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Abstract 

Due to the graying of the global labor markets, post-retirement employment is becoming 

increasingly important in the 21st century. To better understand older people’s decisions to

engage in post-retirement employment, the current study investigated the role of the 

psychological experience of aging. Two dimensions that capture positive aging experience 

(i.e., personal growth and gaining self-knowledge) and two dimensions that capture negative 

aging experience (i.e., physical loss and social loss) were differentiated and their relations to 

post-retirement employment were hypothesized. We argue that aging experience may 

influence the decision to work after retirement by generating both, approach and avoidance 

responses. Longitudinal data from the German Aging Survey (N = 551) were used to test the 

hypotheses. The results of structural equation modeling indicated that retirees who 

experienced aging as social loss and as personal growth were more likely to engage in post-

retirement employment a decade later, while retirees who experienced aging as gaining self-

knowledge were less likely to engage in post-retirement employment. Theoretical and 

practical implications of this study are discussed. 

Keywords: aging workforce, bridge employment, post-retirement employment, psychological 

aging experience, retirement 
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Deciding whether to work after retirement:  

The role of the psychological experience of aging 

Life expectancy has increased consistently for more than one century and continues to 

increase further (Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development [OECD], 2011). 

This has resulted in important shifts in the aging process because the years of healthy life 

(i.e., free from morbidity and disability) have also increased (Christensen, Doblhammer, Rau, 

& Vaupel, 2009). People remain fit and healthy longer than ever before. As a result, 

retirement from ordinary work life is no longer the time to withdraw from society, but rather 

a time when people now remain active.  

A key way that individuals remain active as they age is to continue employment. The 

rate of older people working in Germany has doubled over the last 10 years (e.g., labor force 

participation rate changed from 2001 to 2011 for people aged 60-64: 23.3% to 47.3%; 65-69: 

5.4% to 10.2%; 70-74: 2.7% to 4.7%; 75+: 0.9% to 1.4%; OECD, 2013). Prolonged health 

and longevity have improved the aging process and post-retirement employment has become 

a meaningful option for older people to use their time after ending their main employment.  

Post-retirement employment refers to paid work beyond mandatory or median retirement age 

as well as pension receiving state, including part-time jobs and self-employment (Shultz, 

2003). It is part of an ongoing process of psychological detachment from work in which 

people experience a transition from labor force participation to complete retirement (Shultz, 

2003; Wang, Adams, Beehr, & Shultz, 2009). Recently, the concept of retirement has been 

refined as a late career development stage, in which work activities may continue to play a 

central role (Kim & Hall, 2013; Shultz & Wang, 2011; Wang & Shi, 2014). While many 

people still decide to directly withdraw from employment when leaving their career jobs, a 

growing number of individuals are taking part in work beyond retirement (Cahill, Giandrea, 

& Quinn, 2007; Deller & Pundt, in press; Eurofound, 2012; Wang et al., 2009). 



AGING EXPERIENCE AND POST-RETIREMENT EMPLOYMENT  4 
 

Post-retirement employment is of interest to individuals, organizations and society as 

a whole (Griffin & Hesketh, 2008). From the societal perspective, post-retirement 

employment offers a potential solution to pressing population concerns. Increased longevity 

and low birth rates are contributing to widespread demographic shifts which are likely to 

create imbalances between the decreasing working and the increasing retired populations 

(Beehr, Glazer, Nielson, & Farmer, 2000; Dalen, Henkens, Henderikse, & Schippers, 2010; 

Wang & Shi, 2014). Such imbalances impact the financial feasibility of social pension funds. 

As a result, many industrialized nations are increasingly interested in individuals continuing 

to work beyond retirement age in order to reduce retirees’ dependency on social pension 

funds (Deller, Liedtke, & Maxin, 2009; Müller, De Lange, Weigl, Oxfart, & Van der Heijden, 

2013).  

From the organizational perspective, the shrinking size of the labor force will result in 

vital skills shortages, leading organizations to be interested in post-retirement employment as 

a means to retain the skills and knowledge of experienced older workers (Mariappanadar, 

2013; Shultz & Wang, 2011). This retention of human capital, combined with the reduced 

burden on social pension funds, suggests that increased frequency of post-retirement 

employment will result in enormous economic benefits (Griffin & Hesketh, 2008).  

From the individual perspective, post-retirement employment appears to contribute to 

greater psychological well-being and life-satisfaction (e.g., Kim & Feldman, 2000; Wang, 

2007; Warr, Butcher, Robertson, & Callinan, 2004). Similarly, longitudinal research by Zhan, 

Wang, Liu, and Shultz (2009) demonstrated improved physical and mental health outcomes 

for employed retirees. Post-retirement employment may also be beneficial by providing a 

structured daily routine, supplemental income, and support during the transition and 

adjustment to retirement (Herzog, House, & Morgan, 1991; Wang, 2007).  
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While the potential individual, organizational and societal benefits of post-retirement 

employment are apparent, little is known about what factors lead individuals to pursue work 

after retiring (Griffin & Hesketh, 2008), especially the psychological factors, such as the 

aging experience (Dittmann-Kohli et al., 1997). Because post-retirement employment means 

to work when one is old, it is most obvious that the age itself is an important factor to one’s 

decision to work or not to work post retirement. Besides, with increasing age people 

experience positive and negative changes. New experiences are compared to the past, while 

prior experiences help to interpret upcoming events and to make decisions in the future, 

which influences individual’s behaviors and actions (Bandura, 1986). The manner in which 

individuals experience the process of aging—their psychological aging experience—can 

influence their decisions about the future, including their choice to work after retirement. 

Although previous research has theorized that aging-related cognitions can shape people’s 

behaviors and outcomes (e.g., Lerner & Busch-Rossnagel, 1981; Markus & Herzog, 1992; 

Steverink, Westerhof, Bode, & Dittmann-Kohli, 2001; Wurm, Tesch-Römer, & Tomasik, 

2007), there is no empirical research about how the aging experience shapes individuals’ 

decisions about post-retirement employment. The few studies that have taken aging 

experience into account have concentrated on either health (Wurm et al., 2007) or on 

subjective well-being (Steverink et al., 2001).  

For this reason, the purpose of the present study is to investigate the decision to work 

after retirement and the role of the psychological experience of aging. In doing so, we 

emphasize two aims. First, we aim to investigate the psychological aging experience as a 

multidimensional construct, taking both positive and negative aging experiences into account. 

Previous research has mainly focused on positive aging experience that fosters positive 

outcomes and negative aging experience that fosters negative outcomes (e.g., Steverink et al., 

2001; Wurm et al., 2007). In this study, we propose two mechanisms that describe when 
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positive and negative aging experiences foster post-retirement employment and when they 

hinder post-retirement employment, depending on the fit between the aging experience 

dimension and the outcome variable. The second aim is to examine post-retirement 

employment as an actual behavior. Heretofore, empirical studies have focused on individuals’ 

intentions to work post-retirement (e.g., Lim & Feldman, 2003; Mariappanadar, 2013; 

Weckerle & Shultz, 1999). Recently, Wöhrmann, Deller, and Wang (2013) have identified a 

decrease in physical demands and an increase in social support at work as key determinants 

of older worker’s intention to work post-retirement. However, these studies were limited by 

examining post-retirement employment intentions rather than the actual behavior to work 

after retirement. In sum, to address the above-mentioned research gaps, the present study 

examines the relationship between different dimensions of the psychological aging 

experience and actual post-retirement employment using longitudinal data from the 

population-representative German Aging Survey. 

Theoretical Background 

Psychological Aging Experience 

Psychological aging experience (or simply aging experience) is a multidimensional 

construct that refers to an individual’s different cognitions regarding his or her own ongoing 

aging process (Dittmann-Kohli et al., 1997). This aging process can be positively or 

negatively experienced (Atchley, 1982), and it can be experienced differently in various 

domains (Steverink et al., 2001). Further, aging experience is an important part of the self-

concept, which develops over the whole life span taking internal and external information 

into account (De Gracia Blanco et al., 2004; Markus & Herzog, 1992). Specifically, older 

people see themselves now and they have seen themselves when they were young. Both 

views lead to an internal comparison of how life has changed during this aging process. 

These changes are often experienced as either gains or losses (Markus & Herzog, 1992).  
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On the basis of both qualitative and quantitative research (e.g., Connidis, 1989; 

Dittmann-Kohli, 1995; Heckhausen, Dixon, & Baltes, 1989; Keller, Leventhal, & Larson, 

1989), Dittmann-Kohli et al. (1997) established a taxonomy of psychological aging 

experience, which includes four dimensions: physical loss, social loss, personal growth, and 

gaining self-knowledge. Physical loss and social loss are two dimensions that capture 

negative aging experience. The dimension of physical loss describes the aging process as a 

decline of physical abilities and the loss of energy. The dimension of social loss describes the 

aging process as a loss of social contacts and a feeling of being less needed and less 

respected. Personal growth and gaining self-knowledge are two dimensions that capture 

positive aging experience. The dimension of personal growth describes the aging process as 

continuous personal development, including such experiences as learning new skills and 

improving one’s capabilities. The dimension of gaining self-knowledge describes the aging 

process as self-acceptance and compensation (i.e. understanding one’s capabilities and 

developing methods to work around one’s limitations). Individuals experience aging as a 

combination of these four dimensions; people’s aging processes can be differentiated by their 

standing on each of these dimensions. 

Aging Experience and Post-retirement Employment Decision  

Because the aging experience is an evaluation of the ongoing aging process, it 

contains a prognostic component, which influences an individual’s potential to take action at 

their current phase of life (Dittmann-Kohli, et al., 1997). Therefore, the aging experience is 

likely to influence an individual’s actual decision to work post-retirement. Previous research 

has shown that positive aging experience is likely to foster positive outcomes and negative 

aging experience is likely to foster negative outcomes (Steverink et al., 2001; Wurm et al., 

2007). However, this pattern cannot hold for post-retirement employment because it is neither 

a positive nor a negative outcome by nature. Therefore, both positive and negative aging 
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experience are likely to influence the decision by changing individuals’ expectations of post-

retirement employment helping or hindering their individual needs. 

However, it is important to note that this influence is not simply determined by the 

valence of aging experience (i.e. positive aging experience does not necessarily lead 

individuals to pursue post-retirement employment and negative aging experience lead them to 

avoid it), but more related to the fit between the behavior of interest and the specific domain 

of aging experience. Therefore, we argue that aging experience may influence the decision to 

work after retirement via both an approach mechanism and an avoidance mechanism. The 

approach-avoidance distinction in psychological processes has been shown to be fundamental 

in explaining human affect, cognition, and behaviors (Elliot & Thrash, 2002). In particular, 

they can serve as basic behavioral orientations in decision making situations. Avoidance is a 

functional reaction to expected undesirable outcomes, while approach is a functional reaction 

to expected desirable outcomes. 

Specifically, on the one hand, the approach mechanism can manifest when post-

retirement employment is beneficial for a person to achieve certain positive aging experience. 

The approach mechanism can also manifest when post-retirement employment is beneficial 

in relieving one’s certain negative aging experience. In both of these situations, positive 

aging experience and negative aging experience in the specific domains would be positively 

related to post-retirement employment decisions (i.e., approaching post-retirement 

employment). On the other hand, the avoidance mechanism can manifest when post-

retirement employment is expected to block one from achieving certain positive aging 

experience. The avoidance mechanism can also manifest when post-retirement employment 

is expected to lead to negative aging experience. In both of these situations, positive aging 

experience and negative aging experience in the specific domains would be negatively related 

to post-retirement employment decisions (i.e., avoiding post-retirement employment). In the 
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following we apply the two mechanisms to the four specific aging experience dimensions to 

develop our hypotheses.  

The Current Study 

 The current study aims to investigate the relationship between four dimensions of 

aging experience and post-retirement employment. We consider how each form of aging 

experience may affect expectations regarding the outcomes of employment and influence 

individuals’ decisions to work post-retirement. 

First, aging can be experienced as physical loss. This experience is related to 

perceptions of declines in an individual’s physical abilities, loss of energy and fitness, and 

problems coping with physical demands (Steverink et al., 2001). Physical loss is associated 

with poor health, high negative affectivity, and low positive affectivity (Steverink et al., 

2001; Wurm et al., 2007). Individuals who experience aging as physical loss are likely to be 

concerned about physical exertion and to avoid taxing activities. Employment is often 

perceived as physically and cognitively tiring. When retirees experience aging as physical 

loss, they might interpret employment as an additional burden to their health. As such, 

experiencing physical loss may lead retirees to avoid post-retirement employment. Therefore, 

we hypothesize that retirees who experience aging more as physical loss will be less likely to 

engage in post-retirement employment.  

Hypothesis 1: Physical loss will be negatively related to post-retirement employment. 

 Second, aging can be experienced as social loss. This experience refers to the 

perception of the loss of social contacts, loneliness, and feelings of being less needed and less 

respected (Steverink et al., 2001). Continued employment by older individuals is associated 

with increased social support by supervisors, colleagues, or even customers (Aquino, Russell, 

Cutrona, & Altmaier, 1996). Similarly, when individuals are part of socially supportive 

workplaces, they are more likely to intend to engage in same-employer-post-retirement 
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employment (Wöhrmann et al., 2013). When retirees experience aging as social loss, they 

may see employment as a way to fulfill their needs for social contact and support, leading 

them to approach post-retirement employment. Therefore, we hypothesize that retirees who 

experience aging more as social loss will be more likely to engage in post-retirement 

employment. 

Hypothesis 2: Social loss will be positively related to post-retirement employment. 

Third, aging can be experienced as personal growth. This experience refers to 

continued personal development, expansion of personal capabilities, and increased feelings of 

self-worth (Steverink et al., 2001). Personal growth is a future-oriented way of experiencing 

aging (Wurm et al., 2007). Retirees who experience aging as personal growth are likely to be 

confident in pursuing opportunities for development and improved productivity. To these 

individuals, employment may represent an important opportunity to pursue productive self-

image and expand professional knowledge and skills. Therefore, with regard to this domain 

of aging experience, post-retirement employment is likely to be interpreted as beneficial and 

experiencing personal growth may lead retirees to approach post-retirement employment. 

Consequently, we hypothesize that retirees who experience aging more as personal growth 

will be more likely to engage in post-retirement employment. 

Hypothesis 3:  Personal growth will be positively related to post-retirement 

employment. 

 Finally, aging can be experienced as gaining self-knowledge. This experience refers to 

self-acceptance and feelings that one can embrace one’s limitations (Steverink et al., 2001). 

When retirees experience aging as gaining self-knowledge, they are very much aware of their 

current abilities, but also of their disabilities. As individuals view themselves over the 

complete life span, the experience of gaining self-knowledge is likely to convert into the 

acceptance of not being as capable as they used to be (Wurm et al. 2007). As individuals 
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accept their growing limitations, they may avoid taking on production-related responsibilities. 

As a result, these individuals may prefer to pursue other activities that are different from 

working (working may also prevent them from new opportunities to continue to gain self-

knowledge) and that are within the scope of their present capabilities, leading them to avoid 

post-retirement employment. Therefore, we hypothesize that retirees who experience aging as 

gaining self-knowledge will be less likely to engage in post-retirement employment. 

Hypothesis 4: Gaining self-knowledge will be negatively related to post-retirement 

employment. 

Method 

Participants and Procedure 

 For our analyses, we used longitudinal data from the German Aging Survey, a 

population-representative survey of middle-aged and older adults in Germany (Engstler & 

Motel-Klingebiel, 2010). The survey is an ongoing study that, to this point, was organized 

over a 12-year period. We analyzed data from the 1996 and 2008 waves. The survey consists 

of two parts. Face-to-face interviews were conducted at respondents’ homes by trained 

interviewers according to a standardized questionnaire. Drop-off questionnaires were 

conducted using paper and pencil in 1996 and computers in 2008. For the baseline sample in 

1996, stratified sampling by age, gender, and geographical location (Eastern or Western 

Germany) was used. Of all contacted individuals, 45.6% (N = 4,838) agreed to participate in 

the interview. The response rate is comparable to that of other population surveys in 

Germany (Neller, 2005). Of those interviewed, 83.4% (N = 4,034) also completed the drop-

off questionnaire. Participants were asked to take part in future research and 61.4% (N = 

2,972) agreed to do so. During the process, drop out occurred due to refused participation, 

incompletion of either the interview or the drop-off questionnaire, movement to unknown 

addresses, or death. In 2008, the longitudinal sample consisted of N = 994 participants.  
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 Given the research question of our study, we only included pensioners in our study. In 

other words, retirement status was determined by whether individuals were receiving a 

pension (Shultz & Wang, 2011). In Germany, the regular pension age is 65 (for people born 

before 1949). However, a reduced pension can be received as early as 60 (for people born 

before 1952; German Statutory Pension Insurance Scheme, 2013). Therefore, we set 60 as the 

minimum age in our sample. We set a maximum age of 85 because we assume that the 

workability of people above this age is strongly limited in most cases. The final sample size 

including pensioners from 60 to 85 (in 2008) was N = 551.  

 On average, participants were 71.92 years old (SD = 6.30) in 2008. The sample 

consisted of 56.1% male participants (n = 309). Regarding education level, 10.0% of the 

participants had only primary or middle school education without further vocational training 

(n = 55), 55.6% of the participants had a medium level of education, including secondary 

school or vocational training (n = 305), and 34.4% of the participants had a high level of 

education, including advanced vocational training or a university degree (n = 189). In 2008, 

participants evaluated their health and their economic status on a 5-point scale (1 = very good 

to 5 = very bad). In the current study, values were recoded so that the higher values of the 

scale indicate greater health or greater economic status. About half (49.7%) of the 

participants evaluated their health as either good (n = 243) or very good (n = 30), 38.2% 

evaluated their health as medium (n = 210), and 12.1% of the participants evaluated their 

health as bad (n = 58) or very bad (n = 9). Majority of the participants (69.2%) evaluated 

their economic status as good (n = 323) or very good (n = 56), 27.4% evaluated their 

economic status as medium (n = 150) and only 3.3% of the participants evaluated their 

economic status as bad (n = 16) or very bad (n = 2).  

Measures 
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 Post-retirement employment. Post-retirement employment was measured with one 

item in 2008: “Sometimes pensioners and retirees keep working after retirement. What about 

you: Are you working at the moment?” Responses to this question were binary and recoded 

(0 = no post-retirement employment, 1 = post-retirement employment). Forty-six participants 

(8.4%) reported that they engaged in post-retirement employment.  

 Aging experience. Aging experience was assessed with the four dimensions of aging 

experience: physical loss, social loss, personal growth, and gaining self-knowledge using 

items from Dittmann-Kohli et al. (1997). Each dimension was originally measured with four 

items on a 4-point scale (1 = strongly agree to 4 = strongly disagree) in 1996. We recoded all 

items in the current study so that the higher values of the scale indicate greater experience of 

the dimension. Sample items were: for physical loss, “For me, getting older means that I am 

less healthy”;  for social loss, ”Aging means to me that I feel lonely more often”; for personal 

growth, “Aging means to me that I continue to make plans”;  and for gaining self-knowledge, 

“Aging means to me that I know myself better.”  

Reliabilities were moderate for each dimension (α = .76 for physical loss, α = .74 for 

social loss, α = .73 for personal growth, α = .68 for gaining self-knowledge). To ensure the 

construct validity of the four psychological aging experience dimensions, we conducted a 

confirmatory factor analysis. The results clearly support the four-factor model (χ²[98] = 

245.51, p < .01, CFI = .92, RMSEA = .06, SRMR = .05) over the one-factor solution (χ²[104] 

= 1,127.74, p < .01, CFI = .46, RMSEA = .14, SRMR = .12) or the two-factor solution with 

physical loss and social loss items loading on the same factor that captures negative aging 

experience and personal growth and gaining self-knowledge items loading on the same factor 

that captures positive aging experience (χ²[103] = 755.63, p < .01, CFI = .66, RMSEA = .11, 

SRMR = .10). 
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 Control variables. Age, gender, level of education, subjective health, and subjective 

economic status were used as control variables in the current study, as previous research has 

shown that these are relevant predictors for post-retirement employment (e.g., Davis, 2003; 

Griffin & Hesketh, 2008; Wang, Zhan, Liu, & Shultz, 2008). Those control variables were all 

measured in 2008. Additionally, we controlled for people’s previous employment status. In 

1996, 47.0% of the participants (n = 259) engaged in either post- or pre-retirement 

employment.  

Results 

Preliminary Analysis 

 Means, standard deviations and correlations of all variables in this study are shown in 

Table 1. Post-retirement employment was significantly and positively correlated with 

subjective health (r = .15, p < .01), subjective economic status (r = .07, p < .05), previous 

employment status (r = .24, p < .01), and personal growth (r = .08, p < .05). It was also 

significantly and negatively correlated with age (r = -.19, p < .01), and physical loss (r = -.12, 

p < .01). Given the low base rate of post-retirement employment, these relationships can be 

regarded as quite substantial. Correlations with post-retirement employment were weaker 

(and not statistically significant) for gender, level of education, gaining self-knowledge or 

social loss.  

------------------------------------------ 
Please insert Table 1 about here. 

------------------------------------------ 
Hypothesis Testing 

 Structural equation modeling (SEM) was used to predict post-retirement employment 

with physical loss, social loss, personal growth and gaining self-knowledge as latent 

dimensions of aging experience using Mplus 7.0 (Muthén & Muthén, 2012). Within the 

structural part of SEM, we used latent logistic link function because the dependent variable 

(i.e., post-retirement employment) is categorical. We conducted the analysis in three steps. In 
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Model 1 (i.e., the baseline null model), neither control variables nor predictors were specified 

to have effects on the dependent variable. In Model 2, only control variables’ effects were 

estimated on the dependent variable. In Model 3, effects of four aging experience dimensions 

were estimated in addition to the control variables. The model comparison results are 

presented in Table 2. 

------------------------------------------ 
Please insert Table 2 about here. 

------------------------------------------ 
Overall, the hypothesized model (Model 3) showed significantly better fit than Model 

1 (Δ -2 log likelihood = 53.76, p < .01, Δdf = 10) and marginally better than Model 2 (Δ -2 

log likelihood = 8.69, p < .10, Δdf = 4). Further, the overall improvement in pseudo R² was 

.09 for post-retirement employment. This is a sizable effect considering that we measured the 

actual behavior to engage in post-retirement employment. Thus, we conclude that it is 

meaningful to use psychological aging experience in predicting post-retirement employment.  

The estimated structural coefficients of the hypothesized model are presented in 

Figure 1. With regard to the control variables, the previous employment status was 

significantly and positively related to post-retirement employment (B = 1.63, p < .01, OR = 

5.12). This result indicates that retirees who were previously employed were 5.12 times more 

likely to engage in post-retirement employment, holding all other predictors constant. 

Subjective health was marginally and positively related to post-retirement employment (B = 

0.48, p < .10, OR = 1.61). This result indicates that retirees who have evaluated their health 

one-unit higher were 1.61 times more likely to engage in post-retirement employment. No 

significant effects were found for age, gender, level of education, and subjective economic 

status as control variables.  

------------------------------------------ 
Please insert Figure 1 about here. 

------------------------------------------ 
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Hypotheses 1 to 4 addressed the relationship between psychological aging experience 

and post-retirement employment. The SEM structural coefficients suggested that experience 

of physical loss (B = -0.30, p >.10, OR = 0.74) did not significantly predict the probability of 

post-retirement employment, not supporting Hypothesis 1. This null effect was likely due to 

controlling for subjective health. However, social loss, personal growth and gaining self-

knowledge were significant predictors of post-retirement employment. Specifically, social 

loss was positively related to post-retirement employment (B = 0.59, p < .05, OR = 1.80). 

This result is consistent with Hypothesis 2 and indicates that participants who experienced 

higher levels of social loss as aging experience in 1996 were 1.80 times more likely to engage 

in post-retirement employment in 2008. Personal growth was positively related to post-

retirement employment (B = 0.74, p < .05, OR = 2.10). This result is consistent with 

Hypothesis 3 and indicates that participants who experienced higher levels of personal 

growth as aging experience in 1996 were 2.10 times more likely to engage in post-retirement 

employment in 2008. Gaining self-knowledge was negatively related to post-retirement 

employment (B = -0.54, p = .05, OR = 0.58). This result supports Hypothesis 4 and indicates 

that participants who experienced higher levels of gaining self-knowledge as aging 

experience in 1996 were 0.58 times less likely to engage in post-retirement employment in 

2008.  

Discussion 

 In the current paper, we examined four dimensions of aging experience (physical loss, 

social loss, personal growth, and gaining self-knowledge). Physical loss and social loss were 

two dimensions that capture negative aging experience; personal growth and gaining self-

knowledge were two dimensions that capture positive aging experience. We controlled for 

age, gender, education, subjective health, subjective economic status, and the previous 

employment status. Among the control variables, retirees who previously worked and had 
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better subjective health were more likely to engage in post-retirement employment. These 

findings were consistent with previous research (Griffin & Hesketh, 2008; Kim, & Feldman, 

2000; Wang et al., 2008). We found no significant effects for age, gender, education and 

subjective economic status, though limited variance for education and economic status may 

be the cause of these null effects. Further, the age effect was likely eliminated by including 

the previous employment status to the model simultaneously. Both variables share common 

variance in explaining post-retirement employment, which reflects the retirement institution 

in Germany where the pension age is fixed by law.  

Regarding the aging experience, retirees who experienced aging as social loss were 

more likely to engage in post-retirement employment. Although social loss is a dimension 

that captures negative aging experience, an approach mechanism likely occurred because 

employment can provide social support among older people (Aquino et al., 1996). Retirees 

with more experience in this dimension are likely to engage in employment to compensate for 

their experienced loss of social contacts and feelings of being less needed. 

Further, we found that retirees who experienced their own aging process as personal 

growth were more likely to engage in post-retirement employment. This dimension describes 

a very positive view towards aging and is therefore likely to enhance positive outcomes 

(Wurm et al., 2007). Therefore, consistent with the approach mechanism we theorized, 

retirees with more experience in this dimension are likely to engage in employment to further 

expand their professional knowledge and skills. For these individuals, post-retirement 

employment serves as an instrument for further personal development.  

 We also found that retirees who experienced their aging process as gaining self-

knowledge were less likely to engage in post-retirement employment. Although gaining self-

knowledge is a dimension that captures positive aging experience, an avoidance mechanism 

likely occurred because retirees with more aging experience in gaining self-knowledge may 
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be more aware of their limitations, leading them to seek out activities where these limitations 

are not problematic. Additionally, non-work activities may afford more opportunities to 

continue self-discovery. As such, continuing working after retirement may prevent retirees in 

this dimension of aging experience from fully realizing the benefits of their aging process, 

leading them to avoid post-retirement employment.  

 The current study did not find the hypothesized negative relationship between the 

experience of physical loss and post-retirement employment. Although the experience of 

physical loss was significantly and negatively related to post-retirement employment (r = -

.12, p < .01), the results of the SEM did not show a significant effect above the included 

control variables and other predictors in the current study. This null effect is likely due to 

controlling for subjective health. Although the experience of physical loss refers to more than 

a decrease in health (i.e., being less energetic and fit), according to their correlation (r = -.22, 

p < .01), both variables might share common variance in predicting post-retirement 

employment the incremental effect of other aspects of physical loss may not be strong enough 

to show a substantial influence on employment decisions. This finding is consistent with 

Wurm et al.’s (2007) suggestion that there is a reciprocal relationship between the experience 

of physical loss and health issues.  

Theoretical and practical implications 

 The results of the current study extend research on post-retirement employment. 

Although many individual attributes (i.e., demographic characteristics, health and financial 

circumstances, attitudes toward retirement, knowledge, skills, and abilities) that impact the 

retirement process have been considered in previous empirical studies (Shultz & Wang, 2011; 

Wang & Shultz, 2010), research has largely overlooked how people’s experiences with the 

ongoing process of aging impact retirement experiences and behaviors. The current study 

focused on this issue and provides some important theoretical and practical implications.  
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 Theoretically, the current study clearly distinguished four dimensions of aging 

experience and showed their different effects on post-retirement employment. Previous 

research has often relied on using subjective age identification (i.e. “How old do you feel?”) 

as a proxy for such aging experience, limiting researchers’ ability to comprehensively assess 

what it means to grow old for retirees. Our findings suggest that ignoring the 

multidimensionality of aging experience may overlook the complex impact of the aging 

process on post-retirement activities, especially when different aging experiences may drive 

individuals to approach or avoid post-retirement employment.  

Our findings further extended previous research that showed positive aging 

experience fostered positive outcomes and negative aging experience fostered negative 

outcomes. In particular, we enriched previous theorizing associated with the impact of aging 

experience by proposing an approach mechanism and an avoidance mechanism depending on 

the opportunity for employment to meet individuals’ needs during their aging process. 

Supporting this conceptualization, our findings suggest that an approach mechanism 

manifests when post-retirement employment supports an individual’s positive aging 

experiences or relieve his or her negative aging experiences. In contrast, an avoidance 

mechanism may manifest when post-retirement employment is expected to prevent one from 

achieving positive aging experiences or lead to negative aging experiences. Overall, our 

findings highlight the importance of considering very specifically how retirees experience 

their own aging process in understanding their behavior to engage in post-retirement 

employment. 

 Practically, our findings suggest that organizations that want their skilled workers to 

engage in post-retirement employment may have various options. First, the benefits of post-

retirement employment should be promoted according to different aging experiences (e.g., 

promote the idea of social support at work and opportunities to develop). Second, when 
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recruiting from internal human resources, organizations should concentrate on people who 

personally experience aging as personal growth. Mangers should be educated in appropriate 

strategies to identify these individuals and encourage them to stay for post-retirement 

employment, such as by conducting pre-retirement interviews and helping individuals to form 

retirement plans. Third, organizations should design the work for older workers to enable 

personal development rather than stagnation and enable social exchange rather than isolation. 

When doing so, the individual needs and desires of older workers should be considered, as 

personal development is a unique process that differs from person to person according to their 

own professional experiences.  

 The current study also suggests that local communities might benefit by implementing 

programs for newly (and nearly) retired people, in which exchange of aging experiences is 

promoted and opportunities to fulfill their individual needs are clarified. Post-retirement 

employment and its benefits should be promoted as one alternative to meaningfully use the 

time in retirement. Different possibilities and their concrete prospects to engage in post-

retirement employment should be discussed (e.g., job platforms, self-employment). 

Limitations and Future Research 

 The current study had several limitations. Most of these limitations are directly related 

to the data used. First, the potential for selective drop-out, which is typical for longitudinal 

studies, may limit the generalizability of the study findings. However, Schöllgen, Huxhold, 

and Schmiedek (2012) have shown that the selectivity effects in the attrition over time in the 

German Aging Survey were quite weak.  

Second, the post-retirement employment participation rate among the study 

participants was low (8.4%, n = 46), which may lead to underestimation of the potential 

effects. The results of this study should thus be considered lower bound estimates for the 

influence of the aging experience on post-retirement employment decisions.  
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Third, the longitudinal data were collected with a lag of twelve years. Within this 

large time interval, there might have been changes in aging experience and post-retirement 

work status, which could not be captured by the current study. A collection of longitudinal 

data with a shorter time interval can provide additional information regarding the dynamics 

of the behavior to engage in post-retirement employment.  

 Fourth, large population surveys tend to face a bandwidth-measurement quality 

dilemma. By trying to accommodate a broad array of constructs of interests (wide 

bandwidth), the level of measurement quality in assessing those constructs may suffer. The 

four aging experience dimensions were measured with a four-item short scale each. 

Consequently, one dimension (i.e., gaining self-knowledge) had relatively lower reliability. 

Though the analysis methods used controlled for the downward-bias of unreliability on 

construct relationships, unreliable measurement still reduces the precision with which 

relationships can be estimated. Future research should focus on the measurement quality of 

aging experience by developing new items and improving scale reliabilities.  

Fifth, in the current study, post-retirement employment was investigated as a 

dichotomous variable. However, as pointed out by previous researchers (e.g., Davis, 2003; 

Wang et al., 2008), post-retirement employment may include different types of employment 

(in the same career field vs. a different field) as well as different work hour schemes (part-

time vs. full-time). The current study was not able to incorporate such fine-grained 

investigation on post-retirement employment types because either no relevant information 

was available in the data set or the resulted size of the subgroups was too small. As such, 

future research is needed to explore differentiated effects of aging experience regarding 

various types and work hour schemes of post-retirement employment.  
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Sixth, the results are limited in generalizability because the data were based on a 

German sample only. Further research should take place in different cultural settings in order 

to sort out the potential effects of retirement and pension policy. 

Different theoretical approaches may be able to explain the relationship between 

psychological aging experience and post-retirement employment. For example, although 

contradictory to our current finding, retirees who experience aging as gaining self-knowledge 

may be more likely to engage in post-retirement employment because they are more 

knowledgeable about their strengths. Future research should explore the underlying 

mechanisms through which different antecedents influence post-retirement employment. 

Wöhrmann et al. (2013) have pointed out that outcome expectations are highly relevant for 

post-retirement planning activities. These outcome expectations might be very helpful in 

further conceptualizing and operationalizing the approach and avoidance mechanisms we 

theorized in the current paper to link aging experience to post-retirement employment. 

Additionally, self-efficacy is likely to influence these relationships examined in the current 

study (Dittmann-Kohli et al., 1997; Wöhrmann et al., 2013). Therefore, future investigations 

on potential moderators and mediators may be helpful in order to explain the current findings 

relationship in more detail.    
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Table 1: Means, standard deviations and correlations for study variables (N = 488-551)  
Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 
Control variables                       
  1. Age 71.92 6.30 -                 
  2. Gender (0=female, 1=male) 0.56 0.50 -.03 -               
  3. Education 2.24 0.62 -.12**  .28** -         
  4. Subjective health 3.41 0.81 -.20** -.03  .09* -           
  5. Subjective economic status 3.76 0.68  .03  .04  .13**  .24** -          
  6. Employment status T1 0.47 0.50 -.58**  .15**  .21**  .21**  .04 -      
Predictor variables                       
  7. Physical loss 2.85 0.58  .07 -.04 -.06  -.22** -.16** -.07 -     
  8. Social loss 1.71 0.60  .02 -.04  .03 -.04 -.15** -.07  .28**  -     
  9. Personal growth 2.95 0.57 -.12** -.05  .05  .11**  .13**  .11* -.27** -.31** -    
 10. Gaining self-knowledge 3.08 0.53  .01 -.06 -.03 -.06  .03   -.03  .08 -.06 .39** -  
Dependent variable                      
 11. Post-retirement employment 0.08 0.28 -.19**  .06  .06  .15**  .07*  .24** -.12** -.01 .08*  -.05 - 
*p < .05. **p < .01.  
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Table 2: Comparison between the different models (N = 545) 
Model fit Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 

Log likelihood  -8155.07  -8132.53  -8128.19 
-2 log likelihood 16310.13 16265.06  16256.37 

Δdf  6 4 
Δ-2 log likelihood   45.07**   8.69† 

Cox and Snell pseudo R²  0.08  0.09 
 
Note. Model 1 = null model. Model 2 = model including only effects of control variables. 
Model 3 = model including effects of both control variables and hypothesized predictors.  
† p < .10. * p < .05. ** p < .01.  
 
 




