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Abstract: This study examined the factors that influence the retirement decision of older employees with a low
occupational status in the creative industry in the Netherlands. Thirty semi-structured in-depth interviews were
conducted by telephone. The sample existed of employees with a low occupational status, aged 50 or above, in the
creative industry in the Netherlands. All participants were member of the trade union of this industry. It was found that
non-organizational factors play a more important role than organizational factors, such as HRM practices. Three key
factors have been identified that might prevent older employees from retiring: a mentality change that is more welcoming
towards older employees, a workplace that is highly flexible in the broadest sense of the concept, and regular open
communication between the organization and its employees. The findings show that a welcoming mentality towards older
employees, greater flexibility, and enhanced communication were found to strongly influence the retirement decision of
older employees with a low occupational status.
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Introduction

worldwide (OECD, 2013). All over the world, people and organizations have started to

acknowledge the issues related to an aging population, which has no parallel in human
history. Although it is a global phenomenon, individual countries are at different stages of the
process and the pace of the demographic change also is highly diverse (United Nations, 2012).
Clearly, population aging has profound implications for many facets of human life, including
working life.

Older employees in the Netherlands have been encouraged to leave the workforce at early
ages during the economic growth, with high youth unemployment rates and generous pension
systems. Furthermore, better financial situations and improved healthcare have led to a decrease
in retirement age, not only in the Netherlands, but it many European countries (OECD, 2011;
Statistics Netherlands, 2014). However, in the light of decreasing fertility rates, increasing life
expectancy and the aging of the baby boom generation, governments are now trying to keep
older employees in the workforce by increasing the legal retirement age and other financial
disincentives (Alley & Crimmins, 2007; OECD, 2006; 2011; 2013).

Apart from governmental encouragements to stimulate labor participation of older
employees, organizations are also putting in place policies and practices to keep older employees
longer in the workforce and many studies have been conducted about the factors that influence
the retirement decision, like health, finances, marital status or HRM practices (Armstrong-
Stassen & Schlosser, 2008; Bidewell, Griffin & Hesketh, 2006; Boumans, De Jong &
Vanderlinden, 2008; Knoll, 2011; Shacklock & Brunetto, 2011; Siegrist et al., 2007; Van Dam et
al., 2009). However, most studies have focused on older employees with a high occupational
status, mainly managers (Herrbach et al., 2009) and older employees with a low occupational
status have received only limited attention (Hennekam & Herrbach, 2013). We argue that older
employees with a high and low occupational status differ in the factors that influence their
retirement decision. First of all, employees with a low occupational status are likely to be paid
less, leading to an increased emphasis on financial factors. Secondly, they are more likely to have

The workforce is aging, a trend that presents some serious challenges to societies
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physically challenging jobs, resulting in a focus on health-related aspects, like possibilities to go
to positions that are physically less strenuous or being exempted from night shifts. Thirdly, older
employees with a low occupational status have a double disadvantage and receive possibly less
respect and recognition from the organization compared to older employees with a high
occupational status. Fourthly, based on their low occupational status, their ideas about how work
processes could be improved are less likely to be taken into account, negatively affecting their
feelings self-worth and usefulness. This study tries to fill this gap in the literature by looking at
the factors that influence the retirement decision of older employees with a low occupational
status.

The article will outline the context in which this study took place, will discuss the
methodology and will present the findings. The article ends with a discussion and conclusion,
outlining the main contributions, implications and limitations.

Context

This study contributes to the existing body of research by focusing on older employees with a
low occupational status in the creative industry in the Netherlands. The creative industry, the
aging population in the Netherlands, the particularities of the Dutch pension system and the
occupational status of the employees will be discussed in more detail below.

The creative industry is commonly defined as an industry “supplying goods and services that
we broadly associate with cultural, artistic, or simply entertainment value” (Caves 2000, 1) and
that “have their origin in individual creativity, skill and talent” (DCMS, 2001, 5). This industry
comprises the commercial and non-commercial industries of architecture and design; film,
television, video, radio and publishing; fine arts; music and the performing arts; software and
computer gaming; advertising and crafts (DCMS, 2001; UNCTAD, 2008). Examples of
occupations are printers, sound technicians, illustrators, actors or graphical designers. The
creative industry can be characterized by irregular working hours, periods of unemployment, low
job security, physically strenuous tasks and constant changes in terms of technological
developments (Braaksma, de Jong & Stam, 2005; Braams & Urlings, 2011). These
characteristics might influence the retirement decision in the sense that physical hardship, the
need to keep up-to-date regarding technology and the irregularity in terms of salary and working
hours might push older employees into retirement. Although the industry is growing faster than
the national average, a trend that many older employees are leaving the industry can be identified
(Braams & Urlings, 2010).

Secondly, the rate of the demographic aging process in the Netherlands will double in the
years to come (Statistics Netherlands, 2011). The acceleration is due to the baby boom
generation born after the Second World War who now reaches the age of 65. By the year 2040,
the over-65 population will include 4.6 million people versus 2.6 million in 2010 (Statistics
Netherlands, 2011). It is important to mention here the particularity of the Dutch pension system
that is in strong contrast with the system in most other European countries, except for the United
Kingdom. In the Netherlands, employees build up their own pension during their working lives.
Labour force participation of older workers has traditionally been low in the Netherlands,
compared to other OECD countries (De Vroom & Bannink, 2007). This is the result of many
early exit measures that have been introduced to improve rates of employment amongst younger
employees in the 1970s and 1980s (OECD, 2003). These early exit gates are now being closed
rapidly (Statistics Netherlands, 2012). A major obstacle is seniority-based pay, which remains
dominant in the Netherlands, making older employees relatively unattractive to employers.

A last factor that needs to be discussed is the occupational status of the employees in the
present study. The International Standard Classification of Occupations (ISCO) is one of the
main international classification tools for organizing jobs. ISCO-08 was used in the present study
to classify the occupations of the interviewees in order to compare the average occupational level
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of the interviewees with the average level of participants in previous studies. The 1SCO-08
guidelines were used. The ISCO-08 has four ranks. The interviewees in this study had a rank 1 or
2, compared to rank 4 in previous studies.

Factors Influencing the Retirement Decision

The retirement decision of older employees is a complex and long lasting psychosocial process
(Ekerdt, 1998) and many studies have been conducted regarding the factors that influence this
decision. It has been argued that financial and health concerns are strongly influence the
retirement decision (Knoll, 2011). Poor health tends to co-exist with early retirement (Boumans,
De Jong & Vanderlinden, 2008; Mein et al., 2000) and the development of health interventions
tends to co-exist with the intention to delay retirement (Phillipson & Smith, 2006). Regarding
finances, having money tends to co-exist with a preference for later retirement. It has been
argued that people with good incomes often also have positions with more responsibilities as
well as more challenging and stimulating jobs (Beehr et al., 2000; Herrbach et al., 2009;
Shacklock & Brunetto, 2011) leading them to retire later (Li et al., 2008). However, older
employees with a lower occupational status are more likely to have jobs that have little prospects
for growth, that are more repetitive in nature, are physically harder to execute and are mentally
less challenging (Pillay, Kelly & Tones, 2006; 2010) leading them to retire earlier (Li, Hurd &
Loughran, 2008). Occupational status is likely to influence how employees experience the world
of work and their attitude towards retirement. For employees with a lower occupational status,
being in good health and earning a decent income were mentioned as factors that would make
them extend their working lives in previous studies (Millward & Brooke, 2007). Also, it was
found that employees with a lower occupational status put the focus on less physically
demanding work (Pillay, Kelly & Tones, 2006), since levels of stress and illness are higher for
this group of employees (Buyens et al., 2009).

Previous studies have identified factors that incite employees to retire early and that are
likely to be more prevalent among older employees with a low occupational status like being
tired of work (Bidewell et al., 2006), low well-being (Mein et al., 2000; Siegrist et al., 2007), low
perceived control over the retirement decision (Van Dam et al., 2009) and having a stressful
work environment (Elovainio et al., 2005; Mein et al., 2000). The same was found for low wages
(Kim & Feldman, 1998), bad working conditions, excessive workloads, high job demands, poor
job control (Elovainio et al., 2005) and negative stereotyping of older employees (Boumans et
al., 2008).

This article provides an in-depth, qualitative analysis of the work experiences of employees
with a low occupational status in the creative industry in the Netherlands, identifying factors that
influence their retirement decision, leading to the research question:

What factors influence the retirement decision of older employees with a low
occupational status in the creative industry in the Netherlands?

Methodology

Sample

The sample in this study existed of employees that are a member of the trade union FNV-KIEM
and work in the creative industry in the Netherlands. The database of this trade union was given
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to the researcher who then contacted directly the interviewees. FNV-KIEM has a total of 34 286
members of which 73,5% is men. Their age ranges from 14 to 100 years, with an average age of
55. The interviewees in the study were between 50 and 59 years old, with an average of 55. 80%
of the interviewees was male and 20% was female, based on the relatively small sample in
general and especially the small number of women interviewees, comparison between men and
women was not feasible. Since a list with only surnames, telephone numbers, function and date
of birth of members of the trade union was provided, the researcher was unable to use purposive
sampling, as no other characteristics were available to the researcher. The only two selection-
criteria were age and occupational status. In line with the definition of the OECD (2006), older
employees are defined as employees aged 50 or older, which was the threshold adopted in this
study. In order to determine the occupational status of the employees under study the
International Standard Classification of Occupations (ISCO) 2008 has been used. 63% of the
interviewees (19) had a rank 2 occupation and 11 interviewees (37%) had a rank 1 occupation.

Procedures

A total of 89 telephone calls were made. 16 individuals were absent, 4 no longer worked in the
sector and 9 did not wish to participate. This gives a response rate of 67.4%. Interviewees were
phoned randomly from the database. Thirty interviewees were interviewed. The number of
interviews to be conducted was not determined beforehand. However, after 30 interviews there
was a point of saturation where little new information was obtained and where similar patterns
came back, so it was decided to stop after having conducted 30 interviews.

Semi-structured in-depth interviews were chosen since they provide an opportunity for
detailed investigation of personal views and experiences of each interviewee. An interview guide
was used but additional questions not present in the interview guide were asked as the researcher
picked up on things said by the interviewee. The researcher had a clear focus of investigation, so
semi-structured interviews were preferred over unstructured interviews so that the more specific
issues could be addressed. Techniques to achieve depth were careful listening, probing and
summarizing in other words what has been said to verify if the interpretation of the researcher is
correct or needs adjustment, emphasizing there were no right or wrong answers, expressing
interest and attention and giving the interviewee enough time to reply (Silverman, 2011). The
interpretation of the researcher of what had been said was checked with the interviewee
immediately to make sure the researcher had correctly understood the interviewee. Leading
questions were avoided and questions were formulated in such a way they were understandable
for the population under study (Mason, 2002). The questions were open-ended.

The semi-structured interviews were conducted by telephone. The interviews lasted for
about one to one-and-a-half hour. A disadvantage is that people can lose patience. Another
limitation created by telephone interviews concerns the lack of body language and facial
expressions which play important roles in human communication. Despite these limitations,
telephone interviews also present some advantages compared to face-to-face interviews.
Telephone interviews are cheaper and quicker to administer, it provides more reliable evidence
and the risk of interviewer effects on responses on the interviewee might be less pronounced in
telephone interviews (Silverman, 2011).

Analysis

All interviews were tape recorded, fully transcribed and analyzed by hand. Content analysis was
used to analyze the data (Stemler, 2001). Content analysis has been defined as a systematic,
replicable technique for compressing many words of text into fewer content categories based on
explicit rules of coding (Weber, 1990) and entails inspection of the data for recurrent instances of
some kind (Wilkinson, 2011). The rich and detailed information obtained during the in-depth
interviews are summarized and explained without losing sight of the wealth of information by the
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use of supporting quotations. Frequency counting has been used, assuming that the words that are
mentioned most often reflect the greatest concerns. We checked for synonyms not to
underestimate the importance of a concept (Weber, 1990) and we are aware that words have
multiple meanings. Also, we are aware of the fact that each word might not represent a category
equally well and that not all issues are equally difficult to raise (Weber, 1990).

Two coders were used to reduce error and bias in coding the transcripts (Mays & Pope,
2000) and the inter-coder reliability has been established. Cohen’s kappa (Cohen, 1960) was used
in order to avoid chance agreement. Low initial inter-coder reliabilities of .48-.57 were found and
two to six rounds of discussions between the coders, modification of the codebook, coding and
calculating the inter-coder reliability were necessary to obtain reliabilities of .81 to .94. An inter-
coder reliability of .80 was used as a cut-off point (Miles & Huberman, 1994)

Results

This study examined which factors influence the retirement decision of older employees with a
low occupational status in the creative industry in the Netherlands.

Three main factors have been identified: the negative attitude towards older employees,
flexibility and communication. These three factors will be discussed in more detail below.

The first factor is ‘negative attitudes towards older employees’. It seems that older
employees with a low occupational status have a double disadvantage: they belong to two
devalued social groups namely older employees and low occupational status employees. Two-
third of the interviewees in this study reported age discrimination, negative attitudes and
preconceived ideas about those two social groups they belonged to. They explained that these
negative attitudes push them into retirement, since they simply can not continue to work in such a
hostile environment. The following excerpts reflect the feeling of more than two-thirds of the
interviewees about this issue:

Male, 57 years: They hinted that they thought I wouldn’t be as alert, that I couldn’t
follow the current trends, that type of stuff. It makes you a bit depressed, powerless also,
because you can’t change your age. It’s unfair, but well, for the price of one 40-year old
they can hire three people in their twenties. Instead of looking at their experience... that
comes only on the second or third place. Finances are still their main consideration.

Almost a quarter of the interviewees explained that they experience a theory-reality paradox
in that the government is trying to stimulate older employees to work longer, but that this is not
happening in practice because of the existing negative stereotypes and discriminatory practices. It
might be that this is even stronger in the creative industry in the Netherlands since the average
age of the people working in this industry is relatively young, leading to being considered ‘old’ at
a younger age compared to other industries. It was found that from the age of 40-45 onwards
employees became subject of negative stereotyping and discrimination.

Female, 50 years: They (the government) are always talking about working longer and
longer, but it’s kind of double. One the one hand they say that you have to stay longer in
the workforce, but when you lose your job at 45 you won’t find a new job because
you’re too old you see. They don’t say it, but that’s how it is in practice.
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The second factor was flexibility, which was mentioned by 24 interviewees. Flexibility
seems to become increasingly important as one gets older. This concept of flexibility is very
broad and was interpreted in several ways. Some interviewees wanted flexibility in terms of
flexible work options like working fewer hours, or having the possibility to work from home,
others talked about flexibility as being able to do different tasks, while others mentioned that
they want less meetings and get more freedom to execute their tasks. It seemed that flexibility for
many interviewees also referred to being able to continue work while enjoying other aspects of
life, that they wanted the organization to be flexible in order to keep on working while at the
same time having other commitments. The following excerpt shows the importance of flexibility:

Female, 51 years: I’d like to work longer, even beyond the legal retirement age, but not
the way I’'m working now. I want to be able to juggle the different activities I'm
committed to. Work, yes, but also my personal life, there has to be a balance. If the
organization would offer me this balance by providing a part time job with flexible
hours and just a nice simple job that I enjoy doing, I’d definitely consider to work
longer.

Male, 52 years: I’'m a printer and I’m working night shifts, I find this increasingly
difficult. My body is getting older, physically it’s quite hard. I wish I could retire earlier,
I don’t see myself doing this for another 10-15 years. Flexibility in terms of working
hours, either moving an administrative position that is physically easier or having only
day shifts, that’s what I want.

The last factor identified in the data was communication. Communication was a big point of
dissatisfaction among the interviewees as signaled by half of all older workers in this study. They
stated organizations often do not listen to them when interviewees have an idea to improve things
and they mentioned that organizations communicate very little about how things are going. They
explain that they would not mind extending their working lives if they would be working at an
organization that listens to what they have to say. More communication between employees and
employers about the wishes of employees and how they can take these into account were
expressed as something many interviewees would appreciate. This excerpt is characteristic for
the feelings of many interviewees about this issue.

Male, 51 years: I don’t like my job at the moment. I’m far too young to stop working of
course, but I’d like to stop at the age of 57. Well, 1"d like to work longer, but in order to
function properly you have to communicate. It’s important that employers and
employees get round the table and talk about what you want. But they don’t and that’s
why people want to retire so early.

Discussion and Conclusion

This study examined the factors that influence the retirement decision of the older employees
with a low occupational status in the creative industry in the Netherlands.

It was found that the negative mentality towards older employees, flexibility and
communication influenced most strongly their retirement decision. It seems that the negative
attitudes towards older employees with a low occupational status push those employees into
retirement, not only because they have difficulty finding a job when they become unemployed,
but also by creating an unfriendly and unwelcoming environment for those employees making
them feel ‘too much’ and therefore leading to early retirement. The fact that the negative attitudes
towards older employees strongly influenced the retirement decision of this group of employees
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might be the result of the industry under study. The creative industry is known for its high levels
of age discrimination, the physically challenging jobs and its preference for younger employees
(Braaksma, de Jong & Stam, 2005; Braams & Urlings, 2010).

Furthermore, when it is not possible to balance work with other commitments, and when
flexible working hours and jobs with fewer responsibilities are unavailable, this led the
interviewees in this study to opt for early retirement. It is likely that women have other
commitments like caring responsibilities to a greater extent than men, resulting in an increased
need for flexibility. Previous studies have found that women wish to retire earlier than men and it
has been argued that women retire indeed earlier because of their jobs are incompatible with
other commitments (OECD, 2013). Previous studies have shown that flexible work options are a
priority for older employees and the key to their continued participation in an organization (Piotr,
2009; Warren & Kelloway, 2010; Winkelmann-Gleed, 2012). Although a majority of older
workers plan to extend their work life, many of them wish to move away from the standard nine-
to-five, five-day work week (Pitt-Catsouphes & Smyer, 2006), stating that they desire flexible
work arrangements and reduced hours (Warren & Kelloway, 2010; Winkelmann-Gleed, 2012).
Shacklock and Brunetto (2011) also stressed the importance of working to the individual and the
flexibility of working arrangements as well as Winkelmann-Gleed (2012) who showed the
importance to balance financial security in later life with the positive elements of work and the
desire to match work with other commitments. Another issue related to the concept of flexibility
is the notion of choice. The older employees in the present study explained that the simple fact
that the retirement decision is a personal choice or a necessity influences this decision, so that a
feeling of choice delays retirement. As such, one can argue that by increasing older employees’
choices of retirement options, an organization might be able to make them extend their working
lives.

Finally, the lack of communication between the organization and the employees both in
terms of having something to say and being listened to makes interviewees retire earlier than if
there would be a free exchange of ideas and regular communication. Open and regular
communication with employees may affirm their perception of the organization’s readiness to
provide any possible assistance if needed. As such, it is a form of organizational support that has
been found to be negatively related to a preference for early retirement in previous studies
(Rhoades & Eisenberger, 2002).

These findings have some practical implications. In the light of the aging population,
organizations will have to retain older employees and make them work until or beyond the legal
retirement age. More research about which factors influence the retirement decision of older
employees is therefore needed. This study adds to the existing body of knowledge by looking at
older employees with a low occupational status. Although many organizations assume that the
provision of HRM practices like getting special assignments or promotions will make employees
work longer, this study found that the provision of HRM practices was not considered important
in this decision. Based on the social exchange theory, organizations often provide HRM practices
like training or special assignments to try to retain older employees. Indeed, it can be argued that
HRM practices are perceived as ‘signals’ that the organization wants to extend their exchange
relationship with them and are interpreted as such by individual employees (Boon, Den Hartog,
Boselie & Paauwe, 2011). However, not only do older employees with a low occupational status
have less access to certain HRM practices, the provision of such practices is likely to lead to
positive organizational outcomes only if they are relevant to them. Clearly, for older employees
with a low occupational status, the focus is on being able to continue working in a pleasant way
in an organization where they feel valued and supported and with a job that fits them both
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physically and psychologically. For this group of employees, it is important for organizations to
acknowledge and fight the negative stereotypes, provide older employees with the possibility to
balance work with other commitments and communicate with them about their individual needs
and wishes in order to avoid early retirement.

Nowadays, more and more organizations are providing age-awareness policies. However, it
is unclear if such policies actually address the concerns of older employees with a low
occupational status, or if they are mainly focusing on older employees with a higher occupational
status like older managers. The findings seem to indicate that especially double disadvantaged
groups in organizations have some deep-rooted and persistent problems that hinder their
continuous employment. Although “superficial” policies like age-awareness policies are put in
place, the underlying problems like the negative stereotypes and discrimination are not tackled.
This study shows that those deeper aspects like the negative mentality, the lack of
communication and the inflexible attitude of organizations towards older employees with a low
occupational status push those individuals into retirement. Organizations should make sure they
are dealing with the underlying problems when trying to keep different groups of older
employees longer in the workforce. These recommendations are true for the creative industry in
the Netherlands, but future studies should show if the findings also apply in other industries and
in other countries. The findings might have some specific implications for women. Since women
are a minority group, having to deal with several stigmatized social identities is likely to push
them into early retirement. The creation of a more welcoming attitude towards older employees
with a low occupational status is therefore even more important for employees, like women, who
belong to other minority groups in the workplace.

This study has several limitations and implications for future research. First, the sample
existed of older employees with a low occupational status in the creative industry in Netherlands
and member of the trade union FNV-KIEM. As a consequence, findings cannot be generalized to
older employees working in other sectors or in a different national culture, especially since the
particularities of the industry under study are likely to influence the findings obtained. As a
consequence, more research is necessary to see whether these results hold true for other samples.
Another limitation relates the qualitative nature of this study. Although this type of research
provides in-depth insights about the retirement decision of this group of employees it does not
allow for statistical testing and only provides clues for further research. Quantitative research is
necessary to test this statistically. A related limitation is the role of the researcher. According to
Heron (1996), a researcher shows his or her values at all stages in the research process. Since the
researcher is the primary “instrument” of data collection and analysis in qualitative studies,
reflexivity is deemed essential (Russell & Kelly, 2002). Despite the above-mentioned limitations,
this provides some insights in the retirement decision of older workers and can be used as a
platform for future studies.
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