
© The Authors 2017. Published by Oxford University Press. For permissions please e-mail: journals.permissions@oup.com
Correspondence concerning this article should be addressed to P. Matthijs Bal, Lincoln International Business School, University of Lincoln, Lincoln LN6 7TS, UK. E-mail: 
mbal@lincoln.ac.uk
Decision Editor: Kene Henkens, PhD •  366

Work, Aging and Retirement, 2017, Vol. 3, No. 4, pp. 366–378
doi:10.1093/workar/wax007
Advance Access publication April 4, 2017
Empirical Article

How Do Development HR Practices Contribute to 
Employees’ Motivation to Continue Working Beyond 

Retirement Age?
Tuğba Polat1, P. Matthijs Bal2, and Paul G. W. Jansen1

1. VU University Amsterdam, Amsterdam, the Netherlands
2. University of Lincoln, Lincoln, UK

A B S T R A C T
This study tested a mediated model explaining 2 mechanisms through which perceived availability of developmental 
human resource (HR) practices are related to employee’s motivation to continue working beyond early retirement. 
On the one hand, development HR relates to more perceptions of a positive development climate, and on the other 
hand, development HR fulfills the individual needs of workers to build a positive psychological contract with their 
organization. It was expected that development HR would be positively related to older employees’ motivation to 
continue working. We further expected that these relationships would be mediated through perceptions of develop-
ment climate, psychological contract fulfillment, organizational commitment, and work engagement. Hypotheses 
were tested using two samples (N = 313 and N = 352) of employees working in health care organizations in the 
Netherlands, and largely supported the hypotheses, finding significant indirect effects of development HR to motiva-
tion to continue working. The results of this study demonstrate not only that development HR may be important for 
older workers to be motivated to continue working, but also show how these relationships manifest.

Populations in many countries worldwide are aging due to both increas-
ing life expectancy and decreasing birthrates (European Commission, 
2014; U.S. Census Bureau, 2016). These demographic developments put 
pressure on labor markets as an increasing number of workers are about 
to retire in the next decade(s). It is therefore important that organizations 
anticipate these changes, and understand the factors that may facilitate 
prolonged careers of workers in a healthy and engaged manner (European 
Commission, 2011). The relevant question for many organizations is 
how they can encourage older workers to continue working beyond 
their (early) retirement age. While countries are increasingly abolishing 
official retirement ages, many workers are still able to retire early, through 
retirement packages and early-retirement programs (Fasbender, Wang, 
Voltmer, & Deller, 2015). It is therefore needed to investigate the factors 
that relate to employee motivation to continue working beyond their 
early retirement. The focus of this study, therefore, is on the predictors of 
motivation to continue working beyond early retirement age.

Many factors (individual, job and organizational, family, and 
socioeconomic) may influence an employee’s decision to retire or to 
continue working (Wang & Shultz, 2010), but an employer’s power 
to influence many of these factors may be limited (e.g., family situa-
tion or socioeconomic factors). The focus of this study is on the fac-
tors under control of organizations, as they are able to invest and have 

discretion over these factors. Over the last decades, many studies have 
been conducted on the factors that lead people to continue working 
beyond their retirement age. For instance, Fasbender and colleagues 
(2015) found that employee reasons to engage in postretirement work 
resulted from needs for social contacts as well as personal satisfac-
tion. Furunes and colleagues (2015) found that older workers wanted 
new challenging tasks, and also benefitted from a more personalized 
approach (Bal et  al., 2012). However, other factors also affect moti-
vation to continue working (e.g., Kalokerinos, Von Hippel, & Henry, 
2015; Moen, Kojola, Kelly, & Karakaya, 2016). For instance, research 
has shown that decreases in burnout over time may enhance the expec-
tation of being employed at pension age (Moen et al., 2016). Hence, 
employee well-being is important as well. Moreover, organizations 
also invest in their team composition to foster knowledge retention, 
as employees with the right skills are better able to continue working 
(Burmeister & Deller, 2016). Yet, beyond well-being and skills (i.e., 
being able to continue working), employees also need the motivation 
to continue working. Several studies have found, for example, that 
organizational commitment and organizational support are positively 
related to the decision to prolong work participation (Armstrong-
Stassen & Ursel, 2009; Bal & Visser, 2011; Gobeski & Beehr, 2009;  
Kalokerinos et al., 2015).
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Moreover, studies have investigated relationships between HR 
practices and older worker motivation (e.g., Armstrong-Stassen & 
Schlosser, 2008; Gobeski & Beehr, 2009; D.  T. Kooij et  al., 2013; 
Schopman, Kalshoven, & Boon, 2015), showing that HR practices 
may contribute to older workers’ motivation to continue working. 
However, there is currently little known about how HR practices relate 
to higher motivation, and thus which processes underpin these rela-
tionships. On the one hand, it has been shown that HR practices that 
involve employee development contribute to the retention of older 
workers (Bal, de Jong, Jansen, & Bakker, 2012; Furunes et al., 2015). 
Offering development HR practices signals the organization’s commit-
ment toward its employees and creates perceptions of a positive devel-
opment climate. In particular, perceptions of available development 
practices may relate to a perceived climate in which employees are 
stimulated to develop themselves (Bal et al., 2012). On the other hand, 
an individual-oriented process predicts that development practices 
create a strong positive psychological contract between the employee 
and the organization through which motivation is enhanced.

Therefore, the current study investigates how employees’ perceived 
availability of developmental HR practices (henceforth development 
HR) relates to motivation to continue working, as well as the medi-
ating mechanisms in this relationship (i.e., perceptions of develop-
ment climate and psychological contract). In so doing, we study older 
employees’ retirement decisions from an HRM perspective (Wang & 
Shultz, 2010), and in particular, how organizations may implement HR 
practices such that older workers are motivated to continue working. 
Through investigation of two mechanisms, we are able to assess which 
mechanisms explain the relationships between development HR and 
motivation to continue working. The study focuses on relationships of 
development HR with motivation to continue working beyond early 
retirement age, as currently, still many workers are able to retire before 
the age of 65, and hence, for organizations it is also important to facili-
tate workers to postpone early retirement (Bal et al., 2012). Moreover, 
as a lack of motivation to continue working indicates an unwillingness 
to continue working, it is also important for organizations to assess 
those motivations well before the actual retirement age, as it may pro-
vide important clues as to the interventions that could be designed by 
HR-practitioners to enhance these motivations. Moreover, it is well 
established that intentions are strong predictors of actual behaviors 
(given a supportive context; Bal et al., 2012), and hence motivation to 
continue working is important both theoretically and practically.

This article discusses the results of two samples from the Netherlands, 
in which the mediated relationships are tested between development 
HR and motivation to continue working. Employees from two health 
care organizations participated in the study which focused on investi-
gation of means through which organizations could enhance motiva-
tion to continue working among their employees. Through means of 
two samples the results can be cross-validated, thereby contributing to 
greater robustness of the findings from the study.

T H E O R Y  A N D  H Y P O T H E S E S
The Role of Perceived Human Resource (HR) Practices in 
Motivation to Continue Working
The HRM literature advocates that HR practices are key communica-
tors for the organization and may have a substantial impact on organi-
zational outcomes (Guest & Conway, 2002; Paauwe, 2009). Empirical 

studies by, for example, Bal and colleagues (2012) and Armstrong-
Stassen and Schlosser (2008) have demonstrated that organizations 
indeed can influence retirement intentions through their HR practices. 
However, research has also shown that in general, employers are reluc-
tant to invest in older workers (e.g., Bal & Jansen, 2016; Van Dalen, 
Henkens, & Wang, 2015), and that older workers themselves may hesi-
tate to participate in development and training. Several studies have 
found that organizations tend to invest less in their older workers than 
in younger members of the workforce (Blundell, Dearden, Meghir, & 
Sianesi, 1999; Maurer & Rafuse, 2001; Taylor & Walker, 1998). By 
doing so, organizations may make their older employees effectively 
(feel) redundant (Taylor & Walker, 1998). In the context of a societal 
need to prolong working ages (e.g., Fasbender et al., 2015), it is impor-
tant to understand not only the investments that are currently made 
by employers to engage their older workers and motivate them to con-
tinue working, but also how development may enable older workers 
to retain motivation as well as the processes through which develop-
ment enhances their motivation. Hence, development may act as the 
instigator of the process that relates to higher motivation to continue 
working. In the current study, we postulate that especially employee 
perceptions of development HR being available are important in rela-
tion to motivation to continue working (Bal et al., 2012).

HR practices can contribute to the motivation to continue working 
in two ways. First, they can enable and therefore support employees to 
continue working by shaping their skills (Bowen & Ostroff, 2004). If 
organizations invest in development HR for older workers, they pro-
vide them with means to be able to continue working (Bal et al., 2012). 
Second, HR practices shape employee attitudes, such that perceptions 
of availability increase work motivation and commitment (Bowen & 
Ostroff, 2004). Several studies have demonstrated that work motiva-
tion and commitment are positively related to workforce participation 
in older age (Gobeski & Beehr, 2009; Kalokerinos et al., 2015; Shultz 
et al., 1998). In this study, we focus in particular on the role of attitudes, 
and expect two theoretical processes through which attitudes mediate 
the relationships between development HR and motivation to con-
tinue working. Signaling theory (Ostroff & Bowen, 2000) and social 
exchange theory (Blau, 1964; Eisenberger, Huntington, Hutchison, & 
Sowa, 1986) provide different insights into how development HR is 
related to older workers’ attitudes and motivation.

Signaling theory argues that HR practices create an organizational 
climate that collectively shapes employee attitudes at the team or 
organizational level. Thus, signaling theory provides an explanation of 
why development HR may relate to perceived development climate. 
HR practices signal what is expected from employees by shaping 
the organizational climate employees experience (Ostroff & Bowen, 
2000). In the context of extending working lives, offering HR practices 
that involve development especially represents organizational sup-
port as they show the organization’s willingness to invest in its human 
capital and its commitment to older employees (Armstrong-Stassen & 
Ursel, 2009; Bowen & Ostroff, 2004). Overall, we therefore argue that 
when employees perceive their organizations offering development 
HR, it relates to more positive perceptions of development climate. 
Climate perceptions are a representation of the organization’s inter-
nal environment, which results from the behavior of organizational 
members, including supervisors (González-Romá, Fortes-Ferreira, 
& Peiró, 2009; James & Jones, 1974). Supervisors form an integra-
tive part of climate perceptions about older workers, for instance, 
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through supporting older workers in their development, or withhold-
ing resources to older workers (Chiu, Chan, Snape, & Redman, 2001; 
Kozlowski & Doherty, 1989). Hence, the first hypothesis is:

Hypothesis 1: �Availability of development HR practices is 
positively related to a perceived development 
climate for older workers.

Signaling theory further argues that, when employees perceive devel-
opment HR to be available, this boosts their perceptions of being val-
ued by the organization, and being part of a benevolent organization 
where people are valued cared for (Blau, 1964). This entails individual’s 
perceptions of a development climate in the organization consisting of 
a sense of meaning and belongingness for people as part of organiza-
tions, which is fundamental to their relationship with the organization. 
This may lead employees to be more inclined to develop commit-
ment toward the organization and thereby to work harder in pursuit 
of organizational goals (Blau, 1964; Eisenberger et al., 1986). Studies 
that examined the relationship between positive work attitudes, such 
as organizational commitment, and work outcomes, have consistently 
found that organizational commitment is negatively related to turnover 
intention (D. G. Allen, Shore, & Griffeth, 2003; Meyer & Smith, 2000), 
and positively related to intention to remain (Armstrong-Stassen & 
Schlosser, 2008) and to the motivation to work in older age (Gobeski 
& Beehr, 2009). We thus expect that when older employees experience 
development climate that encourage older workers to develop them-
selves, their feelings of organizational commitment will be higher.

Similarly, development climate has also been found to be positively 
related to work engagement. The job-demands and resources model 
(Bakker, Hakanen, Demerouti, & Xanthopoulou, 2007) suggests that 
an organization’s climate can serve as a job resource that leads to work 
engagement (W. B. Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004). Thus, individual expe-
riences of a development climate relates to higher work engagement 
through employees’ sense that they are in possession and control over 
important resources in their work. Particularly, in the context of con-
tinuing to work beyond retirement, perceptions of a climate in which 
older workers’ development is supported will relate to positive work 
attitudes. Given the above, we formulate the following hypotheses:

Hypothesis 2: �A perceived developmental climate for 
older workers is positively related to (a) 
organizational commitment and (b) work 
engagement.

While signaling theory predicts a climate-oriented process through 
which development relates to higher motivation to continue working, 
social exchange theory predicts how development practices relate to 
older workers’ individual experiences of their relationship with the 
organization (Blau, 1964; Eisenberger et al., 1986). More specifically, 
HR practices shape an employee’s psychological contract with the 
employer (Guest & Conway, 2002; Ostroff & Bowen, 2000). A  psy-
chological contract is defined by Rousseau (1995, p. 9) as “individual 
beliefs, shaped by the organization, regarding terms of exchange agree-
ment between individuals and their organization.” Psychological con-
tracts are shaped through the explicit and implicit obligations of the 
organization to its employees (Rousseau, 1995). These obligations are 

relevant for employees, as based on their perceptions of fulfillment of 
these obligations employees commit themselves to their organizations 
(Rousseau, 1995). HR practices are relevant in the context of the psy-
chological contract, as perceived availability of HR practices indicates 
a willingness of the organization to fulfill the psychological contract 
with the employee. The more employees perceive development prac-
tices to be available, the more positively they evaluate their psychologi-
cal contract (Taylor & Walker, 1998). Hence, a psychological contract 
perspective on HR practices explains how older workers may develop 
stronger individual ties with their organization as a result of available 
development practices, as it shows that the organization is fulfilling 
their part of the deal. Our third hypothesis is:

Hypothesis 3: �Availability of development HR practices is 
positively related to perceived psychological 
contract fulfillment.

Many studies have found that individuals experiencing fulfillment of 
their psychological contract display positive work attitudes, such as 
high organizational commitment and work engagement (Zhao, Wayne, 
Glibkowski, & Bravo, 2007). Social exchange theory shows that when 
a psychological contract is perceived to be fulfilled, an employee is 
likely to feel obligated to reciprocate the benevolent treatment by the 
employer through committing to the organization and by becoming 
more engaged in the job (Zhao et al., 2007). Therefore, we expect that 
a perception of psychological contract fulfillment will be related to 
positive work attitudes such as organizational commitment and work 
engagement. As a result, the following hypothesis can be formulated:

Hypothesis 4: �Psychological contract fulfillment is positively 
related to older workers’ (a) organizational 
commitment and (b) work engagement.

P O S I T I V E  W O R K  AT T I T U D E S  A N D 
T H E  M O T I VAT I O N  TO  W O R K  B E Y O N D 

R E T I R E M E N T   A G E
Employee attitudes about their organizations have been investigated pre-
viously in terms of their effect on retirement behavior. Typically, studies 
have shown that employees with positive work-related attitudes, such as 
organizational commitment and work engagement, participate longer in 
the workforce (Adams, Prescher, Beehr, & Lepisto, 2002; Armstrong-
Stassen & Schlosser, 2008; Gobeski & Beehr, 2009; Kalokerinos et al., 
2015; Taylor & Shore, 1995). This relationship can be explained through 
the work-role attachment theory of adjusting to change (such as those 
resulting from retirement; Carter & Cook, 1995). If work roles are 
important for an individual, leaving those roles is likely to create dissat-
isfaction (Shultz et al., 1998). Hence, individuals with a strong identifi-
cation with the organization are more likely to continue working (Kim 
& Feldman, 2000). Similarly, individuals who have high levels of work 
engagement, or a strong identification with their work role, will also have 
a stronger motivation to continue working (Bal et al., 2012). The fifth 
and the sixth hypotheses are therefore formulated as follows:

Hypothesis 5: �Organizational commitment is positively 
related to older workers’ motivation to work 
beyond retirement age.
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Hypothesis 6: �Work engagement is positively related to  
older workers’ motivation to work beyond 
retirement age.

The combined set of hypotheses implies a double sequential mediation 
effect, with development HR relating to motivation to continue work-
ing via development climate on the one hand, and psychological con-
tract fulfillment on the other hand. Affective commitment and work 
engagement mediate these relationships as well, leading to the model 
shown in Figure 1.

M E T H O D
Samples and Procedure
The study was conducted in 2009 in the Netherlands. At that time, the 
topic of postponing retirement was receiving considerable public atten-
tion as the government had disclosed plans to increase the pension age. 
Data for this study were collected from two adult care organizations. 
The mean actual retirement age in the health sector at the time the 
data were collected was 62.1 (Statistics Netherlands, 2012). The data 
from the first care organization (Sample 1) were used to test the model, 
and the second set (Sample 2) was employed to validate the model. 
Employees were approached through their supervisors to complete a 
questionnaire. Response could be provided hard copy or digitally. Our 
study formed part of a larger research project and only respondents 
who were aged 40 and older were included in the analyses. First, there 
is no theoretical indication of when workers start to think about and 
prepare for their retirement (D. Kooij, de Lange, Jansen, & Dikkers, 
2008). Hence, we decided to capture a rather broad range of employ-
ees, but it was also decided to leave out workers below 40, as retirement 
for younger workers is a relative distinct concept, and generally they 
are not engaged in retirement planning yet (Lusardi & Mitchell, 2009). 
Moreover, 40 was also chosen in the context of the current study, as in 
health care, many workers (e.g., nurses, nurse practitioners) start at a 
relative young age (around 20), and due to the physically demanding 
nature of the work, from around the age of 40, many workers tend to 
have complaints and difficulties with respect to the demands of their 

work. As a result, many express an interest in developing themselves, or 
are forced to engage in development to enrich their work or to conduct 
different work, and thus be able to stay employable (in or outside their 
organization).

Sample 1 consisted of employees of an adult care institution that 
provides medical care. The overall response rate was 49%, and of these 
55.7% matched our age criterion (giving a sample size for our pur-
poses of N = 313). The average age of the respondents in our sample 
was 49.78 years (SD = 5.63, age range: 40–63 years). The vast major-
ity of the respondents in this study were female (91.7%), which is 
not uncommon for this sector. The average organizational tenure was 
11.19  years (SD  =  8.45). Among the respondents, 85.4% were mar-
ried or were in a registered partnership (of whom 50% also had chil-
dren living at home). In terms of education, 10.1% indicated primary 
education as their highest completed education level; 38% secondary 
education; 10.4% higher secondary education; 34.9% intermediate 
vocational training; and 6.6% university.

Sample 2 consisted of employees of an adult day care institution 
that provides nonmedical care. The overall response rate was 50%. As 
with the first sample, only respondents aged 40 and over (64.8% of all 
respondents) were included in our analyses, giving a sample size of 352. 
Again, the vast majority of the respondents in our sample were female 
(87.7%). The mean age of the respondents was 50.04 years (SD = 5.26, 
age range: 40–63  years), the respondents had a mean organizational 
tenure of 11.96  years (SD  =  9.52). Among the respondents, 87.4% 
were married or had a registered partnership (of whom 48.5% also had 
children living at home). In educational terms, 7.1% had completed 
no more than primary education; 39.8% secondary education; 12.6% 
higher secondary education; 36% intermediate vocational training; 
and 4.5% university.

Measures
Existing validated scales were used to measure the constructs. Unless 
otherwise stated, the questions sought responses on a five-point scale 
(1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree). Table 1A presents a full list 
of items used in this study. Availability of developmental HR practices 

Figure 1.  Research model of the current study.
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was measured by asking respondents about the extent to which four 
selected developmental HR practices were available within their 
organization. The HR practices selected were based on scales which 
were developed at the time of the study by other researchers, and 
which were published shortly after (T. A. M. Kooij, 2010; D. T. Kooij, 
Jansen, Dikkers, & de Lange, 2014) and covered career planning, on-
the-job development, promotion, and regular training. Respondents 
were asked the extent to which these HR practices were available to 
them. The reliability of the scale was .87 using Sample 1 and .86 for 
Sample 2.  With regard to development activities, the questionnaire 
also included open questions asking what kind of training activities 
employees were involved in. Training activities included computer 
training, training for lifting, first aid training, training to cope with 
patient aggression, mentoring/supervising training and management 
training among others.

Perceived development climate for older workers was measured with 
six items, again developed by T.  A. M.  Kooij (2010). The scale was 
based on previous research on supportive climates, which may result 
from both supervisor and organization (Dikkers et  al., 2004; Tracey 
& Tews, 2005). Items assess the support offered by organizations to 
older workers to use their skills and knowledge, and to develop them-
selves professionally. Theoretically, a development climate for older 
workers not only aims at skill development, but also to enable work-
ers to use their experience and existing skills. This may not be directly 
related to their own learning, but is crucial for other workers in teams 
and departments, and as such when utilized may enhance the general 
learning within a unit, as older workers may share their experience and 
knowledge within the team (Burmeister & Deller, 2016). In effect, the 
variable measures individual perceptions of the development climate. 
The reliability of the six-item scale was .90 using the first sample and 
.86 with the second sample. Exploratory factor analysis on the six items 
produced a single dimension for all items in each sample, and hence 
it was deemed appropriate to continue the analyses with the six-item 
measure.

Psychological contract fulfillment was measured using the five-item 
psychological contract breach scale developed by Robinson and 
Morrison (2000). The items assess the extent to which employees 
felt that their organization had met its promises to the employee. The 
items were re-coded to measure fulfillment. The reliability of the scale 
was .86 for Sample 1 and .84 for Sample 2. Organizational commitment 
was measured by the eight-item affective organizational commitment 
scale of N. J.Allen and Meyer (1990). The reliability of the scale was 
.89 for Sample 1 and .85 for Sample 2.  Work engagement was meas-
ured using six items taken from the Utrecht Work Engagement Scale 
(W. Schaufeli & Bakker, 2003). From the original scale, three items 
measuring vigor and three items measuring dedication were selected. 
Due to the constraints in survey length, we decided to focus on the 
two core dimensions of work engagement. This choice was bolstered 
by empirical work of González-Romá, Schaufeli, Bakker, and Lloret 
(2006), who argued and showed empirically that vigor and dedica-
tion could be perceived as the core dimensions of work engagement 
(see also Demerouti, Mostert, & Bakker, 2010). Moreover, pilot tests 
were conducted among a group of workers, and employees within the 
HR-department. The outcomes of their experiences of filling out the 
survey were discussed in meetings prior to the launch of the survey. 
A consistent hesitation was found among the pilot tested employees 
about the meaning of the absorption-items in the work engagement 

measure (e.g., “I get carried away when I’m working”), many of them 
indicating that these items did not reflect their work experiences. 
Hence, it was decided to remove these items of the engagement meas-
ure and to retain only the vigor and dedication dimensions, as they 
were perceived to have more content validity than the ambiguous 
absorption-items (Demerouti et  al., 2010). Respondents were asked 
to respond on a 7-point scale ranging from “never” to “daily.” The reli-
ability the scale was .93 for Sample 1 and .90 for Sample 2.

Motivation to continue working was measured using the three-item 
scale by Armstrong-Stassen and Schlosser (2008), supplemented with 
an additional item. While the original scale measured “motivation to 
remain,” for this study the scale was adapted to measure the motivation 
to continuing working after the age at which workers in health care are 
able to retire in the Netherlands (which is 62 years). In the sector, this 
is referred to as the “flexpension age,” which was the term used in our 
current measure. Many workers were aware of this option and regarded 
62 as the expected retirement age. This flexpension meant that workers 
could retire at the age of 62 while retaining 70% of their income at the 
age of retirement until the age of 65 (after which normal pension and 
state pension were guaranteed). This flexpension entitlement changed 
in 2014 due to changed government regulation, with various arrange-
ments still being possible (for people born before 1950). However, 
at the time of the study, there was no clarity regarding the proposed 
changes. Currently, people’s retirement age can differ based on their 
current age (between the age of 62 and 67), and willingness to undergo 
significant reductions in salary when they retire earlier.

Prior to the questions, there was a short explanatory paragraph 
outlining that prolonging one’s working life was of topical interest 
in politics, and for unions and organizations, and that the following 
questions were related to this. The reliability of the scale was .96 for 
Sample 1 and .97 for Sample 2. Across the two samples there were five 
respondents in total who were 62 or 63 years old. Despite this small 
group of people having reached the flexpension age, the items still 
applied to them, as they aimed at measuring the extent to which they 
were motivated to continue working, and for how long they expected 
to continue working (e.g., “I expect to continue working as long as pos-
sible after my flex-pension age”). Hence, the items were still applicable 
to them even though they actually had made a decision to continue 
working after the eligible flexpension age. This approach is consist-
ent with previous research, which has also investigated this construct 
among workers at higher ages (up until 70 years; Armstrong-Stassen 
& Schlosser, 2008).

Control Variables
In the analyses, we controlled for the effects of age, gender, subjective 
health, education, sector experience, training participation, the impor-
tance of finances in retirement decisions, and the importance of the 
expectations of a partner in the retirement decision since earlier stud-
ies had found that these variables were related to retirement decisions 
(D. Kooij et al., 2008; Luchak et al., 2008; Talaga & Beehr, 1995; Wang 
et  al., 2008). We specifically controlled for employee skills through 
measures of education, sector experience, and participation in training, 
as they may contribute to employee skills to be able to continue work-
ing (D. Kooij et al., 2008). Age and gender were measured by asking 
respondents directly for their year of birth (recoded to indicate some-
one’s age) and their gender (1 = male, 2 =  female). Subjective health 
was measured by asking respondents how healthy they considered 
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themselves in comparison with people of similar age (1  =  much less 
healthy, 5 = much healthier). Education was measured using a 7-point 
scale measuring the highest educational degree (1  =  primary school; 
7 = university degree). Sector experience was measured indicating the 
amount of years spent working in health care (1  =  less than a year; 
2 = 1–3 years; 3 = 3–10 years; 4 = more than 10 years). Training par-
ticipation was measured through asking whether respondents had 
attended a training during the previous year (1 = no; 2 = yes). 49% of 
the respondents in Sample 1, and 52% in Sample 2, had participated 
in training during the previous year. We controlled for participation 
in training as in health care, workers are generally undertaking manda-
tory training to update their knowledge of procedures and rules. As 
these mandatory trainings are not directly aimed at development of 
the employee to be able to enhance motivation to continue working, 
we included participation in training as control in order to capture the 
true developmental aspects of development HR in relation to the out-
comes beyond the more general effects that training participations may 
elicit. Financial importance was measured by asking respondents how 
important finances were in their decision to retire or continue working 
(1 = very unimportant, 5 = very important). The expectation of a partner 
was measured by asking respondents how important the expectations 
of their partner about the age they should retire were in their decision 
when to retire (1 = very unimportant, 5 = very important).

Analysis
To assess the factor structure of the six multi-item scales for each of 
the two samples, we conducted a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) 
using MPlus (Muthén & Muthén, 2012). Table  1 shows the results 
of the CFAs. We not only tested the proposed model but also alter-
native CFAs. The CFA results indicated a good fit for both samples 
using the postulated six-factor model (development HR, development 
climate, psychological contract fulfillment, organizational commit-
ment, work engagement, and the motivation to continue working).  

The standardized coefficients of the factor loadings were significant 
and above .52 for Sample 1 and above .53 for Sample 2. Further, the 
model fit was significantly better than that of alternative models for 
both samples. In addition, we tested for common method variance by 
adding a common method factor to the CFA (Podsakoff, MacKenzie, 
Lee, & Podsakoff, 2003) and the results did not suggest common 
method variance (see Table 1; seven-factor model).

The hypothesized model was tested using structural equation mod-
eling, with MPlus (Muthén & Muthén, 2012). We tested the postu-
lated model for each sample using 1,000 bootstraps. Observed items 
were used as indicators of the latent variables. To test the hypothesized 
model, significance levels of the paths as well as the indirect and total 
effects were assessed; and to test the extent to which the model fitted 
the data, the RMSEA, SRMR, CFI, and TLI were assessed.

R E S U LT S
Descriptive Statistics
Means, standard deviations, and the correlations among the variables 
being studied are presented in Table  2 for Sample 1 and Table  3 for 
Sample 2.

Hypotheses Testing
The model obtained acceptable fit for Sample 1 (χ2 = 1886.12, df  = 741, 
p < .001, RMSEA = .07, SRMR = .09, CFI = .83, TLI = .81). The model 
for Sample 2 obtained acceptable fit as well (χ2 = 2067.54, df = 741, 
RMSEA = .08, SRMR = .09, CFI = .82, TLI = .80). Table 4 provides 
the unstandardized estimates for Sample 1, while Table  5 shows the 
results of the analyses for Sample 2.

The results of the study indicate positive and significant relation-
ships between development HR and development climate (Table  4: 
Sample 1: b = .386, p < .001; Table 5: Sample 2: b = .438, p < .001), 
which supports Hypothesis 1.  The results demonstrate that the per-
ceived availability of development HR practices is related to higher 

Table 1.  Results of Scale Analyses Using Confirmatory Factor Analysis

Model χ2 df ∆χ2 ∆df RMSEA NNFI GFI CFI

Sample 1 (N = 313)
  6-factor 480.18*** 365 Baseline model .032 .99 .99 .91
  5a-factor 960.44*** 370 48.26*** 5 .072 .95 .83 .95
  5b-factor 1622.50*** 429 1142.32*** 64 .094 .91 .75 .92
  1-factor 4382.80*** 380 3902.62*** 15 .180 .69 .52 .73
  7-factor 642.23*** 424 162.05*** 59 .041 .98 .89 .98
Sample 2 (N = 352)
  6-factor 557.64*** 365 Baseline model .039 .98 .90 .98
  5a-factor 1011.56*** 370 453.92*** 5 .070 .94 .84 .95
  5b-factor 1490.30*** 429 932.66*** 64 .084 .92 .79 .93
  1-factor 4341.97*** 380 3784.33*** 15 .170 .61 .55 .66
  7-factor 703.76*** 424 146.12*** 59 .043 .97 .89 .98

Note. 6-Factor model: development HR practices, organizational development climate for older workers, psychological contract fulfillment, organizational commitment, 
work engagement, motivation to continue working; 5a-factor model: development HR practices, organizational development climate for older workers, psychological 
contract fulfillment, positive work-attitudes (organizational commitment, work engagement), motivation to continue working; 5b-factor model: development HR 
practices, psychological contract (organizational development climate for older workers, psychological contract fulfillment), organizational commitment, work engagement, 
motivation to continue working; 1-factor model: all items loading onto one factor; 7-factor model: development HR practices, organizational development climate for 
older workers, psychological contract fulfillment, organizational commitment, work engagement, motivation to continue working, with all items loading onto one common 
method factor.
***p < .001.
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organizational development climate for older workers. Furthermore, 
Hypothesis 2 is also supported by the results of the analyses showing 
positive relationships between organizational development climate 
for older workers and both organizational commitment (Sample 1: 
b = .198, p < .01; Sample 2: b = .208, p < .001) and work engagement 
(Sample 1: b = .311, p < .01; Sample 2: b = .316, p < .01). In addition, 
the results also support Hypothesis 3 by demonstrating a significant 
relationship between development HR and psychological contract ful-
fillment (Sample 1: b = .402, p < .001; Sample 2: b = .385, p < .001). 
The relationships between psychological contract fulfillment and both 
organizational commitment (Sample 1: b = .296, p < .001; Sample 2: 
b = .122, p < .05) and work engagement were also significant (Sample 
1: b  =  .225, p < .01; Sample 2: b  =  .176, p < .05), thus supporting 

Hypothesis 4.  Further, the results demonstrate that organizational 
commitment (Sample 1: b = .283, p < .01; Sample 2: b = .243, ns) was 
only related to motivation to continue working in Sample 1, but not 
in Sample 2. Work engagement (Sample 1: b = .153, p < .05; Sample 
2: b =  .152, p < .05) was positively related to the motivation to con-
tinue working in both samples. In all, these results partially support 
Hypothesis 5 and fully support Hypothesis 6.

Moreover, we used bootstrapped indirect effects to estimate 
whether development HR contributed significantly to motivation to 
continue working. For Sample 1, the total indirect effect of develop-
ment HR on motivation to continue working was significant (b = .087, 
p < .01), and we found that the indirect effect of development HR 
on motivation to continue working was significantly mediated by 

Table 5.  Unstandardized Coefficients of SEM Analyses for Sample 2

Perceived 
Development  
Climate

Psychological  
Contract  
Fulfillment

Affective 
Commitment

Work  
Engagement

Motivation to  
Continue Working

Age −.01 .008 .018** .009 .016
Gender −.208** −.086 .074 −.017 .084
Subjective health .031 .090 .0244 .016 .117
Education −.014 .028 .012 −.005 .036
Sector experience .037 −.044 −.002 .010 −.085
Training participation −.024 .000 −.087* −.073 −.028
Financial importance −.007 .058 .041 −.036 .093
Expectations partner −.104** .041 .039 .090 −.096
Development HR .438*** .385***
Development climate .208*** .316**
PC fulfillment .122* .176*
Commitment .243
Engagement .152*

Note. N = 352. Gender: 1 = male; 2 = female.
*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001.

Table 4.  Unstandardized Coefficients of SEM Analyses for Sample 1

Perceived 
Development  
Climate

Psychological  
Contract  
Fulfillment

Affective 
Commitment

Work  
Engagement

Motivation to  
Continue Working

Age −.013* .018* .021** .001 .017*
Gender −.125 −.154 .026 −.034 −.269*
Subjective health −.012 −.092 −.029 −.012 −.018
Education .013 −.004 .037 −.005 .048
Sector experience −.020 −.034 −.048 .030 −.052
Training participation −.078 −.069 .018 .025 .050
Financial importance −.014 −.015 .038 .033 .036
Expectations partner .002 .082* −.028 .049 −.100*
Development HR .386*** .402***
Development climate .198** .311**
PC fulfillment .296*** .225**
Commitment .283**
Engagement .153*

Note. N = 313. Gender: 1 = male; 2 = female.
*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001.
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psychological contract fulfillment and commitment (b = .034, p < .05), 
presenting evidence that beyond the total effect of the combination of 
factors, it was psychological contract fulfilment and commitment that 
mediated the relationships. For Sample 2, the total indirect effect was 
also significant (b  =  .065, p < .05), but none of the specific indirect 
effects were significant, although the indirect effect of development HR 
via development climate and engagement was in the expected direc-
tion (b = .021, p < .10). Hence, it can be concluded that for Sample 2, it 
was the combination of mediators that explained the indirect relation-
ships, rather than one specific indirect effect that explained the media-
tion between development HR and motivation to continue working.

Post Hoc Analyses
To further validate our results, we performed a number of post-hoc 
analyses to test whether the results would be stable under different 
conditions. First, we tested bootstrapped models without control vari-
ables to test whether relationships were stable. The results show for 
both samples that the significance levels of the relationships were not 
influenced by removing the control variables from the analyses (full 
results to be obtained from the first author). We conclude that the rela-
tionships under study are generally stable with and without the control 
variables. Moreover, we tested whether different constructions of the 
development climate measure would produce different results, as the 
existing measure was a combination of supervisor and organization-
focused items, as well items with a developmental focus and a focus 
on utilizing skills. The results of these analyses show that across both 
samples, the use of either three items (focusing only on organizational-
focused items of climate), or four items (leaving out the two ‘utilizing 
skills’ items) produced identical results, with development HR being 
positively related to all constructions of the climate measure, and the 
different climate measures being positively related to both commit-
ment and engagement. Moreover, the indirect relationships were stable 
across the different models.

Finally, it was tested whether age moderated the relationships under 
study, as it might be that the relationships are stronger for younger or 
older workers (see e.g., Bal et al., 2008, for an empirical example). We 
tested models with age moderating the relationships between develop-
ment HR and development climate and psychological contract fulfil-
ment, and we also tested models for both samples with age moderating 
the relationships of development HR with all of the outcomes (all 
endogenous variables). In Sample 1, a significant interaction appeared 
between age and development HR in relation to development climate 
(b = .022, p < .05). We found that the relationship of development HR 
with development climate was more strongly positive among older 
workers (1SD above the mean: b = .50, p < .001), while the relation-
ship was less strongly positive among relatively younger workers (1 SD 
below the mean: b = .25, p < .01). None of the other interaction effects 
of age with development HR were significant. For Sample 2, none of 
the interaction effects were significant. Hence, this provides some evi-
dence that development HR becomes even more important for older 
workers.

D I S C U S S I O N
The current study investigated how development HR practices related 
to employee motivation to continue working beyond early retirement. 
The results demonstrate that worker perceptions of development 
HR being available to them relates to higher motivation to continue 

working because their perception of the availability of these practices 
colors their perceptions of both the organizational climate and their 
psychological contract, both of which are related to work attitudes. 
In line with other studies (e.g., Gobeski & Beehr, 2009), the results 
demonstrate that employees’ attitudes toward work and specific jobs 
are related to their willingness to continue working. However, in the 
second sample, the relationship between organizational commitment 
and motivation to continue working was not significant, showing that 
it was in particular engagement which related to motivation to con-
tinue working. The indirect effects further showed that it was generally 
the combination of climate and psychological contract that explained 
the mediation effects, while there was some indication of a particu-
lar strong mediation of psychological contract and commitment in 
Sample 1.

The results of our analyses with both samples indicate that the per-
ceived availability of developmental HR practices is related to a belief 
that the organization is providing a climate in which older employees 
can develop themselves and also that the psychological contract is 
being fulfilled. We have shown that two distinct processes explain the 
relationships of development practices with motivation to continue 
working. On the one hand, signaling theory (Ostroff & Bowen, 2000) 
shows that HR practices may create a positive development climate, in 
which employees are stimulated to develop themselves so that they are 
enabled to have the right skills and abilities to continue working. As 
an organizational development climate is important to create a social 
atmosphere where older workers feel encouraged by their organiza-
tion and supervisor to develop themselves, this represents a somewhat 
underestimated part of the quest to enhance older workers’ motivation 
to extend their working lives. Previous research has shown that when 
older workers have development deals, but are unable to transfer these 
to the workplace due to an unsupportive environment, it may actually 
have no positive relationship with motivation to continue working 
(Bal et al., 2012). It is therefore crucial to understand how organiza-
tions may facilitate older workers in continuous learning, through 
taking an approach aimed at creating positive climates in teams and 
departments, rather than only focusing on individual workers.

In addition, we have shown that older workers’ individual psycho-
logical contract may be enhanced as a result of available development 
practices, through which they are more highly motivated to continue 
working. Social exchange theory (Blau, 1964; Eisenberger et al., 1986) 
argues that through development practices, a relationship between 
employee and organization is enforced, which creates a sense of reci-
procity and boosts employees’ commitment toward the organization. 
This study has found that in particular work engagement, generated 
by the perception of development HR practices being available, spe-
cifically contributes to motivation to continue working beyond early 
retirement. Thus, we show that motivation to continue working is 
higher through both perceptions about the collective and the indi-
vidual; older workers not only have an individualistic motive to ensure 
the ability for continued employment, but also may take into account 
whether their immediate social environment is supportive, and thus 
whether there is a climate which stimulates them and others to keep 
developing.

The main contribution of the current paper is that this study inves-
tigated two mechanisms through which development HR may contrib-
ute to employee motivation to continue working. We have shown that 
generally, it is the total effect rather than the specific indirect effects 
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that explained the relationship between development HR and moti-
vation to continue working. Hence, it is important to stress that for 
development HR to have positive effects, both perceptions of climate 
(i.e., how one’s organization thinks about development of older work-
ers), and psychological contract (i.e., the strength of one’s individual 
bond with the organization) need to be taken into account. Although 
existing studies often relate retirement behavior to work attitudes (e.g., 
Adams et al., 2002; Gobeski & Beehr, 2009), they tend to ignore that 
these work attitudes are formed and influenced by the organization’s 
HR efforts. In addition, studies have not investigated the quality of the 
psychological contract in relation to retirement-related decisions. Our 
study demonstrates that psychological contract fulfillment relates to 
organizational commitment and subsequently motivation to continue 
working.

Limitations and Suggestions for Further Research
The first limitation of this study is that it is based on cross-sectional 
data, and thus the causality in the relationships found cannot be 
determined. A  related limitation is that the data are from a single 
source. A useful direction for future research would therefore be to 
collect longitudinal data from multiple sources. The third limita-
tion is that our sample was predominantly female. Although this 
limits the generalizability of the results, it could also be seen as an 
advantage. Demographic research demonstrates that women retire 
earlier than men (Eurostat, 2007) and research has found that 
there are gender differences in retirement behavior. For instance, 
research by Talaga and Beehr (1995) showed that a person’s finan-
cial situation is an important factor in the retirement decision of 
men. From this perspective, men are often “compelled” by their 
financial situation to continue working. Therefore, having a large 
female sample may be seen as an advantage since financial consider-
ations often play less of a role in their retirement decision-making.  
Identifying the motivation of (primarily) women to continue 
working may also expose factors that apply to men but that have 
been dwarfed by financial issues in previous studies. Nevertheless, 
further research, with a more even distribution of men and women, 
is required to clarify this. The fourth limitation is concerned with 
the skewed distribution of respondents’ education level (interme-
diate vocational training on average), the type of job (physically 
demanding), and the specific sector (adult care). It is therefore 
important to validate this study among respondents who are more 
evenly distributed in terms of educational level and types of jobs. 
However, for people with lower education and physically demand-
ing jobs, it may be harder to continue working due to the physi-
cal burdens of work (e.g., Lund, Iversen, & Poulsen, 2001; Pleau, 
2010), and therefore, knowledge on the predictors of their motiva-
tion to continue working is even more important, as they may have 
accumulated fewer resources (e.g., human and social capital) than 
higher educated workers enabling them to find suitable employ-
ment beyond retirement.

The fifth limitation relates to the lack of an objective measure 
of development climate, as we relied solely on individual percep-
tions of collective representations of climate. For future research, 
it is important to take into account multiple perspectives in meas-
uring climate within a unit (e.g., Bal et al., 2012). Moreover, it is 
also important to include a full measure of engagement for future 

research as we only used a shortened measure. In our study, we 
measured motivation to continue working, and did not test 
whether people actually continued working. Further, in our meas-
urement of this variable, we did not make a distinction between 
continuing to work in the same organization as against in another 
organization. This is a limitation concerning the participating 
organizations, as there is insufficient information regarding the 
interventions they may design to retain skilled workers within 
their organizations. At the same time, it has a societal relevance, 
as for society in general it may be important that older workers 
remain active at higher ages, regardless of whether they remain in 
their organizations or contribute elsewhere. A direction for future 
research would be to measure actual postretirement age behavior 
and be more specific as to what is meant by continuing to work, 
while differentiating between continue work within and outside 
the organization. Development is not solely a responsibility of 
organizations, as they may be unwilling or financially unable to 
invest in development (Van Dalen et al., 2009, 2015), but also of 
the worker, society and government, which have an important role 
to play in encouraging people to continuously develop themselves, 
such that they are able to contribute to society and to lead fulfill-
ing lives (Bal & Jansen, 2016; Moen et  al., 2016), rather than to 
burnout at relatively low ages, through which they are less able to 
be active, healthy, and contributing to society.

While across many European countries state pensions have 
been more secure than in individualized countries such as the 
United States and the United Kingdom, it is however, increasingly 
unstable. Consequently, a growing population of older people has 
higher financial necessity to continue working. Consequently, 
with a rising financial need to stay employed, it is important to 
understand the factors that contribute how they may enjoy their 
careers in later life. Hence, an important theoretical avenue con-
cerns investigation of the types of work and jobs that are suitable 
to the needs of older workers, which increasingly vary as they age 
(Bal & Jansen, 2015). Hence, an important question pertains to 
the steps that older workers take to ensure employability in later 
life, and how both organizations and governments facilitate this 
process. Thus, while we established the importance of develop-
ment, future research could investigate more in terms of what kind 
of development, and how responsibilities emerge among workers, 
organizations, and society in encouraging development of workers 
and organizations.

C O N C L U S I O N
The main conclusion of this research is that development HR practices 
are related to employees’ motivation to continue working beyond early 
retirement. Organizations who are perceived to provide their employ-
ees with development HR practices are communicating that they want 
to invest in their employees, and this relates to positive attitudes and 
motivation. The results of this study demonstrate that this relationship 
is mediated by organizational climate, perceptions of the psychological 
contract, and work attitudes, and that development HR is important as 
it is related to both perceptions of a positive climate as well as percep-
tions of more psychological contract fulfillment of individual workers, 
which subsequently relate to more enjoyment of work and commit-
ment to the organization.
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A P P E N D I X  TA B L E   1 .  I T E M S  U S E D  I N  T H E  C U R R E N T   S T U D Y

Measures Response Scales

Perceived availability of developmental HR practices (D. T. Kooij et al., 2014)
To what extent does your organization offer you the following practices? 1 = not at all; 5 = to a very great extent
  •Career planning
  •Development on job
  •Promotion
  •Regular training
Perceived development climate (T. A. M. Kooij, 2010)
  In our organization, older workers are developed and are encouraged to learn new things 1 = not at all; 5 = to a very great extent
  Our organization uses the existing experience, knowledge, and capacities of older workers
  In our organization, older workers are encouraged to maintain and polish their skills
  My supervisor encourages older workers to develop and to learn new things
  My supervisor uses the existing experience, knowledge, and capacities of older workers
  My supervisor encourages older workers to maintain and polish their skills
Psychological contract fulfillment (Robinson & Morrison, 2000)
  Almost all the promises made by my organization during recruitment have been kept so far 1 = not at all; 5 = to a very great extent
  I feel that my organization has come through in fulfilling the promises made to me when I was hired
  So far my organization has done an excellent job of fulfilling its promises to me
  I have not received everything promised to me in exchange for my contributions (R)
  My organization has broken many of its promises to me even though I’ve upheld my side of the deal (R)
Affective commitment (Allen & Meyer, 1990)
  I would be very happy to spend the rest of my career with this organization 1 = not at all; 5 = to a very great extent
  I enjoy discussing my organization with people outside it
  I really feel as if this organization’s problems are my own
  I think that I could easily become as attached to another organization as I am to this one (R)
  I do not feel like “part of the family” at my organization (R)
  I do not feel “emotionally attached” to this organization (R)
  This organization has a great deal of personal meaning for me
  I do not feel a strong sense of belonging to my organization (R)
Work engagement (W. Schaufeli & Bakker, 2003)
  At my work, I feel bursting with energy 1 = never; 7 = always
  At my job, I feel strong and vigorous
  I am enthusiastic about my job
  My job inspires me
  When I get up in the morning, I feel like going to work
  I am proud on the work that I do
Motivation to continue working (Armstrong-Stassen & Schlosser, 2008)
  Barring unforeseen circumstances, I would remain working as long as possible 1 = totally disagree; 5 totally agree
  If I were completely free to choose, I would prefer to continue working after my flex-pension age
  I expect to continue working as long as possible after my flex-pension age
  I am highly motivated to continue working after my flex-pension age
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