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Abstract 

Background: With a growing share of older people in almost every population, 

discussions are being held worldwide about how to guarantee welfare in the immediate 

future. Different solutions are suggested, but in this article the focus is on the need to 

keep older employees active in the labor market for a prolonged time. Objective: The 

aim was to find out and describe the incentives at three system levels for older people 1) 

wanting, 2) being able, and 3) being allowed to work. Material: The literature search 

embraced articles from the databases Scopus, PsycInfo, Cinahl, AgeLine and Business 

Source Premier, from May 2004 until May 2016. After the removal of 506 duplicates, 

the selection and analysis started with the 1332 articles that met the search criteria. Of 

these, 58 articles corresponded with the research questions. Method: The design was a 

‘scoping review’ of the research area bridge employment and prolonged work life. 

Results: The results show that most investigations are conducted on individual-level 

predictors, research on organizational-level predictors is more scattered, and societal-

level predictor information is scarce. Conclusions: Attitudes and behavior according to 

a prolonged work life could be summarized as dependent on good health, a financial 

gain in combination with flexible alternative working conditions.  

 

Keywords: Career jobs, Organizational levels, old workforce, older employees, self-

employed 
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A scoping review of the incentives for a prolonged 

work life after pensionable age and the importance 

of “bridge employment”  

Introduction 

A growing share of older people in almost every population is a global and well-known 

phenomenon, and discussions are being held worldwide about how to guarantee the 

welfare of old people in the immediate future. A lack of financial resources (to pay for 

welfare) and a forthcoming shortage of staff are constantly on the agenda [1,2]. Different 

solutions are suggested, like engaging a larger part of the younger generation [1], but in 

this article the focus is on the need to keep older employees active in the labor market for 

a prolonged time. Additionally, there is a growing group of older employees who want to 

stay active and prolong their time in the labor market. This group is currently already 

active in different parts of the labor market in so-called “bridge employment”, as well as 

in the informal caring sector [3]. The human capital factors such as formal education, 

work experience, and health have had a significant impact on the likelihood of 

individuals working late in life [4]. However, there are also employees who cannot or 

will not prolong work life due to different obstacles. 

 Several studies put forward the influence of motivational changes later in life [5-9]. 

“Prime movers” to stay in work life may co-exist with driving forces to retire [10]. Both 

internal (meaning of work) and external (performance) motivational factors can explain a 

prolongation of work life [8] and there are studies stressing a transition from external to 

internal driving forces with increasing age [11]. In contrast to earlier studies regarding 

solely motivational factors associated with the person, this study applies an integrated 

frame of reference with three system levels, in line with Shultz [12], to enhance the 
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understanding of willingness to stay in work [7]. This knowledge is important when it 

comes to developing new methods and strategies for example supporting systems, work 

environment strategies, and competence developing strategies to encourage older people 

to be willing, able and allowed to work longer.  

 Shultz’s [12] model of prolonged work life after reaching pensionable age 

comprises three interactive components belonging to different system levels, see Figure 

1.  

Insert Figure 1 

The components are: personal attributes, i.e. the individual’s ability and volition to work 

longer (micro level); work opportunities, i.e. organizational prerequisites within 

companies and employers (meso level); and the socio-cultural context in society and in 

the country in question (macro level). In our study the model served to structure 

information and to understand the different aspects making a prolonged work life 

possible. Additionally, we adopted and interpreted Beehr and Bennett’s [13, p 122] 

definition of ‘bridge employment’ as “working for pay after retirement” in three different 

ways: 1) continued salaried work, full or part time, for the same employer as before 

(career jobs); 2) working permanently or temporarily for a new employer, or 3) as self-

employed [14].  

 However, what is regarded as “pensionable age” differs in time between individuals 

and different countries in Europe. In Sweden, there is no official pensionable age, but 65 

is the age when the guarantee pension is available [15]. Accrued pension can be received 

from the age of 61. Most people seem to view 65 as the normal retirement age even if the 

way they think about and understand retirement differs according to whether there are a 

few years remaining before making a decision, if it is time to make a decision, or a few 
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years has passed since retirement. Consequently, their view of keeping on working after 

pensionable age could also differ according to the time perspective in question. At the 

age of 67 the rules of priority in employment and the law of employment security expire 

[15]. At this age one can be forced to leave employment, but there is nothing per se to 

say that the older employee is not able to continue to work.  

 There are several reasons for a continued work life at a micro level: achieving new 

skills, new learning, a new career, a better pension, and being part of an active lifestyle 

with stimulating relationships with colleagues [16,17]. But if a continued work life 

should be possible for the individual we need to incorporate also the meso and macro 

levels in a framework where research, policy and operations are integrated and linked 

together [18].  

Aim 

The aim of our study was to find out and describe the incentives at three system levels for 

older people 1) wanting, 2) being able, and 3) being allowed to work.  

Material and Method 

The design of this study is a ‘scoping review’ with the objective being to map the extent, 

range and nature of the research [19,20] within the area of bridge employment and 

prolonged work life after pensionable age. 

Research questions  

• What characterizes older persons working after retirement? (Micro level) 

• What characterizes the work life conditions for older persons? (Meso level)  

• What characterizes the socio-cultural contexts for older persons’ work life? 

(Macro level) 
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Literature search and selection of articles 

A literature search was made by one of the authors (a university librarian) in the 

databases Scopus, PsycInfo, Cinahl, AgeLine and Business Source Premier, in May 2014 

and ten years back (2004-2014). Two additional searches were then conducted in May 

2015 and May 2016, for articles from the last two years. The search terms were thesauri-

terms specific for each database, supplemented with “bridge employment”, “aging 

workforce” and “aging employees” as free text in all databases. Choice limiters were: 

peer reviewed or scholarly (where possible), English language and in some cases article 

length of 3 pages or more. The limit in pages was used to help find refereed articles, as 

the limiter “peer review” only can restrict to peer reviewed journals (not articles). For an 

exact search protocol, search combinations, hits and selection of articles, please see the 

matrix in Table 1.  

Insert Table 1 

After the removal of 506 duplicates, the selection and analysis of articles started with the 

1332 articles that corresponded to our search criteria, from May 2004 until May 2016 – 

see Figure 2. For the selection process the librarian had created an Excel file comprising 

the 1332 articles, showing: ID no, author, year, title, journal, database, space for 

comments and abstract.  

 To ensure a solid interrater reliability of 70% in the commonly selected abstracts, 

the first and last author read the abstracts individually, in a parallel and stepwise fashion, 

until this was accomplished (when 280 abstracts were read) – see Table 2 for this 

stepwise process. 

Insert Table 2 
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As shown above, the percentage of individually read and commonly selected abstracts in 

column two grew. The third column shows selected abstracts after further discussion 

where the authors became more selective concerning which articles to keep. 

 The remaining 1052 (of the 1332) articles were divided equally between the two 

authors, database to database. Abstracts that seemed to match our selection criteria and 

research questions were marked with bold text in the Excel file. This resulted in 340 

abstracts, including those chosen from the first 280 read abstracts, and selected for 

further reading of the whole article. In parallel with the reading of the 340 articles, they 

were marked with a color: 

• Blue – review articles (not to be included in our review) (13) 

• Yellow – irrelevant content (170) 

• Red – not a scientific, peer reviewed article in English (51) 

• Grey – hybrid (not empirical but theoretical, case studies or discussion papers 

(15) 

• Green – selected for further reading according to research questions (91)  

The repeated reading of the 91 articles (green) resulted in the exclusion of 33 additional 

articles that did not respond to the research questions. The remaining 58 articles were 

then sorted in relation to the three system levels of bridge employment. For an overview 

of this procedure, see the flow chart in Figure 2. 

Insert Figure 2 

Data matrix 

A matrix of the selected 58 articles was developed to collate, summarize and report the 

results according to the research questions. The matrix contained the following items:  
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• Number 1-58  

• Database and no. (from Excel file) 

• Reference/Country 

• Micro/Meso/Macro level of the study 

• Aim 

• Material/Method  

• Results/Conclusions 

The whole data matrix is available from the corresponding author, but for an example 

please see Table 3. 

Insert Table 3  

Results 

The results are presented in two ways in line with Arksey and O’Malley [19]. First, 

attention is given to the numerical analysis of the extent, nature and distribution of the 

studies in the review. Second, the literature is organized thematically according the three 

research questions and system levels in line with Shulz [12]. 

 Fifty-eight articles responded to our research questions: thirty-two on micro level 

(personal attributes), eighteen on meso level (organizational prerequisites) and eight on 

macro level (socio-cultural context). The distribution of articles according to publication 

year during the twelve-year search period (2004-16) is presented in Table 4.  

Insert Table 4 

There are two clusters of years where most of the articles were published, 2008-09 with 

thirteen articles and 2011-13 with twenty-five articles. Twenty-three countries are 

represented in the fifty-eight selected articles. The most commonly occurring country is 
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the USA in 22 of the 58, followed in descending order by the Netherlands in 11, Canada 

in 6, the United Kingdom in 6, Australia in 5, Sweden in 5, and the rest of countries in 1-

4. Thirty-nine of the studies were conducted as survey studies with questionnaires to 

large populations, fourteen with qualitative methodologies and five with combined 

methodologies. 

Insert Table 5 

Older persons working after retirement  

Decisions made by the generation born in the late forties and fifties, often called the 

“baby boomers”, on whether to leave the labor market permanently or to turn to bridge 

employment, are discussed in several articles, presenting data from empirical studies. 

The studies are built on questionnaires and/or interviews with elderly persons who are in 

the process of making these decisions, or who have already done so. The following 

studies from different countries all over the world highlight three characteristics on the 

individual level for working longer: a good health, monetary gain and having a better 

education. 

 An American study of changes in retirement plans by early baby boomers shows 

that permanent exits from the labor force continue to be the exception, rather than the 

rule [21]. To former traditional retirement income, the authors added social security, 

private pensions and savings as benefits from continued work. On an individual level, 

several conditions have shown to be of importance for this choice [22]. The results from 

a study in Japan revealed that the probability of working past age 65 increased with 

higher education and good health [23]. Additionally, a longitudinal study of 231 

participants in Israel [24] showed that for the 135 participants who were working at age 

70, work correlated positively with health, self-sufficiency and longevity, independent of 

baseline status. Similar results came from a study of employability after 75 in Australia 



  2017-11-30 
 

10 
 

[25] where good health was highlighted. The importance of health was also stressed in a 

Canadian study to be the only shared factor positively influencing both work 

commitment and the intention to work [26]. Additionally, good health status, often in 

combination with more years of education, was associated with a stronger intention to 

remain in bridge employment in studies from both the Netherlands and the United 

Kingdom, and the USA [27,28]. The importance of good health was also raised in a small 

study of retired Iranian male and female nurses [29]. As the retirement age is lower in 

Iran (60 years for males and 55 for females), the motivational factors for reentering the 

labor force were first of all “serving society”, followed by maintaining and promoting 

their own health, and maintaining their role and activity. 

 The decision to work in advanced old age is a matter of choice that healthy, 

American men can make, and was strongly related to their spouses’ concurrent work 

[30]. This choice was also stressed in a large prospective study in Sweden [31] where 

1792 respondents, mostly female aged 55-64 and working in the health sector, were 

asked if they believe they can and wanted to work until the age of 65 or beyond. Fifty-

four percent answered they can work, and 38% said they wanted to work until 65 and 

beyond. The “can work” statements were strongly associated with health and economic 

incentives, while the “want to” work statements were strongly associated with 

management attitudes, physical work environment, working pace and working time. 

However, economics and retirement decisions made by life partners played the most 

important role. Employees in the USA who are eligible to retire might also feel 

encouraged to stay longer than they had planned if benefits like health care were 

provided by the employer [32]. Consequently, being active in the labor market is, as 

emphasized above, a question of having good health.  
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 More people with poor health leave the labor market early, or change jobs, with 

reference to a study from the United Kingdom [33]. If, on a more psychological level, the 

experience of aging is seen as a period of physical loss, a force for post-retirement 

employment might be seen as an additional burden to health conditions and thus be 

rejected, according to a study from Germany and the USA [34]. This is confirmed by a 

study from Taiwan [35] showing that those with better self-images or more positive 

outlooks towards aging are more inclined to continue working in older age. The negative 

impact of poor health on the intention to remain in the labor market can, however, be 

affected if individuals are allowed to make some important choices concerning selection, 

optimization and compensation when accepting offered jobs [36] as in a study from 

Germany and the Netherlands. Even if different aspects of health were emphasized as an 

important incentive for older employees remaining longer in the workforce in several 

articles [24,26-28,30-34,36,37], we found no articles in our sample supporting evidence 

for the question of whether, and if so how, a prolonged time in the labor market would 

affect health negatively. 

 A second aspect of the interest in or willingness to work beyond the age of 65 is the 

question of monetary gain. It is important for employers to understand “how to become 

more successful at targeting older workers in recruitment” [38], and this is emphasized in 

a study from Southern California, USA. The financial motives for staying longer in the 

labor market are numerous and complex. The need for money was a major motivating 

factor for Canadian females seeking a bridge employment job [39]. The same results 

were shown in a study of retirees aged 62-69 who received social security benefits [38]. 

Respondents in this group were interested in part-time work and flexible working hours. 

Another incentive, more freedom in “thought and action”, is also put forward in a 
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qualitative study from the USA [40] as being important for continuing to work. Adding 

to these benefits, Medicare was also seen as an interesting incentive [38].  

 Economic incentives for working longer were also part of the answers in a Swedish 

study [31], and were also supported by answers in a small study from the USA [32]. 

Even if non-monetary gains and intrinsic values, like the need for generativity, 

socialization, and continuity, are valued as therapeutic in some jobs, the monetary gain 

and financial considerations were major reasons for a group of university teachers in the 

Philippines working past retirement in bridge employment [41]. Additionally, the results 

from a large study from urban China [42] illustrate that those with higher incomes were 

less likely to retire and more likely to work – contrary to findings in OECD countries. 

Another finding in this study was that those who were still active in the labor market 

were less likely than retirees to have pension support and health insurance coverage.  

 As shown above, there are multiple reasons for staying active and starting an 

encore career, and, to put it rather instrumentally, paid work is a path to material 

resources for both the individual and society. However, a study from New Zeeland also 

shows that older people see this as a way to achieve self-actualization [43], and if 

suspiciously taken, as seductive paths for older people to take individual responsibility 

and absolve society of responsibility for their well-being.  

 A third factor of importance for older employees’ decisions to add more years in 

the labor market is having better education and attractive skills, which are important for 

both the employer’s interest in offering possibilities to prolong work life and the 

employee’s own interest in doing so. Education in itself makes a major difference, as 

highly educated men – and also women – tend to work longer according to studies from 

several countries [23,25,28,30,44,45]. Men from the USA with a better education also 

perceived the labor market to be good and joined bridge employment as they wanted to 
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make better use of their skills, and were also willing to move into a different field [46]. 

They also enjoyed a workplace where their skills were appreciated [47], or could be 

developed [32], as in self-employment, like in studies from the Philippines [41] and the 

Netherlands [48].  

 How the labor market is viewed, and how one’s own employability is perceived, 

differs between generations and suggests that “older workers” is not a homogeneous 

group. In interviews with older workers from the Netherlands the results showed that the 

veteran generation differed from the baby boomers in how they perceived their 

employability as being connected to their skills, while the baby boomers stressed external 

factors like negative stereotypes and being viewed as far too expensive to employ [49].  

 Older persons who contribute to the labor market in the USA highlight the question 

of generativity, job satisfaction and their own or others’ attitudes towards retirement. The 

older persons also stated that having the possibility to share knowledge with the younger 

generations served as a reliable predictor of job satisfaction and positive attitudes to later 

retirement. However, a proportionally higher number of older workers in the Netherlands 

avoided dominant mastery, thus focusing on being less competitive [11].  

 Additionally, social needs are known as an incentive for older persons to return to 

work. The loss of social interaction, or the need for mental stimulation, as shown in 

studies from Sweden [50] and the Philippines [41], are strong. Finding a bridge job 

increases life satisfaction for those willing and able to work, while not finding a desired 

job decreases life satisfaction, as shown by a study from the Netherlands [51]. Further, 

the social aspect might be seen as less important even if it is often mentioned, as few 

respondents count this as a reason for prolonging their working years. Nevertheless, 

among those who do work longer, the social part of their work life is highly valued. This 
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means that individuals with self-assessed ill health tend to leave work life earlier, and the 

possibilities for social contact do not change this. 

In summary:  

Those who stay beyond pensionable age in the labor market have some characteristics in 

common: they are in good health, they are interested in monetary gain, and they have 

good education and skills suitable for the labor market. However, there are also other 

incentives for prolonging work life, such as social needs, maintaining organizational 

identity, roles and activity, and spouses’ work status. 

Work life conditions for older persons 

Turning to the meso- or organizational level, the analyzed research articles are commonly 

structured along lines of “facilitators” and “barriers” for a prolonged working life. 

 There is need for a cultural change to prevent early work exit, which is a widely-

accepted practice, [52], since the many workers who leave during economic downturns 

might be hard to reengage later, and losing older workers entails a drain of knowledge 

and expertise. Being aware of these conditions, some employers are looking for new 

ways to retain older workers and at the same time encourage employees to reevaluate the 

traditional approach to retirement [52,53].  

 Facilitators – things like training, lifelong learning, flexible workhours, health 

protection and job design – are all representatives of good pathways of practice. 

However, as the authors stress, these good examples are rarely highlighted in the debate. 

Education is also closely related to lifelong learning as a key element of the inclusion of 

older workers [54]. Additionally, there are actually good results when it comes to 

innovative solutions to meet the challenge of an aging workforce [55]; Designing jobs to 

meet the general need for older workers is one important innovation. A small-scale study 
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[56] reveals some of the facilitating characteristics: opportunities for decision-making, 

skill variety, coworkers’ support, and supervisors’ support. 

 Employers who can offer rearrangement of work, and provide financial rewards 

and appreciation, are more likely to encourage their employees not to retire early [57]. 

Other ways for employers to keep their staff include offering organizational support and 

career satisfaction, as well as supporting older staff. These findings show the need for 

employers to support older workers to upgrade skills as well as acquiring new skills [58]. 

While some studies have stressed the benefits of financial rewards, other studies stress 

the absence of competing interests, maintaining a healthy lifestyle, and education as 

facilitators for a prolonged work life [59]. Having a stimulating job was among the most 

important reasons for not taking full retirement [57].  

 Added to these facilitators for staying longer at work was the possibility to make 

decisions, to use a variety of skills and to experience good co-worker support. All this 

contributed to a healthy aging outcome [56].  

 Barriers for older workers to delay their retirement can sometimes be created by 

the workplace itself. Job demands like stress, lack of support, physical demands and an 

overemphasis on qualifications act as barriers to workers’ ability to delay retirement [59]. 

The share of the workforce in the USA in physically demanding jobs has been falling 

during the last 40-50 years, while the share of cognitively demanding work has increased 

[60]. This may limit options for some older workers with less education, if support is not 

offered. 

 Older workers must deal with stereotypes, both negative and positive, directed at 

them from younger workers. Age stereotypes are reported in different studies of age 

discrimination in the labor market. A cross-national study from 2013 [61] confirms that 

younger workers in the USA and Thailand generally viewed older workers as being more 
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uncomfortable with new technology, less flexible, and more cautious at work. However, 

the older workers were also seen as being more loyal and having less absence.  

 Systematic negative stereotyping might lead employers to be less interested in 

hiring older workers [62], even if the need to maintain older workers is growing. This 

could mean that older workers who are looking for a new employment will have 

difficulties finding one. They will often be forced into the “Lopaq” sector, known for low 

payment, often involving part-time work with low demands in terms of qualifications 

[63]. In Britain, more than half of those employed in their 60s had a job in the Lopaq 

sector. Barriers of discrimination could also arise from the new UK government’s 

“business case” approach where the decision on whether a person is welcome to work 

beyond the age of 65 rests with the line manager rather than the senior manager or human 

resources specialist [64]. Further, this practice conflicts with the national discussion on 

whether or not to increase the state pension age in the United Kingdom [65,66].  

 Retirement of the baby boom generation, approximately 78 million people in the 

United States, will lead to a massive increase in retirees, which will impact on 

organizations in many ways [67]. However, only 21% of organizations around the world 

stated that they had strategies in place to retain older workers [67]. Industry knowledge 

and expertise often leaves with them, unless businesses construct a mentoring or retiree 

engagement program to transfer knowledge to younger generations. There is a lack of 

organizational energy on the part of employers to keep their staff, even if they are 

worried about a larger gap between labor costs and productivity [68]. Only a minority of 

employers has applied to recruit or retain older workers, preferring to retain rather than 

hire older workers. However, the study also reveals restricted knowledge about 

employers’ attitudes and actions towards an extension of their employees’ years in the 

labor market.  
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 As presented above, employees’ interest in prolonging their years in the labor 

market is a complicated question, and even though support from the organization is often 

asked for, it is not always enough to persuade employees to stay. This is illustrated in a 

small study of 123 teachers showing that organizational support and a change in their 

work role was only positively related to motivation to continue working for those who 

wanted to continue with the same kind of work after retirement [69]. 

In summary:  

Workplaces that manage to encourage their staff to work past the age of 65 have several 

characteristics in common. Facilitators are offering financial gains, meeting individuals’ 

desire to contribute, flexible working hours, and the possibility to upgrade exiting skills 

and acquire new skills. Other factors include health protection and promotion. Barriers 

include stress, a lack of support, negative attitudes, physical and cognitive demands, and 

an overemphasis on lack of qualifications. 

Socio cultural contexts for older persons’ work life 

Turning to the macro level (sociocultural context), and the need to increase the 

proportion of older workers in the labor market due to future costs for pensions and 

health care, in combination with a future labor shortage, our material shows one main 

way to achieve this:  

 Raising the financial benefits for those who continue working beyond pensionable 

age, as either a raised wage [70] or a differentiated tax [71]. The reasons that large 

groups leave the labor market are the different ways to use the mandatory pensionable 

year as a push factor [72]. In a Canadian study, where the authors elaborated on the idea 

of making mandatory retirement illegal, this was shown to have little effect on the size of 

the workforce. One plausible explanation for this result was that trends towards early 
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retirement, and the factors that had driven these trends, have reduced the demand for 

delayed retirement. This implies that fewer people were effectively constrained by 

mandatory retirement practices.  

 Conversely, the findings from a study in the USA and Canada [73] showed that 

over the last ten years the early baby boomers have tended to increase their working 

years. Lower rates of retiree health insurance offered by employers, higher levels of 

educational attainment, and lower rates of defined benefit pension coverage accounted 

for most of the growth, according to the study. Further, the authors stressed that given the 

continued erosion of employer-sponsored retiree health benefits and defined benefit 

pension plans, baby boomers will likely remain at work longer than members of the 

previous generations. Additionally, changes to social security benefits, like those 

implemented in the USA, have affected the recent retirement trends with men aged 65-67 

being more likely to work full-time in 2004 than in 1998 [74].  

 Improved health due to less demanding physical jobs and better education is 

another explanation for a prolonged work life. However, this is not true for all groups on 

the labor market. Depending on race and gender, education might be lower and income 

weaker in older age [75]. Many Americans who may retire earlier from their full-time job 

make the transition to bridge employment with the addition of volunteering jobs or caring 

for relatives. However, as seen above, personal living conditions also affect public 

engagement. Caring duties reduce the odds of doing paid work but not volunteering. But 

again, health and education play a role, and individuals with poor health, less education 

and low income are less likely to do volunteering jobs [76]. A question that is less visible 

in our material is the gender dimension. Not only do women in several countries 

contribute more to the increased employment rate, they also take a greater responsibility 

for assisting dependent relatives [77].  
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In summary: 

There is a growing trend among the early baby boomers to increase their working years. 

Economic, social and demographic trends, as well as changing social security rules, may 

affect the future growth of encore working. Due to strengthened national finances and 

improved public health, some countries are now using economic incentives to encourage 

an interest in bridge employment. Still, with a growing need for staff in the labor market, 

a lack of education or not having the right skills are important factors that might result in 

unemployment or temporary low-paid jobs.  

Discussion  

Several international reviews of a prolonged work life have been conducted during the 

last ten-year period, with Beehr and Bennett’s [13] being one of the most recent. In line 

with the results of our review, they found that most investigations are conducted on 

individual-level predictors, research on organizational-level predictors is more scattered, 

and societal-level predictor information is scarce. An earlier review by Quine and Carter 

[78], who found that many of the reviewed articles are opinion articles and not grounded 

on empirical studies, is also in line with our results.  

 The most evident knowledge gap was consequently identified at the macro level, 

where few studies matched our research question. Even though Sweden faces challenges 

when it comes to keeping older people in the workforce in order to limit the dependency 

ratio and secure labor supply, it should be stressed that labor force participation, 

especially by females, average retirement age and total length of work life are already 

relatively high in Sweden. The mean length of work life in Sweden has been estimated at 

40 years in 2011, placing Sweden third among the European countries [15] (based on 

Eurostat figures). Furthermore, the average effective retirement age has increased by 
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almost three years between the mid-1990s and 2012 [79]. Still, there is a huge age-related 

drain from the labor force, and participation decreases from almost 90% in the 55-59 age 

group to 20% in the 65-69 age group, with less than 10% of people aged 70-74 working 

[15]. This knowledge is essential for policy making directed towards bridge employment 

for older adults’ prolonged work life. Hence, it is important to remember that older 

people are not a homogeneous group and that individual traits exist in all ages [80]. 

Questions of personal attitudes and behavior according to retirement are also dependent 

to a high degree on contexts in time and place.  

 Many people may perceive work to be a highly meaningful activity in old age, 

finding pleasure in it and therefore being motivated – if their health is at least fairly good 

– to continue to work, and to learn new things. Research on the health aspect of working 

beyond pensionable age show that people with good health are active in bridge 

employment, while people with poor health have left work life at, or before, pensionable 

age. That, however, does not answer the question of whether or not a prolonged work life 

supports good health. A correlation has been shown [24] between prolonged working 

until 70 years of age and better health at 77 compared to non-workers. 

 In research findings on education later in life, there is a distinction between 

education in a workplace context and education later in life in general. One reason for 

this could be that research reflects the current state of age division, and that due to the 

retirement age, individuals are not considered part of the potential workforce after 

retirement and thus do not participate in work-related training and/or education. There 

seems to be an invisible line between education before and after retirement. Research on 

workplace education defines older as 40+ [18]. One reason for this categorization is that 

it gives time to take proactive measures [81]. Research on education later in life often 

concerns an older age group. When it comes to older adults in the workplace, many 
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studies concentrate on age discrimination and decrease in physical ability. Contradictory, 

a focus on older adults’ strengths tends to suggest that this group can make major 

contributions based on their experience, competence and skills [82]. Educational and 

vocational guidance is another important dimension that enables older adults to find their 

place in work life [83]. However, even when it comes to HR interventions, there is a 

crucial difference between what is considered important in order to keep older employees 

in the organization and what is actually done to keep them [84]. 

 Most of the studies in our review concern countries from the Western world, but 

even so, the material does not offer possibilities for drawing conclusions on a general 

level in respect to our research questions. However, an example from the Swedish society 

might be the predominant understanding that the older workforce “should” step back in 

favor of the younger generation entering the labor market. This is in sharp contrast to the 

national policy advocating prolonged work life for older people. The idea that the older 

workforce is “consumed” and should be replaced by younger generations is an example 

of how people are classified and discriminated against because of their age [85]. It has 

been shown that ageism in work places in Sweden is far more influential than ethnic 

discrimination [86], and is one of the principal obstacles to prolonged work life [87]. 

Further, it has been shown that it is not easy to replace competent and experienced senior 

workers with younger and inexperienced workers. This is problematic especially 

considering the increasing dependency ratio. Therefore, stereotypes need to be 

scrutinized to be able to change from encouraging retirement to arguing for a continuing, 

flexible work life. The general answer from national economists [88] is that there is no 

support for the idea that older adults leaving the labor market would be beneficial.  

 In the material, a gap is hinted at between the need for employees working beyond 

their retirement age and the welfare sector’s need to meet the demand for voluntary care 
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of the growing number of older persons. Voluntary care was hitherto done mainly by 

women who left the labor market earlier and hence received lower pensions. 

Consequently, there is an obvious risk of a future gender gap in the labor market with 

consequences for women’s private finances. The gender dimension was however not 

prominent in the articles reviewed.  

 To maintain reasonable living standards for increasing fractions of older people 

via sustainable public pension systems is a worldwide challenge. While mere fine 

tuning of benefits and revenues in the pension system may yield financial balance in the 

short run, a prolonged working life will have more permanent positive effects on the 

financing and sustainability of the pension system. This means a shift from the pension 

system as the main question to how a sustainable pro-longed working life could be 

realized. In order to prolong working life, people have to want, be able and allowed to 

postpone retirement. With our review, we put forward a theoretical framework that 

could be extended into a contextual analysis as a basis for policy work. In our 

framework three system levels are combined; with supporting or hindering factors 

related to motivation (wanting to work), health, wellbeing and skill (being able to work) 

and system structure (being allowed to work). The 58 reviewed research articles 

represent a variety of contexts and are based on different types of data but yield some 

universal insights. Financial gain is identified on all three levels as important for a 

prolonged work life. On the individual and organizational levels, good health, relevant 

education and skills in combination with flexible working conditions and benevolent 

attitudes to older workers, could be a way to understand why and how people can 

continue to work. To add to this complexity, older people should not be seen as a 

homogeneous group, but as having individual characteristics.  
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Conclusions 

Some general policy implications for facilitating a prolonged working life may be 

identified from this study. Firstly, in order to make older individuals want to postpone 

retirement, the tax and pension system (including e.g. housing benefits for retirees) must 

be coordinated ensuring that continuing to work yields a sufficiently large individual 

monetary net gain. Secondly, in order to make them able and well equipped to meet the 

requirements for laborers in the modern world, they have to be given educational 

opportunities throughout their career. Hence, there is a need for decision makers at the 

macro and meso level to come together in order to create a viable system for lifelong 

learning in the workplace. Thirdly, similar arguments may be raised when it comes to 

the health status of older workers. A prolonged working life implies that work related 

injuries and attritional wear must be brought down, especially in industries and 

occupations where the incidence is high. Otherwise, an average increase in retirement 

age may well result from its distribution becoming more dispersed, i.e. that highly 

educated people will work longer while wore down blue collars will not – creating even 

larger inequalities among the elderly. Fourthly, and finally, any kinds of implicit or 

explicit ageism on the labor market and in the workplace, must be battled. This could be 

achieved via a combination of legislation and public campaigns on the importance for a 

sustainable society of utilizing competencies within the work place for longer periods of 

time. That said, the precise measures should naturally be adapted to the context at hand. 

If policies for a prolonged work life are to be of relevance they need to be based on 

empirical investigations and take older people’s experiences as their point of departure. 

This review is one way to summarize the extensive work performed by researchers in 

many countries. We hope that this will be of good use in policy making as well as for 

future studies. 
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Strengths and limitations of the literature search 

To strengthen the rigor of our study, the search for articles in five different databases 

were conducted by the librarian in collaboration with the researchers. This strategy 

provided an opportunity for the main authors to reach a consensus on the selection of 

articles. The contribution from two researchers belonging to the areas of older people’s 

learning and national economy, added another strength of our study. 

 There is, however, a limitation in the literature search, as it was undertaken at three 

different times. The publication date and the time of update in a database are not 

necessarily the same. An update can include articles with an older publication date than 

the time of the update. Some of the five databases have a function for update search, 

while others do not have this. An update search finds additional, older articles, whereas a 

search for publication date can only find newly published additions. One consequence of 

this was that articles already found in one database in the first search, could appear in 

another database and were consequently excluded as duplicates in the selection 

procedure, when the update searches were performed. 
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Table 1. Search matrix 

2014-05-23 Number of 
hits 

Hits minus 
(duplicates) 

Chosen 
abstracts 

Chosen 
articles 

Scopus   Bold Green 

“Bridge employment” OR KEY (“older workers” OR 
“Employment of older workers”) OR “aging workforce” 
OR “aging employees” 
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607 (0) 

Color 
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33 

Year: 2004- , English 
Document type: Article, Review, In press 
Source type: Journal 

  
 

 

2015-05-28 122 122 (0) 16 1 

2016-05-28 113 89 (24) 24 5 

     

PsycInfo     

“bridge employment” OR SU (“older workers”) OR 
“aging workforce” OR “aging employees” 
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Peer reviewed, Date: After 2004, Language: English     

2015-05-28 35 7 (28) 1 0 
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Workers OR Employment In Old Age OR Workforce In 
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Peer review, Research article, English, 2004-     
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35 

 
 
6 
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Publication Type: Journal Article 
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2016-05-28 18 12 (6) 3 0 
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LA English, 2004- , Document type Article 
Scholarly, Number of pages: >2 

  
 

 

2015-05-28 29 12 (17) 0 0 

2016-05-28 27 10 (17) 4 0 

     

Total number: 1838 1332 (506) 340 58 
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Table 2. The reading process for ensuring reliability of selection  

Abstract no Commonly selected 
abstracts (%) 

Abstracts selected 
after discussion (%) 

1-80 49 59 
81-120 65 73 
121-160 65 50 
161-200 58 38 
201-240 82 24 
241-280 75 28 
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Table 3. Example of data matrix 

 

No Database/No Reference/Country Micro/
meso/
macro 
level 

Aim Material/Method  
 

Results/Conclusions 
 

1 Scopus 138 Dendinger, V. M., G. 
A. Adams and J. D. 
Jacobson. (2005). 
Reasons for working 
and their relationship 
to retirement 
attitudes, job 
satisfaction and 
occupational self-
efficacy of bridge 
employees. 
International Journal 
of Aging and Human 
Development 61(1): 
21-35. 

USA 

MI To examine the 
relationships among 
four reasons for working 
(social, personal, 
financial, generative) 
and three attitudinal 
responses to bridge 
employment (job 
satisfaction, retirement 
attitudes, occupational 
self-efficacy) 
 

Quant  
Questionnaires 
108 recent retirees 
M age=62, from a mid-
sized state-sponsored 
university, bridge-
employed 
 

It was found that generativity (i.e. the 
need to teach and share knowledge with 
the younger generation) served as a 
reliable predictor of job satisfaction and 
attitudes toward retirement, whereas the 
social reason (need to interact with others 
and to be held in positive regard by 
others) for work was only a reliable 
predictor of attitudes toward retirement 

2 Scopus  537 Ulrich, L. B. and P. E. 
Brot. (2005). Older 
workers and bridge 
employment: 
Redefining retirement. 
Journal of 
Employment 
Counseling 42(4): 159-
170.  

USA 

MI To explore the transition 
experiences of older 
workers who retired 
from long-term careers 
and who were working 
in bridge jobs (i.e. 
transitional work 
between career 
employment and 
retirement) 

Qual 
Grounded theory  
24 older workers 
62 years and older 
 

The core theme is that bridge 
employment redefines retirement. 
Individuals who work in jobs with 
undesirable characteristics will most likely 
retire. The participants wanted to keep 
their organizational identities, to continue 
working in the same career fields, or to 
use the skills they acquired from their 
long-term careers. Expanding the keeping 
active factor by including fulfilling a 
mission, becoming a change agent, 
seeking more freedom in thought and 
action, playing out personal ideas, 
maintaining organizational ties, saving the 
family business or building up a little more 
savings. The participants wanted flexibility 
in the number of hours worked, but also 
to work on projects that they chose, to 
work at their own pace, or to work in a 
familiar and comfortable environment. 
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Table 4. Selected articles and distribution according to publication year 

 

 

Year F  Micro Meso Macro 

2004 2    72, 75 

2005 5   24, 30, 37, 40 62  
2006 0     
2007 3   38 65 73 
2008 6   23, 28, 42, 45, 50 66  
2009 7   46, 47 57, 58, 59 70, 74 
2010 4   11, 22, 39 64  
2011 7   26, 27, 31 53, 56, 60, 69  
2012 10   32, 35, 41, 43, 44 55, 63, 67, 68 77 
2013 8   21, 33, 36, 48 52, 61 71, 76 
2014 2   34, 51    
2015 2  29, 49   
2016 2  25 54  
Total 58  32 18 8 
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Table 5. Represented countries in articles 

 
Country 

no 
Country Number of 

articles 

1 Australia 5 
2 Belgium 1 
3 Canada 6 
4 China 1 
5 Denmark 2 
6 France 3 
7 Germany 4 
8 Greece 1 
9 Iran 1 

10 Israel 1 
11 Italy 3 
12 Japan 1 
13 Netherlands 11 
14 New Zeeland 1 
15 Philippines 1 
16 Poland 1 
17 Spain 1 
18 Sweden 5 
19 Switzerland 1 
20 Thailand 1 
21 Taiwan 2 
22 United Kingdom 6 
23 USA 22 
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Figure 1. Bridge employment seen from three system levels (Freely from Shultz, 2003) 

Socio-cultural 

Context 

(Macro) 

Work 

opportunities 

(Meso) 

Personal 

attributes 

(Micro) 

Bridge employment 



  2017-11-30 
 

40 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2. Flowchart of the selection and reading of articles  

1838 hits 

340 articles in 

full text 

1332 abstracts 

58 articles in 

full text 

18 Meso

  

8 Macro 32 Micro 

506 duplicates 

992 not meeting 
criteria or research 
questions 

13 reviews 170 not 
relevant 
content or 
age span  

51 not 
peer 
reviewed 
articles  

15 “hybrid” 
articles (not 
reviews nor 
empiric) 

33 not answering  
research questions 


