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Abstract

:

The notion of the “older worker” is frequently used in the organizational literature, in organizational practice, and in society, but so far, no research has investigated why people consider someone to be an older worker at a certain age. In the qualitative part of this study, we examined potential reasons for considering workers to be “older” at a certain age. In the quantitative part of this study, we investigated demographic characteristics (i.e., age, sex, education), job characteristics (i.e., job level, typical age in a job), and beliefs (i.e., perceived remaining time at work, motivation to continue working after retirement, positive and negative age stereotypes) as predictors of people’s conceptions of “older worker age”.” Data were provided by 269 employees from various jobs and organizations. The mean age at which participants considered someone to be an “older worker” was approximately 55 years. The most frequently stated reasons for considering workers to be “older” at a certain age were retirement age and age-related decline. Results of a regression analysis showed that participants’ age, sex, and perceived remaining time predicted “older worker age”. These findings provide first insights into the psychological construction of the “older worker”.
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1. Introduction


Chronological age is undoubtedly one of the most-important social categories people use to understand themselves and others [1,2,3,4]. Thus, it is not surprising that the notion of the “older worker” is frequently used in the organizational literature, in everyday organizational practice, as well as in broader societal discourse and legislation [5,6]. For example, in the United States, the Age Discrimination in Employment Act (ADEA) of 1967 defines older workers as those 40 years of age or older [7]. Organizational scholars have used the same or similar cut-offs to define “older workers” (e.g., 45, 50, or 55 years), and almost always, it is acknowledged that these cut-offs are relatively arbitrary [8,9]. In contrast to earlier life stages such as childhood and adolescence, which involve unique physiological events such as dentition and puberty, adult development is a continuous process [10,11]. In addition, most age-related, normative (i.e., typical) biological and cultural processes, such as declines in cognitive functioning and health, gains in knowledge, experience, and status, as well as changes in personality and motives occur gradually across the lifespan [12,13]. One notable exception is the transition to retirement, which in most Western countries typically occurs around the ages of 60 or 65 years [14,15]. As scholars have noted, most retirement policies and benefits are inherently linked to age [4].



While biological aging is an inevitable process that is largely beyond human control, aging in the work and organizational context is subject to social–psychological constructions by which workers and other organizational stakeholders attempt to make sense of different ages and the aging process. People’s conceptions of who is classified as an “old person” or “older worker” may be influenced by, and may have important implications for, their individual attitudes, interpersonal processes, and the allocation of material and immaterial benefits in organizations and broader society [16]. For example, someone who considers 40 years to be the “older worker age” may think differently about their own aging, work, and retirement than someone who considers 60 years to be the “older worker age”. In addition, research on social identities in the workplace suggests that workers’ conceptions of “older worker age” may influence how they interact with co-workers of their own and of different ages [17,18]. For instance, research showed that workers between the ages of 50 and 59 years, who categorized themselves as “older workers”, had more negative attitudes toward work (i.e., stronger desire to retire early and stronger inclinations towards intergenerational competition) than workers who did not perceive themselves as “older” [19]. Other scholars have argued more broadly that the segmentation of the lifespan and the creation of relatively arbitrary age groups represent “a favorite way of dividing up social problems”, including the decision about the allocation of services, benefits, and burdens to people based on their age [20] (p. 200).



Despite the pervasiveness of the “older worker” concept in organizations and broader society, no research has so far investigated at what specific age people consider a worker to be an “older worker” and their reasons for their endorsement of a certain “older worker age”. This is surprising, given that researchers have proposed that formal and informal structuring of the lifespan into distinct age categories is more likely to occur in economic settings than in other life settings (e.g., family [4]). In addition, anecdotal evidence suggests that most people, when asked, are able to specify their idea of the “older worker age”. The first goal of our study is to contribute to the literature by identifying potential reasons for considering workers to be “older” at a certain age using qualitative methods. The second goal is to examine workers’ demographic characteristics, job characteristics, and individual beliefs as predictors of their conceptions of “older worker age” using quantitative methods. To achieve these goals, we conducted a mixed-method study with 269 workers from various jobs and organizations based on theories from social and organizational psychology, as well as the lifespan and gerontology literature. For the purpose of this study, “older worker age” is defined as a person’s conceptualization of the chronological age when “younger” or “middle-aged workers” become “older workers”. In the following sections, research on people’s conceptualizations of “old age” is reviewed, potential predictors of “older worker age” are described, and the methods and results of our study designed to test the hypotheses are presented and discussed.




2. Age Considered to Be “Old”


Similar to “older worker age”, several different national and international conventions exist for classifying people as “old” or “older” in general. These broad age-related classifications are oftentimes supplemented with more clearly specified age cut-offs or age ranges because they have policy implications [21]. For example, the United Nations define “older persons” as those aged 60 years or older [22]. Similarly, the World Health Organization states that “Most developed world countries have accepted the chronological age of 65 years as a definition of ‘elderly’ or older person... While this definition is somewhat arbitrary, it is many times associated with the age at which one can begin to receive pension benefits” [23](no page available). In contrast to the lack of research on “older worker age”, researchers in sociology, lifespan psychology, and gerontology have previously examined at which ages, and why, people consider someone to be “old” or “older” [4,10].



Extant studies have used one of two methods to construct a “mental map of the life cycle” [24] (p. 35). One possibility is to ask participants to divide individuals’ lifetime from birth to death into distinct age categories, such as “young”, “middle-aged” and “old” [25,26]. Another possibility is to present participants with distinct age categories and to ask them to indicate age parameters that they associate with these categories, such as typical ages or age ranges. For example, a study asked participants for their ideas of the specific ages at which “young”, “middle-aged”, “old”, and “aged” begin [27]. One of the findings of this research was that there was a positive relationship between participants’ perceived onset of “older” age categories and their own age.



Other early research also found that older people perceived the onset of “old age” to be later than younger people [28,29]. Similarly, a study presented participants with questions on the “Onset of Adult Phases” [30]. The results showed that older community volunteers perceived the onset of “middle age” and “old age” to be later than young undergraduate students. In addition, participants’ sex was related to their conceptions of “old age”, such that female participants indicated later onsets for “middle-age” and “old age” than male participants.



Two studies conducted in Nigeria examined conceptions of “old age” in two samples of younger people between 18 and 35 years and older people between 55 and 99 years [31,32]. On average, younger participants perceived the onset of “old age” to be approximately 73 years for men and 64 years for women. Older participants perceived “old age” to start at approximately 77 years for men and 64 years for women. Younger participants associated both positive events (e.g., having children and grandchildren, more leisure time, giving advice to young people) and negative events (e.g., chronic illness, nearness of death, widowhood, loneliness) with being old [31]. Additionally, when asked about signs that suggest that a person is old, participants indicated decreased vigor and economic productivity among men, and menopause among women [31]. Consistently, a study conducted in Japan found that younger participants perceived “old age” to begin earlier in the life course than older participants [33]. Finally, a more recent study on conceptions of “old age” also found that people’s perceptions of the onset of “old age” are positively related to their own age [34].



Although these previous studies have expanded our understanding of people’s conceptualizations of different age categories and some of the underlying reasons for these social–psychological age constructions, one of their limitations is that they did not investigate conceptualizations of “old” and “older” ages in different life spheres, such as in the work and organizational context. Another limitation of these studies is that they did not examine predictor variables other than participants’ own age and sex. In the following two sections, these shortcomings are addressed by discussing (a) several potential reasons for conceptualizing a specific age to be “older worker age” and (b) a variety of potentially relevant demographic and job characteristics, and individual beliefs as predictors of specific “older worker ages”.




3. Reasons for Conceptualizing a Specific Age to Be “Older Worker Age”


The qualitative part of this study aimed at identifying workers’ reasons for conceptualizing a certain age to indicate “older worker age”. While some people might intuitively choose a certain “older worker age” (or may not be able to articulate their specific reasons), others may consciously rely on widely-known facts about aging as well as psychologically, socially, and culturally constructed meanings of age. Reasons for considering a worker to be “older” at a certain age might include facts and ideas about:




	(a) 

	
The onset of age-related decline in domains such as cognitive and physical functioning [12,35].




	(b) 

	
The onset of age-related gains in experience, knowledge, and wisdom [13,36,37].




	(c) 

	
The reduction or lack of work- and career-related opportunities including possibilities for further training and career mobility [38,39,40].




	(d) 

	
The amount of time left at work and the nearing of retirement [41,42].









It is likely that additional reasons for nominating certain “older worker ages” exist, but we assumed that the reasons outlined above are among the most important ones.




4. Predictors of “Older Worker Age”


4.1. Demographic and Job Characteristics


In the quantitative part of our study, consistent with previous research, we expected that conceptions of “older worker age” are positively related to the age of the person who is asked, such that older people will nominate higher “older worker ages” than younger people. A possible explanation for this hypothesis may be that terms such as “old” and “older worker” carry a negative connotation for many people, including people at higher ages, due to widely-held negative stereotypes about “older people” and “older workers” [43,44,45,46,47]. For example, the stereotype that work performance declines with age is still common, even though meta-analytic evidence has suggested that this stereotype is generally unfounded [48,49]. As people grow older, they might increasingly reject the idea of themselves as being “older”, because they do not perceive a decline in performance and other stereotypical limitations attributed to “older workers” for themselves. Indeed, research from the field of lifespan psychology has shown that older adults still perceive many opportunities in their remaining lives, despite of limitations in selected areas such as physical health [50]. Thus, with increasing age, people are likely to shift their conceptualizations of “older worker age” to later segments of the working lifespan. This theoretical reasoning is consistent with previous studies on “general old age” (i.e., conceptualizations of “old age” outside the work and organizational context [27,28,29,30,31,32,33,34]). These studies unanimously found positive associations between people’s conceptualizations of “general old age” and their own age.



Hypothesis 1. 

Workers’ own age is positively related to their conceptualization of “older worker age”, such that older workers indicate a later onset than younger workers.





It is furthermore expected that workers’ sex is related to their conceptualizations of “older worker age”. Consistent with findings on sex differences with regard to ideas about general “old age”, it is hypothesized that women will indicate later onsets for “older worker age” than men [30]. This assumption follows previous suggestions in the anthropological literature that the social–psychological meaning of the aging process and different age categories varies by sex [51]. A possible explanation for the expected sex difference with regard to “older worker age” may be that men’s life expectancy is generally lower than women’s—approximately 5-6 years on a global scale [52]. Men might consider themselves “older workers” earlier in their working lives than women, because they have generally less time left to live. In addition, men are more likely to work in physically demanding jobs than women, thus their work ability declines more strongly with increasing age [53].



Hypothesis 2. 

Workers’ sex is related to their conceptualization of “older worker age”, such that men will indicate an earlier onset than women.





Scholars have suggested that experiences of aging are associated with people’s social status as indicated by, for instance, education and job status [4]. These authors also pointed out that researchers have so far neglected the investigation of relationships between social status and constructions of age and aging. In this study, it is expected that higher levels of education and higher job status are linked to later perceived onsets of “older worker age”, whereas lower levels of education and job status go hand in hand with earlier conceptualizations of “older worker age”. One explanation for these hypotheses may be that highly educated individuals and those in high status jobs have more material, social, and psychological resources (e.g., professional knowledge) to continue working after retirement or to find bridge employment [41,54]. Thus, these individuals might consider themselves “older workers” at later career stages than their less educated counterparts and those who work in less prestigious jobs.



Hypothesis 3. 

Workers’ level of education is positively related to their conceptualization of “older worker age”, such that workers with a higher level of education indicate a later onset than workers with a lower level of education.





Hypothesis 4. 

Workers’ job status is positively related to their conceptualization of “older worker age”, such that workers with a higher job status indicate a later onset than workers with a lower job status.





It can further be expected that workers base their conceptualization of “older worker age” on the typical age of workers in their current job [55]. For example, a software designer might observe that most of their co-workers are in their late 20s or early 30s and thus conclude that a 40-year-old is an “older worker” in this profession. In contrast, a librarian might work primarily together with relatively older individuals (including older volunteer workers) and therefore conclude that 60 or 70 years represents an appropriate age to consider someone to be an “older worker”. No empirical research has so far examined this assumption.



Hypothesis 5. 

The typical age in workers’ jobs is positively related to their conceptualization of “older worker age”, such that workers in jobs with a higher typical age indicate a later onset than workers in a job with a lower typical age.






4.2. Individual Beliefs


In addition to demographic and job characteristics, it is expected that certain individual beliefs are related to people’s conceptualizations of “older worker age”. Specifically, it can be argued that workers’ perceived remaining time at work and their motivation to continue working after retirement are positively associated with their ideas of “older worker age”. The concept of perceived remaining time was adapted from the lifespan literature to the work and organizational context to describe workers’ attitudes or beliefs regarding how much time they have left before they stop working [42,56]. The concept of motivation to continue work after retirement has received increased attention in the literature on work, aging, and retirement, and refers to people’s favorable attitude to engage in paid or unpaid work after their formal retirement age [57,58].



We argue that the more expansive people’s perceived remaining time at work and the more favorable their motivation to continue working after retirement (independent of their age), the later they consider someone to be an “older worker”. In contrast, when people’s perceived remaining time at work is limited and their motivation to continue work after retirement is low (again independent of their age), the earlier they should consider someone to be an “older worker”. The rationale for these hypotheses is similar to the rationale provided for the assumed relationship between workers’ age and “older worker age” based on the age stereotypes literature. When a worker perceives having a lot of time left in the work context and is motivated to extend their working lifespan, they are more likely to reject the idea that they might be considered an “older worker” in the near future and thus nominate a later “older work age”. In contrast, when a worker perceives having limited time left at work and is not motivated to work beyond their formal retirement age, they should be more comfortable with indicating an earlier “older worker age”.



Hypothesis 6. 

Workers’ perceived remaining time at work is positively related to their conceptualization of “older worker age”, such that workers with more perceived remaining time at work indicate a later onset than workers with less perceived remaining time at work.





Hypothesis 7. 

Workers’ motivation to continue working after retirement is positively related to their conceptualization of “older worker age”, such that workers with higher motivation to continue working indicate a later onset than workers with lower motivation to continue working.





Based on work in the lifespan psychology literature that has examined the influence of age stereotypes on individuals’ self-perceptions of aging, it is further expected that workers’ age stereotypes are associated with their conceptualizations of “older worker age” [59,60]. Research on age stereotypes suggests that stereotypes about older workers can be both positive and negative, and that these two dimensions are not necessarily interrelated [61,62]. For example, older workers in general may be perceived as experienced, mature, and reliable, but at the same time also as inflexible, unable to learn, and slow. It is assumed that the more positive age stereotypes a worker holds, the later their nominated “older worker age”. In contrast, negative age stereotypes should be negatively associated with the onset of “older worker age”.



A potential reason for these assumptions may be found in people’s association with the term “older worker”. People with generally more positive attitudes about age and the aging process might perceive the term to be rather negative, and therefore should be inclined to delay the onset of “older worker age” as long as possible. In contrast, people with more negative attitudes toward age and aging might more readily accept the term “older worker”, and should be more willing to accept the idea of labeling a worker in their 30s or 40s to be “older”. However, so far no empirical research has tested these assumptions.



Providing theoretical support for our assumptions, labeling theory proposes that people who face age stereotypes are likely to internalize (or assimilate) the content of the stereotypes into their self-evaluations and evaluations of others [63]. This phenomenon is also known as the contamination or infusion hypothesis [64]. Indeed, empirical research suggests that priming positive or negative age stereotypes leads to stereotype-consistent behaviors [65,66] and beliefs about aging [67,68].



Hypothesis 8. 

Workers’ positive age stereotypes are positively related to their conceptualization of “older worker age”, such that workers with more positive age stereotypes indicate a later onset than workers with less positive age stereotypes.





Hypothesis 9. 

Workers’ negative age stereotypes are negatively related to their conceptualization of “older worker age”, such that workers with more negative age stereotypes indicate an earlier onset than workers with less negative age stereotypes.







5. Methods


5.1. Participants and Procedure


Data for the present study were provided by 269 employed participants residing in the United States. One hundred and forty participants (52%) were female and 129 (48%) were male. Ages ranged between 18 and 64 years (M = 33.93,   S D   = 11.28). In terms of highest level of education achieved, four participants (1.5%) indicated some high school, 41 (15.2%) had a high school degree, 82 (30.5%) indicated some college, 104 (38.7%) had completed an undergraduate degree, and 38 (14.1%) had completed a postgraduate degree. Participants’ average job tenure was 5.87 years (  S D   = 6.71), and on average participants worked for 37.75 h per week (  S D   = 11.66). Job descriptions included accountant, assembly line worker, attorney, bookkeeper, cashier, computer technician, construction worker, cook, customer service, dental hygienist, engineer, firefighter, graphic designer, human resources manager, IT consultant, lawyer, librarian, military, massage therapist, musician, physician, registered nurse, sales associate, teacher, window cleaner, and writer.



Participants were recruited using the popular crowdsourcing website Amazon’s Mechanical Turk (MTurk). Participants received $0.50 U.S. dollars for their participation in the study. The use of MTurk to collect high-quality survey and qualitative data in a fast and inexpensive way has been recommended by researchers [69,70]. For example, a study showed that data obtained using MTurk are at least as reliable as data obtained using traditional methods and that MTurk workers are generally more diverse than student samples [69].




5.2. Measures


5.2.1. “Older Worker Age” and Reasons for Indicating a Certain Age


Participants were presented with the question, “At what age do you consider someone to be an ‘older worker’?” and were asked to enter an age. Participants responses ranged between 30 and 75 years (M = 55.40,   S D   = 8.94). After they had responded to the first question, participants were additionally asked to state in writing, in an open question format, why they chose a certain age.




5.2.2. Demographic and Job Characteristics


Participants’ age was measured in years since birth. Participants also indicated their sex (1 = male, 2 = female), and highest level of education achieved (1 = some high school, 2 = high school degree, 3 = some college, 4 = undergraduate degree, 5 = postgraduate degree). Job status was measured with a single question [71]. Specifically, participants were asked to indicate their job level in their organization on a ladder with seven rungs, with the top rung representing workers who are at the top of the organizational chart, and the bottom rung representing employees in entry-level positions.



Typical age in a job was derived using a three-step procedure. First, participants were asked for their current job description (for examples, please see Participants section). In the next step, a separate sample of 50 participants was recruited using MTurk. These participants were presented with the 269 job descriptions in random order and asked to assign a typical age of workers to each job description. Finally, the typical age in a job for each of the 269 participants was computed by averaging the 50 ages indicated for each job description. Typical ages ranged from 20.94 years (fast food restaurant worker) to 44.36 years (director of operations), with an average typical age across job descriptions of 34.31 years (  S D   = 4.29). Additional examples of job descriptions and typical ages include server (25.70 years), swim coach (30.36 years), registered nurse (35.04 years), and librarian (40.08 years).




5.2.3. Individual Beliefs


All ratings for the individual beliefs items were provided on five-point Likert scales ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Perceived remaining time at work was measured with three items adapted from a general future time perspective scale [42,72]. The items are “Most of my occupational life lies ahead of me”, “My occupational future seems infinite to me”, and “As I get older, I begin to experience time in my occupational future as limited” (reverse coded). Cronbach’s  α  for the scale was 0.79. Motivation to continue working after retirement was measured with three items [57]. The items are “Barring unforeseen circumstances, I would remain working as long as possible”, “If I were completely free to choose, I would prefer to continue working after my retirement age”, and “I expect to continue working as long as possible after my retirement age.” Cronbach’s  α  for this scale was 0.92.



Positive and negative age stereotypes were measured with 11 items [43]. Participants were instructed to rate whether older people in general can be described by a number of positive and negative adjectives. Example adjectives included in the positive age stereotypes scale are “experienced”, “knowledgeable”, and “practical”. Example adjectives included in the negative age stereotypes scale are “forgetful”, “inflexible”, and “tired”. Cronbach’s  α s were 0.84 for the positive age stereotypes scale, and 0.88 for the negative age stereotypes scale.





5.3. Open Science Practices


In service of openness and transparency, all data, code, and outputs supporting the result presented here have been made available in an online appendix via the open science framework (OSF): https://osf.io/48v6r/ (accessed on 28 October 2022).





6. Results


6.1. Qualitative Part of Study


The reasons provided by participants were read by two independent experts in the area of aging at work, who subsequently generated two separate lists of themes for coding participants’ reasons. The experts discussed these lists and agreed on a final list of 12 themes and one “other” category. In the next step, each of the 269 reasons provided by participants were coded independently by the two experts by assigning the 12 themes (or “other”) to each reason. Importantly, multiple themes could be assigned to each reason, and the number of themes assigned to reasons ranged between one and four. Example responses, grouped by “older worker age” bands (e.g., 30–39 years), are provided in Table 1. The purpose of this table is to illustrate common explanations or example reasons provided by participants for different “bands” of “older worker ages”.



The reason “retirement age” (contained in 101 reasons, 37.3%) was assigned to a response when participants explained that a certain “older worker age” was close to or at the typical retirement age. The reason “retirement planning” (19; 7%) was assigned when participants indicated that at a certain “older worker age” people would start thinking about or planning for their retirement. The reasons “career stability” (13; 4.8%) and “career opportunities” (13; 4.8%) were assigned when participants mentioned that at a certain “older worker age” people would enter a more stable phase of their working lives or that there was a lack of new work and career possibilities at a certain “older worker age”, respectively.



The reasons “decline” (59; 21.8%) and “experience” (21; 7.7%) were assigned by the experts when participants explained that certain age-related losses in functioning or gains in knowledge, skills, and abilities, respectively, would occur at a certain “older worker age”. “Profession” (12; 4.4%) was assigned when participants indicated that a certain “older worker age” was specific for a certain occupation or job type, and “intuition” (24; 8.9%) was assigned when participants wrote that they chose a certain “older worker age” based on their gut feelings.



The reason “society” (14; 5.2%) was assigned when participants mentioned certain societal norms and expectations related to “older worker age”, and the reason “legal” (12; 4.4%) was assigned when participants explained that workers would be eligible for memberships (e.g., AARP) or benefits (e.g., senior citizen discounts) at a certain “older worker age”.



The reason “relative age” (25; 9.2%) was assigned when participants justified their choice of a certain “older worker age” with the relative distance from their own current age. The reason “time left” (26; 9.6%) was assigned when participants mentioned that a certain “older worker age” implied that workers would have only a certain amount of time left on the job. Finally, the “other” category was assigned only seven times (2.6%).



The inter-rater reliability for each category was estimated using Krippendorff’s  α  coefficient, a standard reliability measure for coding data [73]. As can be seen in Table 2, Krippendorff’s  α  coefficients ranged between 0.73 to 0.89, indicating satisfactory to good reliabilities. Coding disagreements were discussed by the two experts until agreement was reached. Table 2 shows the frequencies and proportions of the final codings in each category. In summary, the most frequently stated reasons for considering workers to be “older” at a certain age were retirement age and age-related decline.




6.2. Quantitative Part of Study


For descriptive statistics and correlations among observed substantive variables, see Table 3 and Table 4.



“Older worker age” was significantly (p < 0.05) and positively related to participants’ age (  r  x y    = 0.304), providing preliminary support for Hypothesis 1. In addition, the significant correlation between “older worker age” and sex in Table 4 indicates that women indicated higher “older worker ages” than men, providing preliminary support for Hypothesis 2. “Older worker age” was also positively correlated with participants’ motivation to continue working after retirement (  r  x y    = 0.163) and negatively correlated with negative age stereotypes (  r  x y    = −0.176), indicating preliminary support for Hypotheses 7 and 9. On a bivariate level, “older worker age” was not significantly correlated with education, job status, typical age in a job, perceived remaining time at work, and positive age stereotypes (see Table 4).



The hypotheses were tested using linear regression analysis (Table 5). Demographic and job characteristics as well as individual beliefs were entered simultaneously in a regression equation predicting “older worker age”. Hypothesis 1 states that workers’ own age is positively related to their conceptualization of “older worker age”. The upper part of Table 5 shows that workers’ age positively and significantly predicted “older worker age” (B = 0.277, p < 0.001). Thus, Hypothesis 1 was supported. Hypothesis 2 states that workers’ sex is related to their conceptualization of “older worker age”, such that men will indicate an earlier onset than women. In support of Hypothesis 2, sex had a positive and significant effect on “older worker age” (B = 4.427, p < 0.001), indicating that men nominated earlier “older worker ages” than women. Hypothesis 2 was therefore also supported. According to Hypotheses 3, 4, and 5, education, job status, and typical age in a job are positively related to “older worker age”. These hypotheses were not supported, as “older worker age” was not significantly predicted by education (B = −0.396, not significant [ns]), job status (B = −0.321, ns), and typical age in a job (B = 0.159, ns).



The lower part of Table 5 shows the regression effects of individual beliefs on “older worker age”. Consistent with Hypothesis 6, perceived remaining time positively and significantly predicted “older worker age” after controlling for the other predictor variables (B = 1.650, p < 0.05). Hypotheses 7, 8 and 9 were not supported, as “older worker age” was not significantly predicted by motivation to continue working (B = 0.867, ns), positive age stereotypes (B = 0.170, ns) and negative age stereotypes (B = −0.978, ns).



We also followed up this regression analysis with a dominance analysis (see Figure 1), which decomposes the model   R 2   into unique contributions expressed in terms of dominance weights (DW). From this analysis, only age (  D W   = 0.081) and sex (  D W   = 0.073) contributed uniquely to the variance explained in older worker age.





7. Discussion


The concept of the “older worker” is frequently used in the organizational literature, in organizational practice, and in broader society; yet no research has so far examined variation in and predictors of people’s conceptualizations of “older worker age”—that is, people’s ideas of the chronological age when “younger” or “middle-aged workers” become “older workers”. Several studies in lifespan psychology and gerontology have been conducted over the past decades on people’s subjective understanding of when “old age” begins; however, these studies did not examine other predictors of “old age” than participants’ own age and sex. Thus, the current study aimed to contribute to the literature by identifying various reasons for indicating a certain “older worker age”, and by investigating demographic and job characteristics as well as individual beliefs as predictors of people’s perceived onset of “older worker age”.



The results based on a sample of 269 workers showed that participants’ provided “older worker ages” between 30 and 75 years, with a mean value of approximately 55 years. While 55 years may certainly constitute a plausible “older worker age”, the broad variety in responses was unexpected. The qualitative explanations provided by participants for why they indicated a certain “older worker age” were interesting in this regard, as they suggest that the vast majority of participants, no matter what their chosen “older worker age”, had certain reasons for considering a worker “old” at a certain age (see Table 1). By far the most popular category of reasons provided was “retirement age” (included in 37.3% of reasons provided), followed by age-related decline (21.8%). Other reasons, including career stability and lack of career opportunities, experience, type of profession, societal norms and expectations, legal reasons, relative age, time left, and intuition, were only mentioned in less than 10% of all reasons provided. This suggests that retirement age and age-related decline are prominent and easily accessible themes when thinking about “older workers”, whereas other themes are less salient. To some extent, this result is also reflected in the organizational and aging literature, which feature retirement [14,15,41,74,75] and actual or stereotypical age-related decline as prominent research topics [47,76,77].



The quantitative analysis showed that participants’ age and sex predicted “older worker age”, such that older and female participants indicated later onsets of “older worker age”. While these findings are consistent with much previous research on conceptualizations of general “old age” [27,28,29,30,31,32,33,34], the underlying reasons for these links are less clear. In the current study, it was argued that the term “older worker” carries a negative connotation due to stereotypes typically associated with older ages in the work context [47], and that participants therefore deliberately delay the onset of “older worker age” as they age themselves. In addition, it was argued that men have more physically demanding jobs that lead to more rapid detrimental aging in terms of functional decline and lower work ability; they also have generally shorter life expectancies than women, and might therefore nominate earlier onsets of “older worker age” than women. While the current findings are consistent with these potential explanations, future work in this area needs to test their actual viability to explain the observed effects.



The results also showed that one individual belief positively predicted “older worker age”. Specifically, participants’ with higher levels of perceived remaining time at work indicated later onsets of “older worker age”. The explanation for these findings could be similar to the explanation for the relationship between age and “older worker age”: workers who, independent of their own age, feel that they have a lot of time left in the work context may be more likely to reject the idea of an early onset of “older worker age” compared to workers who intend to stop working in the near future. Again, this rationale is based on the notion that the term “older worker” carries a negative connotation that brings negative age stereotypes to people’s awareness. Future research needs to test whether these associations with the term “older worker” indeed mediate the associations found in this study.



Finally, several hypotheses on demographic and job characteristics as well as individual beliefs were not supported using the current dataset. Education, job level, typical age in a given job, and age stereotypes did not predict the onset of “older worker age”. This either suggests that workers’ social status, their “age context” on the job, and their personal attitudes about older workers are not as influential in terms of conceptualizations of “older worker age” as expected, or that the methods of this study were limited and therefore were not able to uncover the theorized relationships.



Limitations and Directions for Future Research


This study has a number of limitations that need to be addressed in future work on this topic. The first limitation is that the cross-sectional data did not allow conclusions about causality or explanations for longitudinal changes in the study variables. While “older worker age” was treated as the criterion variable, and workers’ characteristics and beliefs were treated as predictors in the regression analysis, it may also be possible that workers’ conceptualizations of “older worker age” influence their beliefs over time. Experimental and longitudinal studies are needed to examine this possibility. The current study nevertheless contributes to the literature on the construction of age and “older workers” in organizations, as it represents the first attempt to investigate workers’ conceptualizations of “older worker age” and its correlates.



Another potential limitation concerns the nature of the sample used in this study. Workers recruited through online crowdsourcing might differ in their demographic and job characteristics, attitudes, and ideas about “older worker age” from other worker populations. The characteristics of the present sample could have systematically influenced the relationships found. Thus, it is important that other studies replicate the current findings, including the mean and variation in the “older worker age” variable as well as the reasons generated by participants, using other, possibly more heterogeneous samples. However, some concerns about sampling may be unfounded as some research on crowdsourced participants indicates that workers recruited online do not differ from nationally representative samples in many regards [70,78].



A related issue concerns potential historical and cultural influences on “older worker age” that could not be considered in the current study. These influences may be driven, in part, by changes in life expectancies over time and differences in life expectancies across countries. For example, a 40-year-old may have been generally considered an “older worker” in the late 19th century, whereas in most contemporary Western countries (including the setting of the current study), many workers do not consider people between the ages of 40 to 50 years to be “older workers”. In addition, the meaning and construction of age, aging, and “old” may vary substantially across cultures. For example, researchers showed that chronological age is a more salient psychological and social category in modern industrialized countries, whereas categorizations based on age were less meaningful to participants in developing, less industrialized countries [79,80].



A final limitation is the lack of previous theory with regard to the concept of “older worker age”. While this study attempted to draw on extant research from lifespan psychology and gerontology that has investigated people’s conceptualizations of general “old age”, the literature in that area is also relatively sparse and in some instances possibly outdated. Future efforts in terms of theory building should also consider additional influences on “older worker age” that were neglected in the current study, including workers’ personal and work histories, frequency of exposure to workers from different ages, and satisfaction with their own aging process. For example, it may be possible that satisfaction with one’s own aging is associated with a later perceived onset of “older worker age”.





8. Conclusions


This study contributes to the organizational and aging literature by providing the first attempt to gain a better understanding of the social–psychological construction of the “older worker”. The “typical older worker” appears to be approximately 55 years; yet, there is substantial variability in people’s ideas about the timing of the transition to being “older”. The results showed that people’s age and sex and their beliefs about their work-related future predicted the onset of “older worker” age.
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Figure 1. Summary of Dominance Analysis. Error Bars Represent Bootstrap 95% Confidence Intervals. 
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Table 1. Example Reasons Provided by Participants for Indicating a Certain Older Worker Age.






Table 1. Example Reasons Provided by Participants for Indicating a Certain Older Worker Age.









	Older Worker Age
	Examples Reasons (Categories)





	30–39 (n = 9)
	“I feel like before you turn this age you’re working in mainly part-time, quick-buck jobs. Around this age people find themselves and begin their career that will last them their lifetime.” (career stability)



	
	“I consider someone who is 35 years old in my current position to be an ‘older worker.’ Due to the nature of the hospitality industry, it’s quite common to recruit young workers typically around the age of 18–22. For the front desk, youth and beauty are qualities that are cherished… This is a position where I feel age and experience are not beneficial. Thus, I feel anyone that is at least the age of 35 is an older worker.” (profession)



	40–49 (n = 34)
	“I believe that once you reach 40, you reach a point of maturity where you understand the workplace better. In my opinion, an older worker is someone who can impart knowledge to younger ones.” (experience)



	
	“I chose the age of 40 because the Age Discrimination in Employment Act (ADEA) forbids employment discrimination against anyone who is at least 40 years old in the United States. Thus, that is the age that I would use to define an older worker.” (legal)



	
	“That is the age when the body starts wearing down and medical problems are rising.” (decline)



	50–59 (n = 111)
	“At age 50, you are starting to think about retirement and making sure that you are financially stable for retirement.” (retirement planning)



	
	“I don’t know, I just think that this is the age to call someone an older worker.” (intuition)



	
	“At age 50 it would be very difficult to change jobs or find a better job. It would be near impossible to switch careers.” (career opportunities)



	
	“I work in Education and the older you are, the more knowledge you have. It’s only an asset here.” (profession, experience)



	
	“Because you have fewer years ahead of you than you do behind you.” (time left)



	
	“At this age, you begin to slow down physically and mentally. You can still keep up with younger workers, but it gets harder and harder.” (decline)



	
	“55 years is older in the workforce even though many continue to work past that age. As I get older I realize my perception of this age will probably change.”

(society, relative age)



	
	“Because it is the age where one can join AARP.” (legal)



	60–69 (n = 95)
	“It seems most people retire by then so if they are still there after that then it seems like they are old since most people aren’t working after 60.” (retirement age)



	
	“Since 65 is the usual age for retirement in the USA, I would consider anyone beneath that age to be an average or normal worker. Anyone over that would be an older than typical worker.” (retirement age)



	
	“Because once you get to this age, your memory, endurance, energy levels, and physical abilities deteriorate.” (decline)



	
	“They have an expansive experience base and if employed with the same company have a wealth of knowledge that can be passed onto younger generations.” (experience)



	
	“I chose this age, because it’s my age range, and I have just recently begun to FEEL like an older worker.” (relative age)



	70–75 (n = 20)
	“Because at that age most people do not have as much energy as they used to, so they would have a hard time working full-time.” (decline)



	
	“In my occupational life, I have met and worked with business owners, and others who are 60+ and just as viable and relevant as those who have just graduated from university. Most plan to retire somewhere around 70 years of age.” (retirement age)



	
	“I’m 57 but look and feel fifteen years younger. So I don’t think of someone as ‘old’ until they reach their seventies.” (relative age)







Note. Complete responses available upon request.
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Table 2. Inter-Rater Reliability, Frequency, and Proportion of Reasons.
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	Reason
	Krippendorff’s   α  
	Frequency
	Percent





	Retirement age
	0.89
	101
	37.30%



	Retirement planning
	0.80
	19
	7.00%



	Career stability
	0.81
	13
	4.80%



	Career opportunities
	0.73
	13
	4.80%



	Decline
	0.80
	59
	21.80%



	Experience
	0.84
	21
	7.70%



	Profession
	0.83
	12
	4.40%



	Intuition
	0.83
	24
	8.90%



	Society
	0.79
	14
	5.20%



	Legal
	0.76
	12
	4.40%



	Relative age
	0.76
	25
	9.20%



	Time left
	0.75
	26
	9.60%



	Other
	0.76
	7
	2.60%










[image: Table] 





Table 3. Descriptive Statistics.
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	Mean
	SD
	Median
	Min
	Max.





	Older Worker Age
	   55.401   
	   8.935   
	55
	30
	75



	Age
	   33.929   
	   11.279   
	31
	18
	64



	Sex
	   1.520   
	   0.501   
	2
	1
	2



	Education
	   3.487   
	   0.964   
	4
	1
	5



	Job Status
	   3.736   
	   1.724   
	4
	1
	7



	Typical Age
	   34.310   
	   4.286   
	   34.460   
	   20.940   
	   44.360   



	Perc. Rem. Time
	   3.298   
	   0.987   
	   3.333   
	1
	5



	Motivation to Continue Working
	   3.121   
	   1.158   
	   3.333   
	1
	5



	Pos. Stereotypes
	   3.864   
	   0.501   
	   3.818   
	2
	5



	Neg. Stereotypes
	   2.973   
	   0.646   
	3
	1
	   4.909   
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Table 4. Correlations Among Observed Variables.
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	Variable
	1.
	2.
	3.
	4.
	5.
	6.
	7.
	8.
	9.
	10.





	1. Older Worker Age
	-
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	2. Age
	0.304
	-
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	3. Sex
	0.303
	0.157
	-
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	4. Education
	0.027
	0.099
	0.068
	-
	
	
	
	
	
	



	5. Job Status
	0.076
	0.234
	0.047
	0.008
	-
	
	
	
	
	



	6. Typical Age
	0.086
	0.204
	0.005
	0.240
	0.336
	-
	
	
	
	



	7. Perc. Rem. Time
	−0.020
	−0.559
	−0.058
	−0.041
	−0.052
	−0.161
	0.790
	
	
	



	8. Continue Working
	0.163
	0.055
	0.054
	−0.018
	0.239
	−0.001
	0.132
	0.920
	
	



	9. Pos. Stereotypes
	0.045
	−0.063
	0.010
	−0.077
	−0.025
	−0.130
	0.243
	0.050
	0.840
	



	10. Neg. Stereotypes
	−0.176
	−0.208
	−0.137
	−0.144
	−0.026
	0.020
	0.031
	−0.106
	−0.144
	0.880







Note. Coefficient (α) reliability estimates appear in the diagonal. Correlations (rxy) ≥ |−0.130| are p < 0.05. Correlations are based on the full sample of n = 269 considered here.
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Table 5. Results of Regression Analysis Predicting “Older Worker Age”.






Table 5. Results of Regression Analysis Predicting “Older Worker Age”.





	

	
Dependent Variable:




	

	
Older Worker Age






	
Age

	
0.277 ***




	

	
[0.057]




	
Sex

	
4.427 ***




	

	
[1.007]




	
Education

	
−0.396




	

	
[0.538]




	
Job Status

	
−0.321




	

	
[0.322]




	
Typical Age

	
0.159




	

	
[0.129]




	
Perc. Rem. Time

	
1.650 *




	

	
[0.638]




	
Motivation to Continue Working

	
0.867




	

	
[0.450]




	
Pos. Stereotypes

	
0.170




	

	
[1.039]




	
Neg. Stereotypes

	
−0.978




	

	
[0.810]




	
Constant

	
30.498 ***




	

	
[7.576]




	
Observations

	
269




	
R   2  

	
0.210




	
Adjusted R   2  

	
0.182




	
Residual Std. Error

	
8.080 (df = 259)




	
F Statistic

	
7.635 *** (df = 9, 259)








Note. * p < 0.05; *** p < 0.001.
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