has been well documented that people change physically and psycho-
logically with age. Some of these changes are demonstrated through 
people’s behaviors at work. Most importantly, it has been acknowl-
edged that there are big individual differences and, for example, some 
of these age-related changes may be substantial for some individuals 
and negligible for others (Kanfer & Ackerman, 2004; Salthouse, 2010; 
Truxillo, Cadiz, Rineer, Zaniboni, & Fraccaroli, 2012; Wang, Olson, 
& Shultz, 2012; Warr, 1993, 2001). The degree of such changes is not 
just related to age, but also depends on many other factors such as an 
individual’s heredity, lifestyle, physical activity, and environment. Most 
age effects are not great on average and can be reduced by a support-
ive environment (e.g., using new enabling technologies and adjusting 
time). In addition, declining cognitive abilities are usually compen-
sated by workers’ knowledge and experience (Inder & Bryson, 2007; 
Kanfer & Ackerman, 2004; Wang et al., 2012; Warr, 2001).

As well as physical and cognitive changes, people may experience 
some personality changes when they grow older. For instance, stud-
ies demonstrate that older workers are on average less extraverted 
and open to change than younger workers, but at the same time 
more self-controlled, tolerant, modest, and conscientious (Kanfer & 
Ackerman, 2004; Warr, 2001). A  meta-analysis by Roberts, Walton, 
and Viechtbauer (2006) revealed that, particularly for the age group 
around 60 years, mean-level decreases in social vitality (a facet of extra-
version) and openness to experience occur in parallel with increases 
in agreeableness, conscientiousness, and (less markedly) emotional 
stability. In a cross-sectional study of over a million people, Soto, John, 
Gosling, and Potter (2011) reported broadly similar findings regarding 
agreeableness, emotional stability, and conscientiousness, but observed 
a slight tendency for openness to experience to be higher in middle 
and older age than in early adulthood. Both studies observed that for 
most aspects of personality, change was greater in magnitude (and in 
the case of social vitality opposite in direction) in late adolescence and 
early adulthood than subsequently. Yet as Roberts and colleagues point 
out, these changes are very individual and do not apply to everyone. 
Further, it has consistently been reported that, despite what some peo-
ple believe, work motivation does not decline at later ages. However, 
workers’ priorities tend to change over time and with age. For instance, 
older workers (compared with younger workers) may tend to attribute 
more importance to intrinsically rewarding job features, some social 
aspects of work (such as supporting younger workers and transferring 
their experience), and to feeling valued and involved. In contrast, they 

may be less motivated by extrinsic awards, career advancement, and 
striving for achievement (Carstensen, Isaakowitz, & Charles, 1999; 
CEDEFOP, 2011; Inceoglu et  al., 2009; Kanfer & Ackerman, 2004; 
Kooij et al., 2011).

The concept of “successful aging” suggests an individual’s good 
health and vitality over the life span and, in this sense, is the individ-
ual’s capacity to thrive. One interpretation of successful aging is as a 
developmental process where growth is still possible (Zacher, 2015). 
Porath, Spreitzer, Gibson, and Garnett (2012) introduce the construct 
of “thriving” in a work context as “…the psychological state in which 
individuals experience both a sense of vitality and learning” (Porath 
et al., 2012, p. 250). Theoretically, thriving implies the individual’s ori-
entation toward growth and successful adaptation. The vitality facet 
of thriving is similar to what other scholars address as social vitality in 
the context of the broader construct extraversion and is seen as corre-
sponding to traits such as sociability, positive affect, and energy level, 
while the learning subdimension of thriving is conceptually close to the 
construct openness (to experience). In line with the empirical evidence 
that older (compared with younger) people are likely to demonstrate 
less of both social vitality and openness (Roberts et al., 2006), thriv-
ing is believed to decline at older ages (i.e., older workers would be 
expected to experience less thriving in the workplace compared with 
younger workers). However, no study on older workers’ experiences of 
thriving in the workplace has been published so far, to our knowledge.

Life-span theories suggest that adaptation is a proactive process 
which involves self-regulation, reflected in life management strategies 
applied by individuals in their attempts to cope with changes in their 
environment (such as loss and gain of resources, success and failure 
in the achievement of goals). The life-span theory of selection, opti-
mization, and compensation (SOC) proposed originally by Baltes and 
Baltes (1990) is a leading model of successful aging and suggests that 
individuals can successfully adapt to age-related changes and changes 
in the workplace through using three types of personal strategies: selec-
tion, optimization, and compensation (Abraham & Hansson, 1995; 
Hansson, DeKoek, Neece, & Patterson, 1997; Kanfer & Ackerman, 
2004; Kooij et  al., 2011; Ouwehand, de Ridder, & Bensing, 2007). 
Furthermore, there is good evidence that the use of SOC strategies can 
enhance workers’ performance and well-being, and that it becomes 
particularly important with age (Abraham & Hansson, 1995; Müller, 
Weigl, Heiden, Glaser, & Angerer, 2012; Ouwehand et  al., 2007; 
Zacher & Frese, 2011).

The SOC model is complemented by another prominent life-
span conceptualization, namely the socioemotional selectivity theory 
(SES), proposed by Carstensen (1992). SES theory emphasizes the 
fundamental role of perception of time in the selection and pursuit of 
(particularly) social goals. Depending on whether time is perceived 
as open-ended (e.g., at younger ages) or limited (e.g., at older ages), 
individual’s priorities may shift from long-term knowledge-related 
goals (e.g., learning) to short-term emotional goals (e.g., focusing on 
meaningful activities and/or relationships). The shift toward emo-
tional goals at older ages is facilitated by improved emotional regula-
tion (Carstensen et al., 1999, 2011). Applying the ideas of SES theory 
in a work context may provide valuable insights into the adaptive age-
related changes in workers’ behaviors.

Age discrimination has been found to be the most widely expe-
rienced form of discrimination across Europe (Age UK, 2011). 
Examples of positive stereotypes of older workers are “increased levels 
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of loyalty,” “reliability,” and “job commitment” (Barnes, Smeaton, & 
Taylor, 2009). However, it appears that older workers are more 
often negatively stereotyped (Posthuma & Campion, 2009). Recent 
research indicates that six of the most common and damaging stereo-
types about older workers are that older employees (compared with 
younger workers) are “less motivated,” “less willing to engage in train-
ing and career development programs,” “more resistant to change,” 
“not as trusting,” “more likely to experience health problems that affect 
their work,” and “more vulnerable to work–family conflicts” (T. W. H. 
Ng & Feldman, 2012). Although mostly unjustified (Inder & Bryson, 
2007; T. W. H. Ng & Feldman, 2012; Kunze, Boehm, & Bruch, 2013), 
these age stereotypes may have negative effects on older workers’ 
self-esteem, job performance, and well-being. It has consistently been 
found that negative stereotypes significantly affect employers’ attitudes 
toward training, promotion and retention of older workers, and will-
ingness to work with older workers (Chiu, Chan, Snape, & Redman, 
2001). This, in turn, may lead to older workers’ withdrawal from the 
labor market. Many times the effects of age discrimination are masked 
by situations such as forced retirement or redundancy and limited 
recruitment opportunities.

Finkelstein, King, and Voyles (2015) discuss the process of age 
metastereotyping in the workplace (i.e., the individual’s beliefs about 
the stereotypes that colleagues from other age groups hold about 
his/her age group). They suggest that older individuals are likely to 
perceive themselves as viewed by younger others in more negative 
terms than they actually are. For instance, Finkelstein, Ryan, and King 
(2013) found that older workers’ metastereotypes from middle-aged 
colleagues were 65–67% positive, while middle-aged workers’ ste-
reotypes of older colleagues were actually 87% positive. Furthermore, 
both positive and negative age metastereotypes may provoke positive 
or negative responses in the workplace. For example, a negative metas-
tereotype may be associated with either a challenge or a threat by its 
holder. In a similar fashion a positive metastereotype may lead to boost 
(expressed by feelings of happiness, excitement) or threat (expressed 
by fear, worry) reactions. Therefore, the investigation of age metaste-
reotyping in the workplace may provide useful information about the 
decisions that people make in late career.

Past research has focused mostly on evaluations of older workers by 
employers and colleagues. However, less is known about older work-
ers’ conceptualizations of their own position in the workplace. These 
may or may not be in line with traditional research and may reveal 
unexplored areas. Overall, we recognize the need for a more synthe-
sized picture of aging at work, and being an older worker, painted by 
older workers themselves. In addition, there are clear theoretical and 
empirical gaps in the literature to date that are worthy of investigation. 
For instance, there is no information about older workers’ experiences 
of thriving (or not thriving) in the workplace. The assumption that 
people in their late careers are not likely to be thriving (at least not as 
much as their younger colleagues) may be another myth. It will also be 
interesting to explore workers’ own definitions of thriving and its ante-
cedents in late career. Furthermore, learning about age-related changes 
in older workers’ approaches to work may shed more light on the 
meaning of successful personal strategies (e.g., SOC) for older work-
ers as well as the role of these strategies in managing late careers. This 
will enable a deeper understanding of late career and its underlying 
processes, which in turn will stimulate practical individual and organi-
zational solutions with a focus on late careers’ successful management. 

Following these arguments, our first and primary research question is 
“How do older workers describe and account for age differences at work?”

T H E  R E L AT I O N S H I P S  O F  O L D E R  W O R K E R S 
W I T H  T H E I R  O R G A N I Z AT I O N S

As organizations play a significant role in shaping one’s skills, knowl-
edge, motivation, and social relationships, they are an important social 
context for individuals. In particular, older workers are likely to prefer 
organizations which demonstrate their consideration of older workers 
through their human resource (HR) practices (Armstrong-Stassen, 
2008; Barnes et al., 2009; Boehm et al., 2014; Kooij et al., 2011; Wang 
et al., 2012). Fighting negative stereotypes (and metastereotypes) and 
discrimination against older workers has become increasingly impor-
tant for many organizations and is reflected in HR strategies designed 
to promote positive aging and more particularly, the utilization and 
retention of older workers (Barnes et  al., 2009). A  recent study by 
Boehm and colleagues (2014) based on descriptions from key organi-
zational informants, has pointed out the importance of “age-inclusive” 
HR practices that (through facilitating age-diversity climate) appear to 
be a powerful tool for increasing organizational-level performance and 
reducing employees’ collective turnover intentions. Thus, promoting 
an age-diversity climate among employees of all ages and encouraging 
age-diverse collaboration may also reinforce the successful manage-
ment of late careers in organizations.

However, the forms of “age-friendly” HR strategies and the extent 
of their implementation vary significantly across countries, industrial 
sectors, and organizations (Barnes et al., 2009). Most examples of suc-
cessful age-management are derived from Western countries. Some HR 
practices associated with older workers may include reduced working 
hours, flexible work options, adjusting job roles, refresher training, and 
extra annual leave (Barnes et al., 2009; Veth, Emans, Van der Heijden, 
De Lange, & Korzilius, 2011). They often aim to help older workers 
maintain their job performance at an acceptable level. Other HR prac-
tices encourage older workers to undertake new projects, tasks, and job 
roles, learn new skills, and mentor/coach others on the job. These may 
have a developmental (i.e., associated with growth and learning) rather 
than maintenance (i.e., related to being able to soldier on at work) 
effect on older workers and, thus increase their work performance and 
satisfaction (Veth et al., 2011). Furthermore, good HR practices may 
encourage some older workers to remain in the workforce longer and 
even return to work after retirement (Armstrong-Stassen, 2008; Bal 
et  al., 2013; Barnes et  al., 2009; Kooij et  al., 2011; Cahill, James, & 
Pitt-Catsouhes, 2015).

Despite the increasing number of studies on organizational sup-
port for older workers, to date not enough is known about older work-
ers’ needs and expectations of such support and the rationale behind 
these needs. In the present study, we ask older workers directly in an 
open format about the types of work environment they would benefit 
from. Thus, our work goes beyond the norm set by the prevailing quan-
titative approach in this area, which is to pre-define a set of organiza-
tional practices that could be supportive for older workers. Our second 
(and secondary) research question is therefore “How can organizations 
provide an environment that older workers perceive as supportive?”

Combining the two research questions, we therefore seek to under-
stand how older workers experience and make sense of being an older 
worker. We place particular emphasis on how they experience their 
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own aging process in a work context, how they see themselves rela-
tive to younger workers, and what they think organizations can do to 
support them at this stage of their working lives. Some age-related 
intra-individual changes (e.g., declining physical abilities) may be per-
ceived as difficulties, while others (e.g., crystallized intelligence) may 
be seen as advantages (Warr, 2001). Also, it is possible that some peo-
ple respond to age-related changes by developing specific individual 
techniques or strategies in the workplace. It would be interesting to 
investigate what these techniques and strategies are (e.g., whether they 
correspond to some of the successful aging strategies described in the 
literature (Abraham & Hansson, 1995; Carstensen et al., 1999; Ebner, 
Freund, & Baltes, 2006), how individuals make sense of them, what 
the circumstances in which they are employed are, and what potential 
work outcomes they are associated with. In addition, it might be the 
case that workers deal more successfully with age-related changes in 
the presence of certain types of work environment and organizational 
systems (e.g., Armstrong-Stassen, 2008; Boehm et  al., 2014; Cahill 
et al., 2015; Truxillo et al., 2012; Veth et al., 2011; Warr, 1993). Again, 
we are interested in how workers themselves describe such character-
istics and why they find them desirable and potentially supportive of 
their thriving at work.

M E T H O D
Research Strategy
With the ultimate purpose to explore how older workers experience 
late career, their aging self at work, and in the light of this, the kinds of 
organizational support they consider beneficial in terms of their work 
performance and well-being and why (Figure 1), we come from a con-
textual constructionist perspective (Madill, Jordan, & Shirley, 2000). 
King (2004b) argues that such a perspective implies the assumption 
that “…there are always multiple interpretations to be made of any 
phenomenon, which depend upon the position of the researcher and 
the context of the research” (King, 2004a, p. 256). Therefore, it is par-
ticularly suitable for our study that is interested in workers’ interpreta-
tions of late career life.

Furthermore, we employ a phenomenological psychological 
approach, because we are not interested in testing a strictly pre-
defined conceptual framework, but in exploring inductively work-
ers’ authentic experiences of late career. As outlined in the research 
methodology literature (e.g., Denscombe, 2007), instead of relying 
on processes of categorizing and quantifying things, and in contrast 
to other approaches, phenomenology focuses on describing how 
things are experienced by the people directly involved. We follow what 
Denscombe (2007) refers to as the “North American approach” to 
phenomenology or “new phenomenology” that is concerned with the 

ways in which people interpret and draw conclusions about their life 
experiences, often drawing upon personal and societal beliefs that are 
frequently experienced as “common sense.” We consider this approach 
most appropriate for capturing how older workers perceive themselves 
in the workplace, how they understand and deal with workplace chal-
lenges including age-related intra-individual changes, and what types 
of organizational support they desire.

We used a nonprobability sampling strategy to identify participants 
for qualitative semi-structured interviews. An advantage of the quali-
tative research interview over other qualitative and quantitative tech-
niques is its potential to capture different meanings of the topics under 
examination. In addition, it may be very useful in studying phenomena 
in large organizations (King, 2004a).

For a number of reasons, we focused on large employment organi-
zations. The patterns of systems and processes (e.g., organizational, 
work-group, and inter-individual) in large organizations are likely to 
be more complex than those in, for example, small organizations and 
thus, there may be potentially more variables to explore. Furthermore, 
our search for potential collaborators revealed that large organizations 
were more likely than smaller ones to demonstrate interest in the aging 
workforce and to respond positively to research participation oppor-
tunities. Also, there are larger numbers of late career workers in larger 
(compared with smaller) organizations, which could potentially facili-
tate the participant recruitment process.

We worked in two European member states (one old—the United 
Kingdom—and one new—Bulgaria) and in two languages (English 
and Bulgarian). These two European countries were chosen for their 
contrasting national economies, cultures, policies, and levels of aware-
ness and experience in terms of aging workforce management (EEO 
review, 2012; ILCUK, 2013; Table 1A). For instance, according to the 
Global AgeWatch Index 2014 Insight Report comparing 91 countries, 
the UK is in the 12 countries with best practices for older people (aged 
60+) with an overall rank of 11 and rank values of 11 for older people’s 
socioeconomic status, 27 for older people’s health status, 23 for capa-
bility (including employment), and 3 for enabling environment. In 
contrast, Bulgaria comes 56th with rank values of 47 for income secu-
rity, 68 for health status, 45 for capability, and 69 for enabling environ-
ment (HelpAge International, 2014).

We chose two industrial sectors—healthcare and information 
and communication technologies (ICT). These sectors were cho-
sen because they are considered to be among the most significant 
for the European economy as well as rapidly developing and, conse-
quently, demanding new skills and larger numbers of employees. At 
the same time, it appears that these sectors are contrasting in some 
aspects (Table 2A). For instance, while the ICT sector is highly asso-
ciated with the need for new ideas and behaviors, predominantly 
male employees, particularly rampant age discrimination against 
older workers and consequently smaller numbers of older workers 
(Schwartz-Woelzl & Healey, 2007), the healthcare sector is mostly 
associated with specialist knowledge, larger numbers of female 
employees, larger proportions of older workers (aged 55+), and 
demanding working conditions (including on-going restructuring) 
(HOSPEEM, 2013). Thus, it could easily be assumed that in some 
aspects the experiences of late career of healthcare workers may differ 
from those of the ICT workers.

Overall, then, we selected these two sectors and countries, because 
of our belief that a wider range of contexts will help to identify a wider Figure 1. Areas of enquiry and connections between them.
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range of variables. At this point our aim is to explore this wider range of 
variables, rather than provide a structured comparison between coun-
tries and sectors (that could be better achieved through a quantitative 
approach). However, we looked for cross-cultural and cross-sectorial 
patterns that may indicate paths for future (quantitative) research.

Having already defined the population as people working in health 
or ICT sectors aged 55 or more (we went a little under 55 in some 
cases in the ICT sector) in Bulgaria or the UK, we set a quota of 3–5 
interviews per organization, and ensured as far as possible that the invi-
tation to participate went out to all relevant people in the organization.

The Participating Organizations
Seventeen employing organizations from both countries and from 
both industrial sectors were approached directly or indirectly via 
branch organizations and HR consultancies between September 2013 
and January 2014. Organizations were given information about the 
study and were invited to participate through email, phone conversa-
tions, and/or meetings. They were offered copies of a summary report 
with the results after the completion of the study. Ten (59%) of the 17 
organizations reacted positively. Five of these were in Bulgaria and five 
in the UK; six in healthcare and four in ICT.

Preliminary documentary analysis and interviews with ten HR 
managers (one per participating organization) demonstrated that all 
the healthcare organizations except one were large, with between 
1000 and 3000 employees. All the ICT organizations were large mul-
tinational organizations. All the healthcare organizations were from 
the public sector and all the ICT organizations were private. In addi-
tion, all large healthcare organizations were unionized while none 
of the IT organizations formally recognized a trade union, although 
two had internal staff associations. In terms of their age profiles, the 
healthcare organizations had significant proportions of older work-
ers (55+) ranging from 20% to over 50%. In contrast, proportions 
of older workers in the ICT organizations varied between 1% and 
12%. All healthcare organizations had large numbers of female work-
ers (varying between 60% and over 75% across organizations), while 
ICT organizations had predominantly male staff (between over 50% 
and about 80%).

With regard to the organizational HRM strategies and practices, 
all organizations, with the exception of the Bulgarian health organi-
zations, had formal equality and diversity policies in place. However, 
even when available, diversity policies and practices tended to focus 
on disability and gender more than age and were not always clearly 
communicated with employees. No organization had ever before 
participated in a research and development initiative related to the 
aging workforce. One organization had applied for and won a youth 
employment award.

The scope of the HRM function varied significantly across organi-
zations. For instance, the UK health organizations and all the ICT 
organizations from both countries had well-developed HR depart-
ments covering the full spectrum of HR activities. The HR function in 
the Bulgarian health organizations, however, was rather limited being 
focused on administrative (mostly payroll) activities only (served by 
1–2 people) in some of these organizations and stretching to recruit-
ment, mandatory training, payroll and retirement services (provided 
by 3–4 people) in others. Overall, we expect that these differences 
across organizations would also potentially contribute to the diversity 
in participants’ experiences of late career.

The Individual Interviewees
A total of 37 older workers (3–5 people per organization; 20 from 
healthcare and 17 from ICT; 20 from Bulgaria and 17 from the UK) 
were interviewed. Twenty-eight participants were aged between 55 
and 65 years, 5 were aged between 52 and 54 years, and 4 were aged 
66 years and over. The mean age of the whole sample was 59: 60.7 for 
the healthcare subsample and 57.5 for the ICT subsample. Over 60% 
of interviewed employees were female with much larger proportions of 
females than males for the healthcare sector and almost equal propor-
tions of males and females for the ICT sector. This corresponds with 
the overall age and gender profiles in the two sectors (HOSPEEM, 
2013; Schwartz-Woelzl & Healey, 2007) and the organizations in the 
study. The majority of interviewees held management roles (about 
50% for healthcare organizations and about 75% for ICT organiza-
tions). Overall, for both of the sectors and countries most workers 
(60–70%) had been with their organizations longer than 10 years and 
many of them for over 20 years. Three quarters of the ICT workers had 
been in the same job from 5 to 10 years while 61% of the healthcare 
workers had been in the same job for over 10 years. See also Table 2A.

Data Collection and Analysis
A semi-structured interview guide was developed in two languages 
(English and Bulgarian). It included a background information section as 
well sections with questions about older workers’ overall perceptions of 
late career life, perceived age-related changes in their overall work capacity, 
work values and preferences, and approaches to work. In addition, there 
was a section regarding workers’ perceptions of thriving in the workplace 
as well as the types of organizational support they considered important 
for supporting workers in terms of their vitality and learning in the work-
place. The interview guide was trialled through pilot interviews with older 
employees from both countries. Sample prompt questions are “What are 
the key challenges for you as a mature worker in the workplace?”; “How, if 
at all, have you changed the way you do your job as you have got older?”; 
“How, if at all, has your capacity to do your work changed as you have got 
older?”; “What, if anything, helps you feel energized at work?”

Older workers were invited to participate in the interviews by their 
organizations through announcements on their intranet and email. 
People who volunteered to participate contacted the research team 
directly. All volunteers were interviewed between November 2013 and 
April 2014. All interviews were individual and most of them (32) were 
conducted face-to-face on the premises of participants’ organizations 
with five interviews over the phone. The duration of each interview 
was between 30 and 80 min.

The interviews were voice-recorded with the exception of five 
which were documented in writing at the time of the interviews. 
Informed consent was obtained from all participants prior to the inter-
views in the form of written consent for the face-to-face interviews and 
email confirmation for the phone interviews. All the voice recordings 
were transcribed and the interviewees were anonymized through the 
application of codes. The transcripts of the interviews in Bulgarian lan-
guage were translated into English.

Transcripts were analyzed through an inductive thematic analysis 
procedure (Braun & Clarke, 2006; King, 2004b). We chose this ana-
lytical technique, because of its relatively higher flexibility (over, for 
example, grounded theory or interpretive phenomenological tech-
niques), “the balance between within and across case analysis” (King, 
2004a, p. 267), and its particular suitability for larger (over 30 cases) 
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qualitative research samples. Most importantly, as our ultimate purpose 
was to achieve an overall picture of older workers’ conceptualizations 
of late career and the support desired in the workplace, we were more 
interested in the potential patterns of meanings across the whole data 
set, rather than in the within-individual aspects of the data.

With regard to the development of the coding system, we followed the 
typical template analysis guidelines (Braun and Clarke, 2006; King, 2004). 
In terms of the validation of the coding system, we used the approach sug-
gested by Campbell and colleagues (2013), because it focuses specifically 
on in-depth structured interviews and, also, it is particularly useful where 
coding of the transcripts is applied by a single knowledgeable coder.

In order to gain an initial overall impression of the data, prior to 
the development of the codes the first author reviewed the entire set 
of interview transcripts twice. Then an initial set of 12 primary codes 
based on existing theory and research, the interview guide, transcrib-
ing and notes was developed. This version was tested on a sample of 
interview transcripts using qualitative data software (NVivo 10). It 
was then revised and emerging categories were added. Thus a second 
version with 7 main and 36 (including demographic characteristics) 
subcategories was developed. Each category was operationalized by 
a definition and examples, where needed. The second version of the 
coding scheme was explained to and discussed with the second author. 
Both authors then coded independently three randomly selected 

interview transcripts. We excluded codes reflecting factual demo-
graphic and organizational characteristics because they might artifi-
cially inflate reliability scores (Campbell et al., 2013).

Then, we compared the results and discussed discrepancies in cod-
ings. The initially calculated index for intercoder reliability was 67%. 
That is, in two thirds of cases, the two coders gave identical codes to 
passages of text (both the use of different codes and the use of a code 
by one coder and the nonuse of any code by the other were recorded 
as disagreements). Comparison of the codings in many cases quickly 
led one coder or the other to acknowledge an error or oversight. These 
instances increased the agreement rate to 84%. The remaining 16% 
of cases were resolved through continued discussion, with the first 
author’s view taking precedence in the few cases where agreement 
could not be reached.

The first author coded the remaining interview transcripts and iden-
tified main and sub-themes within the entire data set. Before reaching a 
final thematic template, themes were gradually modified mostly through 
deletion of overlapping or insignificant themes, adding new categories 
and changing the scope of the codes (e.g., when some codes were found 
too narrowly or too broadly defined). Coding and development of 
themes was accompanied by regular discussions with the second author. 
Consequently, a final version of the thematic template was developed 
and agreed with the second author (Figure 2 and Table 1).

Figure 2. Older workers’ conceptualizations of age differences at work.

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/w

orkar/article/2/4/396/2605124 by guest on 23 M
ay 2023



402 • S. K. Taneva et al.

Table 1. Desired Organizational Support for Older Workers

Theme/Description Relevant Literature Illustrative Quote Work Approach

Work meaningfulness
To have access to meaningful 

and interesting tasks, more 
opportunities

Carstensen and colleagues 
(1999); Kanfer and Ackerman 
(2004); Inceoglu and 
colleagues (2009); Kooij and 
colleagues (2011); Truxillo and 
colleagues (2012); Wang and 
colleagues (2012)

“We (older workers) can be empowered 
to do a lot more this way. I am 
certainly empowered by having more 
opportunities.” (ICT, UK, female)

Thriving

“Interesting means not outside my 
capabilities, but newish that requires 
delivery to a timescale. But nothing too 
scary.” (ICT, UK, male)

Social cohesion
To be given opportunities to 

work in teams and relate 
to other people in the 
organization

Carstensen and colleagues 
(1999); Kooij and colleagues 
(2011); Truxillo and colleagues 
(2012); Wang and colleagues 
(2012)

“The relationships with the people you 
are working with is the most important 
thing.” (ICT, UK, female)

Thriving, surviving 
MJD

“I want to feel part of the team and the 
organization. I like to be in the office, 
to communicate, banter and be part of 
things.” (ICT, UK, male)

Knowledge transfer
To be provided with 

opportunities to mentor/ 
transfer knowledge

McAdams and de St Aubin 
(1992); Kanfer and Ackerman 
(2004); Clark and Arnold 
(2008); Veth and colleagues 
(2011); Truxillo and colleagues 
(2012); Wang and colleagues 
(2012)

“I know that I am needed in this job, 
supporting other people in their 
jobs. I know that I am useful and 
that does energise me.” (health, UK, 
female)

Thriving

“From my point of view I help many 
people at the start of their careers, who 
do not have the experience that I have.” 
(ICT, UK, male)

Feedback
To be given opportunities 

for direct and constructive 
communication/ feedback 
from line managers

Armstrong-Stassen (2008); 
Truxillo and colleagues (2012); 
Wang and colleagues (2012)

“Even just having a positive feedback is 
enough and gives you the strength 
and will to continue contributing, 
working at your best.” (ICT, Bulgaria, 
female)

Thriving, surviving 
MJD

“…it is important… to say what they 
(managers) are happy with and if 
they are not happy with, how you 
can change it. I do think that this is 
particularly important for mature 
workers.” (health, UK, female)

Recognition, respect and 
voice

To be shown respect by the 
organization and co-workers. 
To be heard and given 
opportunities to contribute 
to organizational decisions, 
processes, policies and 
practices

Armstrong-Stassen (2008); 
Loretto and White (2006)

“Respect, reflected in organizational 
events such as awards at official 
celebrations, formal award rituals for 
longer service…” (health, Bulgaria, 
female)

Thriving, surviving 
MJD

“…when people say ‘Thank you, you are a 
star’, or whatsoever…And it just makes 
you feel better. It’s very important, 
especially at my time in life…It doesn’t 
take a lot, but it does mean a lot to the 
person who receives it.” (health, UK, 
female)

“There were a couple of things I was not 
happy about and they were resolved. 
So, my satisfaction is high, I feel 
I have quite a lot of input.” (ICT, UK, 
male)
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R E S U LT S
Research Question 1
Our first and main research question was “How do older workers 
describe and account for age differences at work?” Most of the relevant 
data were derived from a set of questions asking older workers about 
their perceptions of work–life and associated current challenges and 
advantages, self-conceptualizations in comparison to younger work-
ers, perceived age-related changes in their overall work capacity, work 
values, ways of working, as well as whether and how they experienced 
thriving in the workplace. However, we also use data obtained through 
interviewees’ responses to other categories of questions, additional 
comments and field notes. The themes identified with regard to this 
question are shown in Figure 2. In this section, we combine data and 

insights from across these themes to present what we see as the most 
important threads in the data. As a general observation, positive per-
ceptions in our study are more prominent and diverse than the litera-
ture on age stereotypes might lead one to expect (Finkelstein et  al., 
2013; Posthuma & Campion, 2009).

The far-reaching effects of knowledge and experience
The most prevailing theme is accumulated knowledge and experience, being 
reported by all study participants. The following comment from a UK male 
ICT worker was typical: “They (older workers) can also have a more balanced 
view point….personal wisdom, which comes with age.” This is not a surprise, 
but much more significantly, we were struck by the diversity of the benefits 
that our respondents saw as stemming from their increased knowledge and 

Theme/Description Relevant Literature Illustrative Quote Work Approach

Compensation and Benefits
To be provided with access to 

good benefits systems with 
bigger focus on healthcare 
and extra holiday

Armstrong-Stassen (2008); Veth 
and colleagues (2011); Wang 
and colleagues (2012)

“Oh, the access to good benefits packages 
is a big bonus here. Not many other 
companies provide these…” (ICT, 
Bulgaria, female)

Thriving, surviving 
MJD and PSQ

“It’s really important that we have a 
flexible benefits package that appeals to 
the age spectrum…” (ICT, UK, male)

Work–life balance
To have access to flexible 

working options

Armstrong-Stassen (2008); 
Barnes and colleagues (2009); 
Veth and colleagues (2011); 
Cahill and colleagues (2015); 
Wang and colleagues (2012)

“Going part-time could keep me going 
another couple of years…” (ICT, UK, 
male)

Thriving, surviving 
MJD and PSQ

“All of us would like to have flexible 
working options, but unfortunately, this 
is not a common practice here.” (health, 
Bulgaria, female)

Job control
To be given opportunities to 

contribute to their own 
job design (and setting 
performance standards)

Armstrong-Stassen (2008); Veth 
and colleagues (2011); Müller 
and colleagues (2012); Truxillo 
and colleagues (2012); Wang 
and colleagues (2012)

“Well, obviously it depends on the 
individual, but I do believe that when 
you get to a certain stage in your life 
and your career you have a good idea 
about your strengths and weaknesses 
and you can tailor that job as much as 
possible to play on these strengths.” 
(ICT, UK, female)

Thriving, surviving 
MJD

“Older workers should be given such 
opportunities (to have a say in their 
job design), because every person, 
especially at this age, may have valuable 
practical suggestions.” (health, Bulgaria, 
female)

Learning and development
To be provided with (equal) 

access to learning (formal and 
informal) and development 
opportunities

Boehm and colleagues (2014); 
Armstrong-Stassen (2008); 
Veth and colleagues (2011); 
Warr (1993); Warr and Birdi 
(2002); Wang and colleagues 
(2012)

“We also need real opportunities for 
development within the organization. 
Not just training” (health, Bulgaria, 
female)

Thriving, surviving 
MJD

“Maybe to change my job a little, to 
do something a little bit different. 
Because I have learned my job now and 
changing it a little, I think, would give 
me new opportunities to learn, that 
would be a positive challenge.” (health, 
UK, female)

Table 1. Continued
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experience. Although this may partly be an effect of the improved emotional 
experience at later ages suggested by SES theory (Carstensen et al., 1999, 
2011), it may also demonstrate older workers’ awareness of some develop-
mental benefits (i.e., a rather cognitive phenomenon).

First, far from being a compensation for declining fluid intelligence, 
knowledge, and experience were seen as facilitators of higher level cogni-
tive functioning. For example, a male British ICT worker indicated that 
“….experience also enables you to maneuver out of trouble and around 
obstacles,” and a male health worker from Bulgaria expressed the view 
that “we know better how to cope with different situations. This is espe-
cially obvious in complex situations.” Second, benefits like this were seen 
as significant contributors to superior work performance by older work-
ers. As a female Bulgarian health worker put it: “….the older worker can 
work more efficiently, because based on his/her experience he/she can 
better summarize, evaluate/judge and organize his/her work.” A  male 
ICT worker from the UK noted “now I  have more understanding of 
what people need…I still want to do a good job, and these things help 
me to do my job a lot better.” These comments suggesting perceptions 
of improved performance capacity in late career support recent findings 
of Kunze and colleagues (2013) that (at least in relation to some perfor-
mance indicators, such as high goal accomplishment) older workers are 
likely to be better performers than younger workers.

Third, knowledge and experience were sometimes also thought to 
foster confidence and a certain serenity that placed the older worker 
above some of the rough and tumble of the workplace: “…..we have a 
lot of knowledge and experience and we can bring some calm to certain 
situations……can put a better structure and address things in a proper 
way” (ICT, UK, male). “…(we) bring experience, various aspects of 
past experience into the job and confidence in yourself, because you 
are not worried about what people will say, you are just professional” 
(ICT, UK, female); “I have less to prove now” (ICT, UK, male). Again, 
some of these statements can be easily related to the proposition (from 
SES theory) that older people are likely to demonstrate improved 
emotional functioning (Carstensen et  al., 1999, 2011). Confidence 
was described as the courage to question and challenge authority, 
too: “You can have a broader perspective, you are not just taking eve-
rything what is said. Just because everything has been done this way, 
it doesn’t always need to be done in this way…it is the confidence” 
(ICT, UK, female). This runs counter to the common stereotype of 
older workers as being resistant to change (T. W. H. Ng & Feldman, 
2012). Furthermore, it adds new evidence to the discovery by Kunze 
and colleagues (2013) that older (compared with younger) employees 
are likely to be less resistant to change.

In line with the SES theory (Carstensen et al., 1999, 2011), accu-
mulated knowledge and experience were also often seen as important 
contributors to participants’ stability, good people and team skills, ability 
to influence others. Stability is the broadest of these categories as it can 
mean self-discipline, consistency, balance, resilience, persistence, reli-
ability, and loyalty: “Older workers are more patient, responsible and 
disciplined” (health, Bulgaria, female); “Possibly a younger person may 
not … have the resilience of an older person to keep going on the job” 
(health, UK, female). Remarkably, all references regarding good peo-
ple and team working skills improving with age came from healthcare 
workers. For instance, “We have learned to be more supportive, under-
standing and tolerant to the others” (health, Bulgaria, female); “The 
older person is more inclined to handle criticism, is not that sensitive to 
it and this is good for the team” (health, Bulgaria, female). Experience 
was also viewed as giving older workers a good chance of influencing 

others: “Older workers have a lot of experience across their career and 
they can be listened to and be very influential” (ICT, UK, female).

However, despite these perceived virtues of older workers, another 
important sub-theme that emerged from the interview data analy-
sis is a lack of employer recognition of what older workers can offer 
(c.f. Loretto & White, 2006). This was most evident in perceptions 
of whether the employing organization would be willing to hire older 
workers (outside the remit of this article) but was also reflected in a 
perceived lack of recognition and respect by the employing organiza-
tion. Most statements came from health workers in both countries. For 
instance, a female British health worker shared “Knowledge and expe-
rience… you can’t take that away from people. But it isn’t recognized 
enough.”

Becoming less dynamic?
Negative perceptions of older workers about themselves tend to revolve 
around deficits of proactivity, learning, creativity, flexibility, and openness to 
change. These perceptions may well represent older employees’ acknowl-
edgement of some age-related personality changes in a work context such 
as a drop in openness to experience (Roberts et al., 2006) and/or their inter-
nalization of age metastereotypes (Finkelsten et al., 2015). There is consid-
erable similarity between these perceptions and the common stereotypes 
about older workers (Posthuma & Campion, 2009) and this similarity with 
stereotypes is more evident than for the positive perceptions. At the same 
time, the number of reported negative categories and their prevalence in the 
interview transcripts is considerably smaller than the positive categories. This 
observation corresponds to the report by Finkelstein and colleagues (2013) 
that both stereotypes and metastereotypes about older workers contain 
more positive than negative categories. In addition, we observed slightly dif-
ferent patterns in the conceptualizations of the older workers across sectors 
and countries. Overall, the Bulgarian health workers (compared with the UK 
workers and the Bulgarian ICT workers) were more likely to report nega-
tive perceptions about older workers in general. One contributory factor 
for these outcomes could be the lack of strong a HRM function and formal 
equality and diversity policies of the kind investigated by Boehm and col-
leagues (2014) in the studied Bulgarian health organizations. For instance, 
two female Bulgarian workers offered the views that “older workers’ resist-
ance to change is an impediment for the implementation of change/new 
things in organizations” and “older workers can become rigid and passive.” 
A male colleague added that “….sometimes the older workers have stopped 
following actively the new developments and information.”

While perceptions of resistance to change are in line with one of the 
most common negative stereotypes (T. W. H. Ng & Feldman, 2012) about 
older workers and often attributed to personality characteristics (Roberts 
et al., 2006; Warr, 2001), some participants in our study suggested differ-
ent explanations in which change appeared to be associated with deeper 
knowledge and fear of risk-taking. A female Bulgarian health worker said 
“People at 55+ are more sceptical, because they know more.” Another 
female worker from the health sector in Bulgaria explained “Older work-
ers, who approach retirement, could be more concerned about keeping 
their job and, therefore, scared to take risks, to get involved in conflicts….” 
These quotes present something of a counter-balance to those above 
which portrayed older workers as open to change and unafraid of the opin-
ions of others. They also suggest that sometimes resistance to change may 
be related to external rather than internal factors. For instance, people who 
perceive their work situation as more insecure may be less likely to react 
positively to change, compared with people who feel more confident about 
their work circumstances.
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Perceptions of older workers as lacking creativity, proactivity, and a 
desire for learning (compared with younger workers) were attributed to 
older workers’ changing motives with age/career stage (Inceoglu et al., 
2009; Kooij et al., 2011), and/or unwillingness to compete with younger 
workers, as well as declining learning ability and vitality (Porath et  al. 
2012; Roberts et al. 2006; Salthouse, 2010; Warr, 2001; Warr & Birdi, 
2002) that imposes the need of more time and effort to learn, especially 
regarding IT skills: “the differences (between older and younger work-
ers) are mostly in terms of new technologies. Younger people come bet-
ter prepared and learn quicker, and this is an advantage for them” (health, 
Bulgaria, female); “There are things I don’t want to learn, because every-
thing is developing so quickly” (ICT, Bulgaria, male); “…younger peo-
ple are more energetic, vital” (health, UK, female). Some older workers 
shared that they needed more frequent training (compared with younger 
workers) in order to be able to keep up with on-going changes in job con-
tent and work environment. Yet in contrast, most interviewees perceived 
themselves as continuously learning (formally or informally) and did 
not report any significant difficulties in doing so. Anxieties about learn-
ing mainly surfaced when there was an explicit comparison with younger 
workers, which may reflect metastereotypes of older workers as set in 
their ways and technophobic (Finkelstein et al., 2013).

Only a few interviewees from both sectors and countries mentioned 
declining physical and cognitive capacity, and consistent with past research 
(Salthouse, 2010; Warr, 2001) most of them thought that even if such 
declines do occur, they are insignificant and do not have an impact on their 
job performance especially if an appropriate work environment is provided 
(Warr, 1993). “Age has an impact on one’s capabilities—especially on the 
speed of his/her reactions. However, if the person is healthy this change 
is not significant,” said a female Bulgarian health worker. A female British 
worker from the ICT sector pointed out: “…because of the type of work 
I do, it’s not physical and therefore my capacity to do it hasn’t changed.”

There were a number of references from both countries and sectors to 
the maintenance of physical and mental fitness. However, importantly, these 
were usually in the context of worries about what might happen in the future 
rather than what was happening now. These findings are in line with other 
studies demonstrating that on average age-related physical and cognitive 
declines are likely to become significant later in life (i.e., past working age) 
(Warr, 2001). A male British healthcare worker said: “…but you know, at my 
age you don’t know what’s around the corner…You can get all sorts of illness 
and obviously then you will maybe think differently.” These perceptions were 
coupled with the fear of social isolation as well as losing one’s independence: 
“Now I am wondering…if I stay at home I will get stupid. I will not have 
connections with the external world” (health, UK, female); “…we feel active 
and are concerned that staying at home could cause isolation and depres-
sion” (health, Bulgaria, female). There was concern with self-monitoring 
and also enlisting the help of others in making sure one wasn’t “losing the 
plot.” For instance, a female Bulgarian ICT worker emphasized “I observe 
myself and...I have even asked my colleagues to let me know if they notice 
some changes in me, because this is very important.” Thus, for some staying 
longer at work may seem a more attractive and healthier life style option than 
a complete withdrawal from the workforce (e.g., retirement).

Thriving and surviving
The tension between personal growth on the one hand and a more 
defensive “hold on to what I’ve got” orientation was evident in a 
number of respondent’s accounts. It mirrors the “maintenance” career 
concern identified by Super (1977) and personal goal orientation 

discussed by Ebner and colleagues (2006). However, in our data 
growth seemed usually to be in the ascendancy, and reflected both 
components (i.e., vitality and learning) of the construct of thriving at 
work (Porath et al., 2012). However, in older workers’ narratives thriv-
ing at work had wider and deeper meaning. Interviewees’ descriptions 
of their experiences of thriving in the workplace included references 
to personal development, growth, on-going upgrading, enrichment, 
learning new things, achieving goals, impacting others, evolution, pro-
activity, dynamism, variety, vitality, energy, enjoyment, enthusiasm, 
and positive life attitude. Some of these descriptions are very close 
to the social vitality facet of extraversion that Roberts and colleagues 
(2006) found to be decreasing in this age group. Others depict growth 
personal goals which Ebner and colleagues (2006) and Kooij and col-
leagues (2011) found less prominent relative to other motives with 
increasing age. Often this thriving was expressed as continuity with the 
past: something that they were still doing or experiencing in late career, 
as they had earlier as well.

The type of growth that mattered to respondents reflected a shift 
in career aspirations from progression up the organizational ladder 
to focusing on job quality and meaningfulness (Inceoglu et al., 2009; 
Kanfer & Ackerman, 2004; Kooij et al., 2011). A male ICT worker from 
the UK explained “Then it was achieving, delivering, financial rewards, 
getting a better job. Now it’s doing a good job.” Another male British 
ICT worker described his experience of thriving in the workplace as “I 
just evolved with the job. No, it hasn’t got any more difficult as I  got 
older…And I also enjoy my job. I think this helps too.” In addition, most 
people who reported experiences of thriving were also likely to report 
positive features of the work environment such as having an interest-
ing job, being a part of a good team, having the opportunity to make 
important decisions in their jobs, access and encouragement to take up 
learning opportunities, and support from line managers. These findings 
demonstrate an intersection between the life-span theories of individual 
development and the concept of thriving at work (Porath et al., 2012).

Although for most of our interviewees a priority in late career was 
to continue developing themselves, for some it was more important 
to preserve or maintain their mental and physical resources: “There 
are always small new things to learn. However, there is nothing that 
can enrich my perspective or knowledge” (ICT, Bulgaria, female); 
“My idea is not so much about career development, but maintaining 
the status quo” (ICT, Bulgaria, male). We construe this as surviving (as 
opposed to thriving) in the workplace as the individuals’ tendency to 
preserve their mental and physical resources by limiting their work 
activities and perspectives in order to cope with work conditions that 
are perceived as highly demanding. These perceptions in a work set-
ting reflect the motivational shift from longer- to shorter-term goals 
proposed by SES theory (Carstensen et al., 1999). At first sight, they 
may also reflect the “maintenance” orientation mentioned earlier. 
However, some of the interviewees’ statements indicated something 
more embattled—a variant of surviving we call “preserving the status 
quo,” as opposed to the more proactive type of surviving, which we 
call “meeting job demands.” Meeting job demands is associated with 
updating job skills and using strategies to ensure that one remains an 
adequate performer. Preserving the status quo is shown by a lack of 
desire to learn/update skills and to avoid involvement in workplace 
changes and initiatives. This distinction perhaps mirrors the one Ebner 
and colleagues (2006) made between maintenance and loss-preven-
tion personal goals. Ebner and colleagues were ambivalent about 
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whether these two types of personal goals were empirically separable. 
We suspect that they are, and indeed Ebner and colleagues’ data show 
that although maintenance and loss prevention orientations loaded 
onto the same factor, they had markedly different correlations with 
well-being among older adults, with maintenance somewhat positive 
and loss prevention slightly negative.

Social roles at work
Almost all workers from both countries and sectors expressed social 
and generativity motives, demonstrated by their willingness to trans-
fer knowledge within the organization and contribute to the organi-
zational and societal good. This observation supports the idea of 
increased emphasis on the emotional aspects of social goals at later 
ages, postulated by SES theory (Carstensen et  al., 1999). Nearly all 
participants reported that they had undertaken formal or informal 
mentor roles helping younger workers to learn on their jobs and/or 
transferred knowledge to colleagues through succession planning 
initiatives. Workers also shared that they often volunteered for these 
roles and appreciated being in them because they felt useful, involved, 
respected, and recognized in their organizations. For example, a male 
British ICT worker said “Everyone at this age has accumulated knowl-
edge and the challenge in the last years is to transfer this experience to 
younger people.”

In addition, older workers were increasingly likely to appreciate 
opportunities to relate to others in organizations, which again may 
be an illustration of SES theory in a work context. For instance, a 
male healthcare employee from Bulgaria, who had been working 
full-time a few years past retirement age, explained that he decided 
to stay in his organization mostly because he enjoyed the opportu-
nities to communicate with colleagues and that his need to relate to 
people had increased as he got older. A UK male ICT worker said 
“I want to feel part of the team and the organization. I  like to be 
in the office, to communicate, banter and be part of part of things.” 
Kooij and colleagues (2011) reported a slight tendency for affilia-
tive motives like those expressed here to decrease with age, but we 
found no sign of this in the reported experiences of our older work-
ers. However, Kooij and colleagues also found a slight increase with 
age in motives related to helping others or contributing to society 
more broadly, and our observations in the previous paragraph are 
in line with that.

Behavioral strategies at work
Consistent with existing literature (e.g., Abraham & Hansson, 1995; 
Baltes & Baltes, 1990), our interview data demonstrated that many 
older workers begin using successful aging (SOC) strategies that help 
them to secure good performance and derive more pleasure from their 
work. Generally, these strategies were seen by our interviewees as new 
approaches aimed at the optimal utilization of their work capacity par-
ticularly in late career. However, rather than a deliberate attempt to 
compensate for declining energy and cognitive capacities (as, e.g., E. S. 
W. Ng & Law, 2014, suggest), the use of SOC strategies seemed to be 
seen as an outcome of years of learning about how to make the best of 
oneself at work. Again, this demonstrates another knock-on effect of 
the knowledge and experience possessed by older workers.

Many older workers were likely to report selecting carefully and 
prioritizing better their tasks (selection strategy). For instance, a 

Bulgarian male ICT worker shared “…thanks to one’s experience one 
can judge what is important and what is not, and can better prioritize 
the tasks in his/her everyday life and at organizational level.” Another 
approach is to seek to maximize one’s capabilities (optimization strat-
egy). A  male ICT worker from the UK mentioned “You know what 
you can do better…your strengths and you tend to put yourself for-
ward if there is an opportunity.” Sometimes the SOC strategies were 
used in combination. A female ICT worker from the UK explained: “It 
is about the things that are truly important to me and adding value by 
doing the things I know I am good at, and knowing when to say I don’t 
think I am the best person for this” (selection, optimization, and com-
pensation strategies).

Overall, the increased use of SOC strategies in late career was seen 
by older workers as refinement of their work approach due to their 
wising up and development (i.e., positive age-related changes) over the 
life course. Interviewees who reported using SOC strategies were likely 
to attribute these changes in their work approach to increased self-
awareness, increased self-confidence and thus ability to ask for help, 
increased ability to add value to one’s work, better organization skills, 
stronger focus on higher job quality, flexibility, and even reduced anxi-
ety. Thus, these perceptions demonstrate an intersection between the 
SOC and SES theories (Baltes & Baltes, 1990; Carstensen et al., 1999) 
in an organizational context. For instance, a male British ICT worker 
explained: “And I think that realization has become stronger with age, 
that instead of maximizing over the 10 percent of the things that you 
don’t do very well, to concentrate on the 80 percent of the things that 
you do very well….”

The majority of references to SOC strategies came from ICT work-
ers from both countries. However, the reports of the Bulgarian workers 
revealed mostly the use of selection strategies, while the UK workers 
were more likely to report also the use of optimization and compen-
sation strategies. This may suggest effects of specific environmental 
factors on the use of SOC strategies. For example, it is possible that 
the employees in the UK ICT organizations in our study have more 
access (compared with the employees from the other organizations) to 
resources and strategies that facilitate the use of the compensation and 
optimization strategies. In addition, the interviewees who reported 
using successful aging strategies also reported high levels of autonomy 
and control over their jobs. This observation supports previous find-
ings (Müller et al., 2012) that the effective use of SOC strategies can be 
enabled through increasing workers’ job autonomy and control.

Research Question 2
Research Question 2 asked “How can organizations provide an environ-
ment that older workers perceive as supportive?” The data for this research 
question were obtained mostly through direct questions about the 
types of organizational support considered important for keeping 
older employees vital, developing, and overall happy at work. We also 
used field notes and additional comments. Furthermore, we sought to 
examine in-depth the possible factors associated with workers’ prefer-
ences. The nine themes related to the types of organizational support 
desired by older workers are presented in Table 1. Because we explic-
itly asked about what would support feeling energized and learning at 
work, it is not surprising that all these themes are associated with thriv-
ing, at least as defined theoretically—even though our criterion here 
is whether people thought they actually were thriving irrespective of 
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the support they did or did not get. However, comments about what is 
(or would be) supportive in various ways were also made in response 
to other questions.

These themes clearly refer to some job design characteristics such 
as job autonomy and control, task variety and significance, social sup-
port (Morgeson & Humphrey, 2006; Truxillo et  al., 2012), as well 
as to some HR management strategies such as flexible work options, 
job design, training and development, performance evaluation, com-
pensation, and recognition and respect (Armstrong-Stassen, 2008). 
Although these findings are not entirely surprising as to some extent 
they support previous theoretical assumptions and empirical evidence 
about good work design practices for older workers (Armstrong-
Stassen, 2008; Truxillo et al., 2012; Veth et al., 2011), it is important to 
note that in our study they were derived from the conceptualizations of 
the older workers themselves. Particularly notable is the prevalence of 
themes to do with autonomy, influence and use of skills. These “devel-
opmental” aspects of HR practices (Veth et al., 2011) outweighed the 
“maintenance” ones like flexible working which relate more obviously 
to hanging on until retirement.

As a rough categorization, four of these nine themes can be con-
sidered intrinsic work features (work meaningfulness, feedback, job 
control, and learning and development); three are to do with social 
integration and recognition (social cohesion, knowledge transfer, rec-
ognition respect, and voice) and two could be considered extrinsic 
(compensation and benefits, work–life balance).

The meaningfulness of work and the learning and development 
opportunities it provides come through clearly as a priority for many. 
For example, a female UK health worker said “I have learned my job 
now and changing it a little, I  think, would give me new opportuni-
ties to learn, that would be a challenge,” and a female health worker in 
Bulgaria asserted that “We also need real opportunities for develop-
ment within the organization. Not just training.” However, for some 
respondents learning on the job was viewed as an opportunity to 
update their skills and thus maintain their performance rather than 
as leading to professional or personal development: “I am mostly 
interested to learn only the things that I need to know at work” (ICT, 
UK, male). These findings, demonstrating that many older people are 
actively involved in (at least in some forms of) learning at work, chal-
lenge the common stereotype of older workers as unwilling to learn 
(Posthuma & Campion, 2009). Furthermore, it is possible that the 
differences in workers’ attitudes toward learning (e.g., learning ori-
ented toward development vs. learning focused on maintenance) are 
explained by some differences in workers’ environment. For example, 
older employees in jobs that demand constant and rapid updates (e.g., 
working with changing technologies, etc.) may feel that they have to 
dedicate lots of personal resources to updating skills and thus do not 
wish to stretch to learning about new areas, while workers in more “sta-
ble” (i.e., less changing jobs) may feel more motivated and capable of 
learning new aspects of work.

Closely associated with meaningfulness for many older workers 
was the allied concept of recognition and respect, which gave public 
acknowledgement of their meaningful contribution. This finding is 
consistent with Armstrong-Stassen’s (2008) analysis, which indicated 
that “recognition and respect” is one of the most valued HR practices. 
Our study participants described their perceptions of recognition and 
respect in the workplace in a variety of ways. A Bulgarian female ICT 
worker commented that “What gives me energy is the recognition 

for my achievements. This is the biggest energizer for me.” For others 
recognition meant just acceptance and reassurance by colleagues: “…
when people say ‘thank you, you are a star’, or whatever…And it just 
makes you feel better” (health, UK, female). Also, the conceptualiza-
tions of recognition can stretch to feelings of satisfaction from provid-
ing for others. For instance, a female UK health worker asserted that 
“I know that I am needed in this job, supporting other people in their 
jobs. I know that I am useful and that does energize me.”

This last quote is a particularly good illustration of the intersection 
of the personal developmental and the social (e.g., Carstensen et al., 
1999). Further, it shows that the source of recognition can be people 
lower as well as higher in the organizational structure, and can even be 
internalized, so that the older worker knows that he or she is contribut-
ing to others over and above any public recognition of this. There were 
also instances in the data of a wish to hand on knowledge to others, per-
haps an expression of generativity (McAdams & de St Aubin, 1992). 
For example, a Bulgarian female health worker said “This is the pill that 
makes me swallow all the rest…the fact that I will leave something after 
myself, that my knowledge will not be wasted.”

Also present in the data are notions of social cohesion and com-
munity. For example, a female Bulgarian healthcare worker said “In 
the first place the team and work environment is very important. I am 
working in a very good environment and team and this makes my work 
pleasant; for this reason, I feel satisfied and want to continue working. 
However, comments like this are perhaps less prominent than might 
be expected. Social relations and community were usually linked with 
being appreciated or making a contribution, rather than being impor-
tant for their own sake. This combination of social integration and 
contribution may reflect the joint effects of increases with age in agree-
ableness and conscientiousness observed by Roberts and colleagues 
(2006) and Soto and colleagues (2011).

Running alongside the themes of development, contribution and 
recognition were additional ones that reflect work–life balance and pos-
sibly reduced engagement with work. For example a female Bulgarian 
healthcare worker said “I would like longer annual leave,” while a UK 
male in IT offered the view that “going part-time could keep me going 
another couple of years.” Such opportunities were not always easy to 
come by, particularly in Bulgaria. A female Bulgarian healthcare worker 
complained that “All of us would like to have flexible working options, 
but unfortunately this is not common practice here.” These comments 
illustrate well the preferences of some older workers to changing their 
work–life balance. This partly supports recent studies (e.g., Cahill et al., 
2015) that demonstrate the role of workplace flexibility for promoting 
continued work life, though here as in Cahill et al., the role of flexible 
working options is perhaps less prominent than one might expect.

There were associations between older employees’ experiences of 
thriving and surviving in the workplace and the types of organizational 
support they desired (Table 1). In the narratives of our interviewees 
all nine types of desired organizational support were mentioned by at 
least one interviewee as being a reason why they felt they were in one 
respect or another thriving in the workplace. However, work meaning-
fulness, knowledge transfer, and inclusion in organizational decision 
making (a facet of voice) seemed to be the only three types of organi-
zational support associated with thriving, but not with either of the 
two dimensions of surviving. Seven out of 9 types of desired organi-
zational support were associated with feelings of surviving (meeting 
job demands) and only two types of desired organizational support 
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(performance evaluation and compensation, and work–life balance) 
appeared to be associated with surviving (protecting the status quo). 
These results are important, because they suggest potential predict-
able effects of different types of desired organizational support on late 
career employees’ work approach and experiences (i.e., orientation 
toward development/thriving or maintenance/surviving).

D I S C U S S I O N
This study aimed to understand the experiences of aging and being an 
older worker, including how older workers see themselves relative to 
their past self and younger workers in the context of a continuously 
changing work environment. It also aimed to ascertain the features of 
work and organization that older workers regarded as most supportive 
at this late stage of their career. We went beyond the single national 
context of most aging workforce-related research, by exploring the 
phenomena simultaneously in two (one Western and one Eastern) 
European countries. We also extended our research to the ICT sector 
which has been traditionally skipped (with just a few exceptions) in 
the aging workforce studies. Most importantly, we investigated spe-
cifically older workers’ conceptualizations of their own position in the 
workplace. We accomplished this using one broader and one more 
focused perspective expressed in two research questions that enabled 
us to clarify the dynamics of late career.

Contributions
We contribute new evidence and suggestions to several related litera-
tures. These include age-related individual changes (Inceoglu et  al., 
2009; Kooij et  al., 2011; Roberts et  al., 2006; Warr, 2001), age ste-
reotypes, metastereotypes, and age-diversity in organizations (Boehm 
et  al., 2014; Finkelstein et  al., 2013, 2015; T.  W. H.  Ng & Feldman, 
2012; Posthuma & Campion, 2009), and the empirical validation of 
established life-span theories and concepts (Baltes & Baltes, 1990; 
Carstensen et  al., 1999; Ebner et  al., 2006; Kanfer & Ackerman, 
2004) in a work setting. Our findings also inform academic debates 
in the fields of job design (Truxillo et al., 2012) and HR management 
(Armstrong-Stassen, 2008; Boehm et al., 2014; Cahill et al., 2015; Veth 
et al., 2011), positive organizational behavior (Porath et al., 2012), late 
career management (Clark & Arnold, 2008; Wang et  al., 2012), and 
successful aging at work (Zacher, 2015).

Most importantly, we contribute to aging workforce research by 
developing an integrated multi-level model of older employees’ per-
ceptions of aging at work (Figure 2), which does not just emphasize 
and extend known constructs, but also introduces new concepts and 
provides the basis for investigation of new types of relationships. This 
is particularly obvious in the idea of thriving versus surviving in the 
workplace and the associations of these constructs with various types 
of organizational support. In our study, surviving emerged as a new cat-
egory somehow opposed to thriving at work. Consequently, all forms 
of desired organizational support appeared to be associated with thriv-
ing and fewer with surviving. In addition, we share initial insights about 
potential cross-cultural and cross-sectorial differences that may trigger 
deeper understanding of older workers’ experiences and aspirations.

Older employees across countries and industrial sectors in our 
study were likely to conceptualize the process of aging at work, and 
the attributes of older workers, in positive more than negative terms 
(i.e., development vs. decline), which questions traditional views 

about older workers as focused mostly on coping with developmental 
losses. The overall positive perception of age-related changes suggests 
perceived developmental gains. Thus, given the salience of the idea of 
developing (growth, thriving) as well as maintaining (coping, surviv-
ing) in late career, we emphasize the positives associated with aging in 
contrast to other studies (E. S. W. Ng & Law, 2014; Ouwehand et al., 
2007) which mostly discuss the ways in which older workers deal with 
loss of resources. Furthermore, in the narratives of our interviewees, 
differences between older and younger workers were conceptual-
ized as age-related, more than generational, that is, the older workers 
thought that they used to be like the younger ones are now. This is con-
sistent with some previous studies (Parry & Urwin, 2011; Warr, 2001).

Overall, the positive perceptions of older workers in our study are 
stronger and more diverse than one might expect, and include some 
slightly unexpected elements. The many perceived positive conse-
quences of accumulated knowledge and experience seemed not so 
much to compensate for declines in fluid intelligence (Warr, 2001), 
but instead to bestow a sound basis for higher cognitive functioning 
and emotional security. Worries about personal decline and health 
problems were evident, but more in the future than the present and 
rarely particularly worrisome. There were references in our data to 
older workers being attracted by flexible working that enables them to 
pace themselves and/or conserve energy (Cahill et al., 2015), and to 
their possible lack of innovation, as well as their steadiness and reli-
ability (T. W. H. Ng & Feldman, 2012; Posthuma & Campion, 2009). 
Yet any reluctance and hesitancy about learning new things seemed 
to co-exist with, and often be eclipsed by, an outlook where personal 
development was desired and equated with a sense of thriving at work 
(Porath et al., 2012). Overall, the workers in our sample appeared to 
be aware of their own potential and needs, willing to take a pro-active 
approach in managing late careers, and desiring opportunities for per-
sonal and professional growth. This suggests they can be active part-
ners with their organizations in finding ways to managing effectively 
late career and age successfully at work (Zacher, 2015).

Of course, this positive tone may be partly a consequence of older 
workers reporting favorably on themselves. Even so, their self-reports 
might just be accurate, and redress an imbalance in the way older work-
ers are frequently viewed and treated. In particular, as suggested by life-
span theorists (Carstensen et  al., 1999; Kanfer & Ackerman, 2004), 
older workers in our study tended to be enthusiastic about the intrin-
sic features of their job. Our findings strongly support the proposed 
tendency of older workers still to value the opportunity to use their 
skills and exercise autonomy (Truxillo et al., 2012). They also wanted 
to be appreciated for their contribution (Armstrong-Stassen, 2008) 
which rested not only on their experience but also on the cognitive 
complexity and emotional stability that came with it (Carstensen et al., 
1999, 2011). Some engaged in mentoring colleagues, but what mat-
tered most to them at work seemed to reside more in being part of the 
mainstream action in their workplace, and contributing to the collec-
tive (present and future) rather than to the development of one or a 
small number of individuals (Clark & Arnold, 2008).

Generally, the negative references toward older workers in this 
study are in line with some of the age stereotypes in the existing lit-
erature (T. W. H. Ng & Feldman, 2012; Posthuma & Campion, 2009), 
and tended to be reported by the same participants who reported con-
cerns about some age-related changes (e.g., physical fitness and cog-
nitive ability) that are often perceived as challenges in the workplace. 
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Furthermore, it appears that these negative perceptions may be (at least 
partly) rooted in underlying insecurity (e.g., fear of job loss), in the lack 
of a strong HRs function and shared equality and diversity policy, and 
lack of appropriate opportunities (e.g., learning and development) for 
older workers in the employing organizations (Boehm et  al., 2014; 
Warr, 1993). There were some signs that these issues were more evi-
dent in Bulgaria than in the UK, perhaps reflecting the two countries’ 
relative status on the Global AgeWatch Index (HelpAge International, 
2014). However, this was less marked than the index might lead one 
to expect. This may suggest that some perceptions of age-related dif-
ferences in the workplace reflect universal (e.g., mean developmental 
changes in individuals) rather than contextual processes and/or that 
the organizational culture and systems that shape work environment 
are stronger predictors of the observed differences than mega-factors, 
such as national culture and economy. Similarly, although some health-
care work is heavy physically relative to ICT work, there were only lim-
ited signs that physical limitations were more of a problem in health 
than in ICT. Overall, the data signal that employers need to handle 
training and development firmly but gently with older workers. Firmly 
because it may require insistence that it happens, and gently because 
older workers may feel anxious about change and learning new things 
that enable them to cope with that change. It may be helpful to offer 
training and development separate from younger workers (Warr, 2001; 
Warr & Birdi, 2002).

Without explicitly investigating the use of SOC strategies 
(Abraham & Hansson, 1995; Baltes & Baltes, 1990), we identified 
many occasions when our interviewees spontaneously reported the 
use of such strategies that helped them not just to maintain, but also 
to improve their work performance. Most interviewees who reported 
the use of SOC strategies were in job roles with relatively high levels 
of autonomy. This indicates that higher job autonomy can encourage 
the use of successful aging strategies in the workplace and is consist-
ent with previous findings (Müller et  al., 2012) about the interplay 
between job control and SOC strategies. Therefore, organizations can 
support their workers by providing them with higher job autonomy 
when possible (Müller et al., 2012; Truxillo et al., 2012). Most impor-
tantly, older workers in our sample were likely to view successful aging 
strategies as an evolution of their work approach based on their accu-
mulated experience and knowledge rather than as a compensating (for 
developmental losses) approach as suggested by other researchers (E. 
S. W. Ng & Law, 2014). It might be interesting to explore this matter 
further as it could add new insights into the SOC inquiry.

In the current study, for the first time we explored the concept of 
thriving in a sample of older workers and found that despite previous 
assumptions (Porath et  al., 2012), older employees across countries 
and sectors are likely to view themselves as thriving in the workplace, 
at least in some respects. Furthermore, in our interviewees’ narratives 
thriving appears to have an extended positive meaning, being associ-
ated with, for example, “on-going upgrading,” “enrichment,” “enthu-
siasm,” and “enjoyment.” In addition, experiences of thriving in the 
workplace were often reported along with overall positive perceptions 
about older (compared with younger) workers, positive over nega-
tive age-related changes, and satisfaction with the work environment. 
These descriptions fall in line with the concept of successful aging at 
work (Zacher, 2015). It is possible that these outcomes are influenced 
by the overall tendency of older people to think in more positive terms 
(compared with younger people) (Carstensen et al., 1999). However, 

the findings suggest that older workers do aspire to further personal 
and professional development and have clear views about what types 
of organizational environment can best support such development. As 
Table 1 shows, most forms of organizational support are seen not only 
to help older workers keep going, but they are also (and sometimes 
only) associated with thriving rather than surviving at work. Therefore, 
we suggest that organizations that provide such support would be 
potentially more successful in managing thriving late career workers.

Moreover, we introduce for the first time the concept of surviving 
in the workplace and describe it as the individuals’ tendency to pre-
serve their mental and physical resources by limiting their work activi-
ties and perspectives in order to cope with work conditions that are 
perceived as highly demanding. This concept resembles Ebner and 
colleagues’ (2006) goal orientations toward maintenance and loss-pre-
vention, which may be (at least partly) attributed to scarce of resources. 
Surviving can take two forms (meeting job demands and preserving 
the status quo), which seem to correspond to the more traditional ways 
of portraying older workers as oriented toward maintenance/accom-
modation than development (Ebner et al., 2006). Because in the narra-
tives of our interviewees the experiences of surviving did not appear to 
be seen as positive and were often reported alongside references about 
unfavorable work environment (e.g., overwhelming job demands, 
negative perceptions about older workers), we consider older work-
ers’ experiences of surviving as somehow opposite to those of thriving. 
Furthermore, we provide initial insights about what particular types of 
organizational support can be efficient in supporting older workers in 
terms of both thriving and surviving and thus outline potential paths to 
successful aging at work (Zacher, 2015).

Limitations and Suggestions for Future Research
Our study has several limitations. First, because of the qualitative 
approach employed there are potential risks of data pollution caused by 
socially desirable responses and self-selection of participants. However, 
at the same time the focus on interviewees’ perceptions may provide 
valuable information about older workers’ self-conceptualizations that 
is not obtainable in other ways. Second, we used chronological age, 
which is only a proxy indicator of age-related processes (Kooij et  al., 
2011). Future research should examine other age categories such as, 
for example, psychological and social age that may provide a better 
context of understanding some of the phenomena associated with 
older workers. Third, our 37 respondents were a “lop-sided” group in 
various ways which limited opportunities for structured comparison 
between subgroups. Most were women, they tended to be at middle and 
higher occupational levels, 14 of the 20 healthcare interviewees were in 
Bulgaria and 12 of the 17 ICT interviewees were in the UK. In addition, 
our sample included only people in a formal work setting. Thus, our 
findings are limited to this setting only. For instance, older people who 
are still at work may have stayed at work longer (compared to those who 
have chosen to retire), because they are healthier, feel more energetic, 
and/or experience better work environments. Furthermore, our study 
included only participants from large organizations and therefore our 
results are not generalizable across small and/or middle-sized organi-
zations, and self-employed individuals. Extending the characteristics of 
this research sample in the future may add valuable information about 
older workers’ experiences and aspirations.

Future research could therefore extend the inquiry into establish-
ing the role of occupational, gender, country, and sectorial differences 
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as well as the contributions of trade unions to the support provided 
for older workers (Barnes et al., 2009; Cassell & Lee, 2009). It would 
be valuable to investigate further the nature, content and correlates 
of perceptions of older workers as well as the role of organizational 
cultures in reinforcing, shaping positive perceptions, and/or fighting 
negative stereotyping and discrimination against older workers (e.g., 
Boehm et al., 2014; Finkelstein et al., 2015). For example, it is impor-
tant to know whether positive perceptions and experiences of older 
workers are, as our data suggest, more apparent in high autonomy high 
skill jobs; to what extent age metastereotypes in our study match with 
stereotypes, and how metastereotypes can best be managed. Table 1 
shows that the range of organizational interventions that older work-
ers can find supportive is broad, and this could be reflected in future 
work on age-friendly HR. Most importantly, future research should 
consider in-depth investigation of the content, antecedents, outcomes, 
and relationships between the constructs of thriving and surviving that 
seem to have the potential of providing a functional framework for the 
management of individuals’ early, mid-, and late careers, and therefore 
the process of successful aging at work.
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Appendix Table 1. Comparisons Between Countries and Sectors

Indicators By Country

Bulgaria United Kingdom

Population/ annual population  
growth rate (http://data.
worldbank.org)

7.305 million/ −2.5(%) 63.23 million/ 0.8(%)

Year of EU entry 2007 1973
Active aging national  

policies (EEO review,  
2012)

1. Pension reform (2011)  
promoting longer working lives.

1. Pension reform (2011) promoting  
longer working lives.

2. Anti-discrimination legislation (Labor Code). 2. Anti-discrimination legislation (Equality act, 2012).
3. Life-long learning: low popularity;  

not geared to older workers.
3. Life-long learning: need and relevance to older  

workers is recognized; not enough applications  
for LLL opportunities from older workers; older  
workers also take up on apprenticeships.

4. Health: mandatory period medical  
examinations for employees also  
tailored to the worker’s age.

4. Health: actively promoting healthier  
living in the workplace.

5. Age management: low awareness; stable, but 
low quality employment of older workers.

5. Age-management: growing awareness about  
the importance of managing older workers.

Average unemployment rate 
(http://ec.europa.eu/
eurostat/data/database)

13.2% 7.5%

Employment rates among  
older workers, 2011  
(Eurofound, 2013)

Slightly above 50% (50–64 age group) Above 60% (50–64 age group)
Less than 10% (65–74 age group) Above 10% (65–74 age group)

50–59 aged workers’ attitudes 
towards work sustainability 
(Eurofound, 2012)

Work is less sustainable than the EU average  
(poorer work content and low job latitude;  
almost 40% do not think they will be able  
to do the same job at the age of 60).

Work is more sustainable than the EU average  
(richer content and higher degree of job  
latitude; almost 20% do not think they will  
be able to do the same job at 60)

At what age are people  
regarded as old?  
(Eurobarometer, 2012)

63.8 61.9

By Sector
Health ICT

Growth and employment  
(HOSPEEM, 2013;  
Webster, 2007)

One of the most significant sectors in the  
EU economy with increasing employment  
potential due to population aging; provides  
about 9% of all jobs in the EU.

One of the most dynamic areas of the European  
economy in terms of growth and employment;  
provides about 2.7% of the total employment  
in EU member states.

Skill areas (Schwartz-Woelzl &  
Healey, 2007)

Critical workforce shortages in certain  
healthcare professions and geographical  
areas; employs a higher than average number  
of highly educated people. High mobility  
(outflow) for some professions—e.g., nearly  
80% of migrant doctors coming outside  
the EU go to Ireland and the UK.

Associated with the need of innovation, new  
ideas and behaviours. Short supply of skills  
and labour—20% gap between demand  
and supply in some member states.  
Growing demand of soft skills.

Workforce (HOSPEEM,  
2013; AWPA, 2013;  
EC, 2012, Schwartz-Woelzl  
& Healey, 2007)

High proportions of women and older  
workers (in 2009 about 30% of all  
doctors in the EU were over  
55 years of age).

Young (predominantly male) and highly mobile  
workforce—employment is heavily skewed toward  
the age between 25 and 44 as employees in the age  
group between 25 and 35 are considered as “prime  
employees.” The participation of mature aged  
workers in ICT is lower than the national  
average for all occupations.

Work environment  
(Barnes et al., 2009;  
EC, 2012; Schwartz-Woelzl  
& Healey, 2007)

On-going reorganizations, problems with  
staff recruitment and retention due to  
demanding working conditions, relatively  
low pay, requirements of new skills.

Age discrimination is particularly “rampant” (even in a  
context of skills gaps and shortages; employers tend  
to see aging workforce rather as a challenge than an  
opportunity (5%).
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Appendix Table 2. Demographic Characteristics of the Interviewees

Total Sample (N = 37)

Variable Number of 
Participants

Variable Number of 
Participants

Country Tenure in the job

 Bulgaria 20 Up to 10 years 18
 United Kingdom 17 Between 11 and 20 years 10

Over 20 years 9

Sector Working past normal retirement age

 Healthcare 20 Yes 13
 ICT 17 No 24

Gender Organization

 Male 13 Org. 1 (HC, BG) 5
 Female 24 Org. 2 (HC, BG) 3
Age Org. 3 (HC, BG) 3
 52–54 5 Org. 4 (HC, BG) 3
 55–65 28 Org. 5 (HC, UK) 3
 66+ 4 Org. 6 (HC, UK) 3
Tenure in org. Org. 7 (ICT, BG) 5
 Up to 10 years 10 Org. 8 (ICT, UK) 4
 Between 11 and 20 years 10 Org. 9 (ICT, UK) 3
 Over 20 years 17 Org. 10 (ICT, UK) 5
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