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Abstract 

 Workers are increasingly becoming older and due to economic and societal conditions 

retirement is being discouraged (Ford & Orel, 2005). These individuals will continue to work for 

their employer and to be viable they may be willing to take on job-related training. An important 

factor that can influence an individual to accept training is motivation. One aspect of motivation 

is the Socio-emotional Selectivity Theory framework that Carstensen, Isaacowitz, and Charles 

(1999) proposed.  It sees time as fundamental to motivation, suggesting that people with shorter 

time frames will seek emotional gratifications and those with longer frames will prefer 

information seeking gratification to further their careers. I tested predictions from this 

framework.  Individuals with shorter time frames until retirement should be less willing to 

participate in job-related training than those with longer time frames. After running regressions 

using data from Workforce Ageing in the New Economy (WANE) data set and taking into 

account additional factors such as the correlation of age with time until retirement and excluding 

those with extreme amounts of training, there was little support for this assumption. However, 

there is a trend in the right direction. Further studies need to be done to investigate types of 

training given, reasons for retirement at chosen time, personality, within different industries and 

firm sizes. 
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Willingness to Participate in Job Related Training as Workers Approach Retirement  

 The U.S. labor force median age is about forty (e.g., Charness, in press 2009) and it will 

continue to advance because of factors such as the large cohort of aging baby boomers, the 

decline in birthrates from 1965-1975 (Toossi, 2006), as well as economic and societal conditions 

that are discouraging early retirement (Ford & Orel, 2005). If a fifty year old employee looked at 

a job board and saw a flyer offering training on a new, more technologically advanced machine 

that could increase their efficiency at work, would he or she be willing to learn the new skill?   In 

the past, age has been used as a proxy predictor of willingness to learn job-related material 

(Sterns & Miklos, 1995).  However, there are a variety of environmental and individual factors 

captured within the “age” variable that may be proximal determinants of an individual’s 

willingness to learn (Sterns & Miklos, 1995).  For instance, attitudes towards older workers, 

older workers’ ability to acquire skills, and motivation have all been found to be central in 

understanding the relationship between older workers and training.  Are individuals approaching 

retirement less willing to participate in job-related training?  

Attitudes 

There are several attitudes that focus on older workers’ performances, evaluations, age 

related stereotypes, and behavioral intentions that can affect job-related training (Kanfer & 

Ackerman, 2004; Kite, Stockdale, Whitley, & Johnson, 2005). Older workers are forming a 

greater proportion of the workforce and they have different attitudes about age and work than do 

younger workers.  In a meta-analysis dealing with the workforce, younger raters tended to give 

less favorable ratings to older workers when they were not provided with job-relevant 

information about the workers and when they were rated side by side with younger workers. 
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However, older workers themselves did not rate older and younger workers differently, when 

comparing older vs. younger workers (Finkelstein, Burke, & Raju, 1995). A recent meta-analysis 

indicated that there has been little change in attitudes about older workers (Kite, Stockdale, 

Whitley, & Johnson, 2005).  When younger people think about older people they tend to have 

more negative attitudes about their work ability. However, the more in depth the evaluations, the 

better the attitudes are toward older people (Kite, Stockdale, Whitley, & Johnson, 2005). If 

younger people are using shallow evaluations then the older workers are viewed negatively and 

biases are formed (Kite, Stockdale, Whitley, & Johnson, 2005). 

Shallow performance evaluations made by supervisors can lead to biases that are 

expressed in ageist attitudes and ageist policies (Rupp, Vodanovich, & Crede, 2006).  In a study 

examining perceived age discrimination within Australian financial service firms, Orpen (1995) 

shows that these biases can negatively affect an older worker; impacting not only job 

satisfaction, but organizational commitment, participation in job development, and job 

involvement. Negative attitudes perpetuate the stereotype that older worker are less motivated to 

engage in job-related training (Maurer, Barbeite, Weiss, & Lippstreu, 2008).  Contributing to this 

issue may be the fact that normal age-related declines in fluid ability, working memory, vision, 

hearing, attention, and speed of processing are well documented as part of the aging process 

(Fisk, Rogers, Charness, Czaja, & Sharit, 2004; Charness & Czaja, 2006) . Despite perceptions 

about declining performance among older workers, research has shown that these normal 

declines in physical and/or cognitive abilities due to age may not necessarily affect a person’s 

work performance (Waldman & Avolio, 1986; Sterns & Miklos, 1995). 

Skills 
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 Older adults have demonstrated the ability to learn new skills, but may require more time 

to acquire them than younger adults (Kelley & Charness, 1995). Research comparing 

performance differences on two types of training methods found that older adults showed greater 

gains on performance when they received hands-on training opportunities when compared to 

older adults who received conceptual training (Rogers, Fisk, Mead, Walker, & Cabrera, 1996; 

Charness & Czaja, 2006; Charness, in press 2009).  

An example that compared older adults’ and  younger adults’ performance on a computer 

task showed older adults  were able to keep pace with the younger workers except when they 

were expected to switch tasks , that is, redirect their attention to a new task rapidly (Friedberg, 

2003). Charness, Kelley, Bosman, and Mottram (2001) found in two experiments, comparing 

novice and experienced younger, middle-aged, and older adults on word processors, that the 

novice group showed an age difference in learning and performance in learning a new word 

processing program; while in the experienced group there was a slower rate of learning, but little 

difference in performance between the age groups.  Older workers wanting to maintain or 

improve their performance can be expected to benefit from training programs (Charness, Kelley, 

Bosman, & Mottram, 2001; Charness, in press, 2009). Motivation is an important predictor of 

whether an individual will go through training (Ackerman & Kanfer, 2004).  

Motivation 

Personality Traits Motivation is important in deciding to go through training. To understand 

motivation it is useful to review the possible roles of personality, self efficacy, and socio-

emotional selectivity theory. Personality traits are viewed as “enduring sources of motivation,” 

that may change as people age (Charness, in press 2009). Personality tends to be relatively stable 
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throughout a lifetime (Allemand, Zimprich, & Martin, 2008; Allemand, Zimprich, & Hendriks, 

2008).  One primary personality trait is being open to new experiences and that trait appears to 

diminish with age. As people age they tend to become more rigid and less flexible and as a 

result, they will probably be less willing to participate in job-related training.  Agreeableness and 

conscientiousness increase with age which can allow older adults to be more thoughtful in their 

decision process (Mroczek, Spiro III, & Griffin, 2006; Allemand, Zimprich, & Martin, 2008; 

Allemand, Zimprich, & Hendriks, 2008). Mroczek, Spiro III, and Griffin (2006) mentioned that 

factors associated with birth cohorts and age-related life events can alter personality trajectories, 

but there is still a range of change as people age. Personality traits are linked to another 

important motivational factor:  self-efficacy (Judge, Jackson, Shaw, Scott, & Rich, 2007).   

Self-Efficacy 

Self-efficacy is said to be "people's judgments of their capabilities to organize and 

execute courses of action required to attain designated types of performances" (Bandura, 1986, 

P.). According to Judge et al. (2007) general self-efficacy is a motivational factor that influences 

a worker’s participation in job-related training.  The worker’s life experiences, job experiences, 

personality traits, and task experiences affect self-efficacy. An employee’s general self-efficacy 

can influence participation in acquiring a new skill, but better prediction can be obtained from a 

measure of self-efficacy specific to the particular skill (Czaja, Charness, Fisk, Hertzog, Nair, 

Rogers & Sharit, 2006). Aside from self-efficacy, an important framework for understanding 

motivation is the Socio-emotional Selectivity Theory (SST). 

Socio-emotional Selectivity Theory 
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A useful framework that can be applied to understand older adult motivation is Socio-

emotional Selectivity Theory.  Carstensen, Isaacowitz, and Charles (1999), mention that people 

are always aware of time and they don’t mean calendar and clocks but lifetime. They mention 

that as people move through life they become more aware that time is “running out.” People then 

start to focus their attention on emotional satisfaction such as deepening ties with existing close 

relationships than on information acquisition. The SST framework that Carstensen, Isaacowitz, 

and Charles (1999) proposed sees time as fundamental to motivation.  

 This framework can be applied to the workforce. When workers are presented with an 

“end,” such as contemplating their retirement, they will start shifting towards emotional goals 

instead of future-oriented goals. The same happens if they are presented with a limit on reaching 

a future-oriented goal, such as getting promoted, and realizing that it is going to take more time 

than they thought to get there; they begin to focus more on emotional goals (Fung & Carstensen, 

2004). 

 A study that is consistent with this framework is the AT&T Longitudinal Studies of 

Managers. Bray and Howard (1983) tested a group of college men and non-college men on 

attitude towards life for no less than 20 consecutive years after they joined an executive training 

program. Those that were left in lower level management quickly dropped in occupational life 

theme attitudes such as loyalty to the company and promotional outlook; those who plateaued in 

middle management stayed the same and then dropped slightly and those is higher level 

management increased until the last year (Bray & Howard, 1983).  That is, attitudes were 

strongly influenced by occupational success. 
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 A more recent study that involved computer use by older workers by Friedberg (2003) 

also suggests that retirement reduces motivation to update skills and if older workers used the 

computer they actually retired later than their non-computer use cohorts.  

Hypothesis 

 In this paper, I am predicting that employees, as they approach retirement, will be less 

likely to participate in organizational training. I will be testing this hypothesis by analyzing the 

data in Workforce Ageing in the New Economy (WANE) data set.  

The WANE project is an international comparative study of information technology 

companies. Funded by the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada 

(SSHRC), the project involves a consortium of academic researchers and industry partners in 

Australia, Canada, the European Union, and the United States. Part of the study involved a 

questionnaire on a website.  Both manger and non-manager employees were instructed to fill out 

that survey. WANE focused on information technology companies (IT), composed of small to 

medium-sized (<250 employees) with emphasis on small firms (4-20 employees). 

The following hypotheses will be tested: 

H1. Employees with a longer time frame to retirement will participate in specific IT Training 

more often than those with shorter estimated time to retirement. IT training refers to activities 

such as computer software training. 

 SST predicts that workers with longer time frames are more likely to focus on 

information seeking behaviors, such as training and investing and building networks that can 
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help them attain personal and career goals (Carstensen, Pasupathi, Mayr, & Nesselroade, 2000; 

Lang & Carstensen, 2002).  

H2. Employees with a shorter time frame to retirement will be more likely to choose  inter-

personal training programs such as those dealing with interpersonal skills and language training. 

 When employees realize that they have a short time frame, according to SST, they will 

begin to seek out emotionally gratifying experiences. Inter-personal training would be expected 

to be more relevant to social and emotional gratification (Lang & Carstensen, 2002) than skill 

training.   

H3. Employees that are in managerial positions, who are the same age and have the same frame 

to retirement, will be more willing to participate in job-related training. Years until retirement, 

age at questionnaire, management, and days of training received in 12 months will be used in this 

regression. 

Whether the employee is young or old, according to SST, if a person of any age is 

presented with and an impending “end,” such as contemplating with retirement, they will seek 

emotional gratifications such as being more with family (Carstensen, Isaacowitz, & Charles 

1999; Fung & Carstensen, 2004). The non-manager employees who are nearing retirement and 

have not reached a higher level within the IT industry will seek more emotional satisfactions. As 

shown in the AT&T study, the males that did not reach a certain level of management will have 

lower motivation than their coworkers that reached higher levels of management (Bray & 

Howard, 1983). 

Methods 
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Materials 

 WANE constructed a 1327 item questionnaire probing demographics, health, family life, 

work satisfaction, and other issues related to work. This project is a secondary data analysis of 

the primary WANE project. Parts of the questionnaire containing planned year of retirement 

(q113), age at time of filling out the questionnaire, position of the employee, and types of 

training will be used in the research. 

Participants 

 461 people participated in the questionnaire. Out of those 384 indicated age; 73 percent 

identified themselves as male; and among 378 employees providing age, 52 percent identified 

themselves as age 40 or less. To define older worker I will follow the guidelines of the Age 

Discrimination in Employment Act, which defines older workers as 40 and above. 

Procedures 

 The questionnaire was completed by IT workers employed by companies of varying size 

in the United States, Canada, Australia, and the United Kingdom during the period November 

2004 to April 2006. The questions being used are days of training received in past 12 months 

(q57), system software (q58b), application software (q58c), telecommunications or computer 

networking (q58d), computer language or programming (q58e), and Computer hardware (q58f), 

Communication or interpersonal skills (q58g) and Language (i.e. English, French, etc.) 

(q58i),managerial status (q6) and age (q133a-c). All survey questions were yes/no with the 

exception of two questions which required participants to provide amounts of time (days  for 

q57) or age of expected retirement (q113) unique to each individual.  Besides q57 and q113, all 
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the others are yes or no questions; q 57 response was open ended and responses were in number 

of days of training received and q113 is open ended to respond with an age. 

Analysis 

The variable for “years to retirement” was operationalized by subtracting the age of 

expected retirement from the age of the participant.  Total training was operationalized by 

combining IT training and Interpersonal training variables. IT training combines system software 

(q58b), application software (q58c), telecommunications or computer networking (q58d), 

computer language or programming (q58e), and Computer hardware (q58f). Interpersonal 

training variable combines Communication or interpersonal skills (q58g) and Language (i.e. 

English, French, etc.) (q58i). 

H1 will be tested by regressing the independent variable, years to retirement on the 

dependent variable, amount of IT training (0-5) received in the last 12 months categories. To test 

H2 the independent variable years to retirement will be regressed on the dependent variable, 

amount of interpersonal training (0-2) received in the last 12 months. Then to test H3, the 

independent variables (employee’s status, years to retirement and age) will be regressed on the 

dependent variable (days of training received in 12 months for total training) by using standard 

multiple regression and a hierarchical multiple regression. All of the analysis will be produced 

using SPSS.  

Results 

The variables analyzed were: dependent variables skill training, 

(q58b+q58c+q58d+q58e+q58f), interpersonal training, (q58g+q58i), and days of formal training, 
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(q57), and independent variables years until retirement, age at time of questionnaire, and 

management status (q. 6 managers and non-manager employees). To test H1, a regression was 

performed using IT skill training as the dependent variable and years until retirement as the 

predictor. It was supported with F (1, 93) =6.423, p = .013, with an r squared of .065. Those 

reporting a more distant intended retirement reported accepting more IT training. 

A second regression checked whether time to planned retirement, which can be highly 

correlated with age (r = -.754), see table 2.1, is still a significant predictor after controlling for 

age. This analysis was completed to assess the joint effects of the two variables. One can think of 

it this way. There are possibly two reasons for not training: one is management reluctance to 

provide training for older individuals. Those that are nearing retirement are usually older 

individuals. The other reason for there being a relationship between years to retirement and 

training is that an employee may be reluctant to take on training as they approach retirement. 

Hence age is likely to be an indicator of employer bias about providing training.  Years to 

retirement is likely to be an indicator of employee reluctance to accept training. Thus, the 

multiple regression using both predictors, enables some assessment about the joint influence of 

these factors.  The regression using both predictors was marginally significant (p < .06) and 

showed a significant effect of years until retirement and a marginal effect (p < .08) for age, (see 

table 1.1). Finally, to see to what extent the relationship between training days and years to 

retirement might be affected by outliers for training, employees with greater than 150 days of 

training received in the past 12 months were dropped from the analysis, on the assumption that 

they were recent college graduates whose training comprised college courses.  With their 

exclusion there is no longer any significant effect of either dependent variable p > .01, (see table 
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1.2). When regressing IT training with years to retirement after taking out the individuals with 

greater than 150 days of training there is also no longer a significant relationship. 

To test H2, another regression was performed using the dependent variable interpersonal 

training and independent variable years until retirement. The regression did not support H2, F (1, 

94) = .049, p > .01. When H3 was tested, using a multiple regression, there was no support as 

well for managers of same age and time frame till retirement, that they prefer interpersonal 

training,  F (3, 95) = 3.853, p > .01. 

Table 1.1 Regression done with age, years until retirement and IT training 

 

Coefficients
a
 

Unstandardized Coefficients 

Standardized 

Coefficients 

Model B Std. Error Beta t Sig. 

( 

Constant) 

-1.436 1.117 

 

-1.285 .202 

years until retirement .043 .018 .490 2.349 .021 

1 

Age in Years at Questionnaire 

start 
.033 .018 .374 1.792 .076 

a. Dependent Variable:  IT training (58b+58c+58d+58e+58f)    

 

Table 1.2 Regression done once outliers were taken out. Less than 150 days of training in a year.  
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Coefficients
a
 

Unstandardized Coefficients 

Standardized 

Coefficients 

Model B Std. Error Beta t Sig. 

(Constant) .519 .247  2.103 .038 1 

years until retirement .014 .009 .165 1.583 .117 

a. Dependent Variable: IT training (58b+58c+58d+58e+58f)    

 

Table 2.1 Correlation Matrix with years to retirement, number of days training received 

in 12 months, age in years at questionnaire start,  and total training (IT and interpersonal 

training) 

 

 

Correlations 

  In the last 12 

months, how 

many days of 

formal training 

did you 

receive? 

Interperso

nal 

Training IT Training 

years until 

retirement 

Age in Years 

at 

Questionnaire 

start 

Pearson Correlation 1.000 .062 .223
**
 .321

**
 -.208

*
 

Sig. (2-tailed)  .421 .004 .001 .012 

In the last 12 months, 

how many days of formal 

training did you receive? 
N 180 171 166 99 144 

Pearson Correlation .062 1.000 -.011 .023 .034 Interpersonal Training 

Sig. (2-tailed) .421  .891 .825 .692 
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Discussion 

 In this secondary data analysis, a longer time frame to retirement does not necessarily 

mean that employees will participate in specific IT Training more often than those with a shorter 

estimated time to retirement. It also means that employees with a shorter time frame to 

retirement will not be more likely to participate in inter-personal training programs such as those 

dealing with interpersonal skills and language training. Finally, employees that are in managerial 

positions, who are the same age and have the same time frame to retirement, will not necessarily 

be more willing to participate in job-related training than employees who are not in managerial 

position. However, employees with longer time frames to retirement seem to trend in the right 

direction (p=.117) for IT training  

N 171 171 165 96 138 

Pearson Correlation .223
**
 -.011 1.000 .254

*
 -.172

*
 

Sig. (2-tailed) .004 .891  .013 .045 

ITTraining 

N 166 165 166 95 136 

Pearson Correlation .321
**
 .023 .254

*
 1.000 -.754

**
 

Sig. (2-tailed) .001 .825 .013  .000 

years until retirement 

N 99 96 95 295 295 

Pearson Correlation -.208
*
 .034 -.172

*
 -.754

**
 1.000 

Sig. (2-tailed) .012 .692 .045 .000  

Age in Years at 

Questionnaire start 

N 144 138 136 295 475 

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).     

*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).     
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The SST framework that Carstensen, Isaacowitz, and Charles (1999) proposed sees time 

as fundamental to motivation. I used this framework to support my prediction that employees, as 

they approach retirement, will be less likely to receive organizational training. There is only a 

trend that can be supported using SST.  

In support of the trend for H1, IT training referring to activities such as computer 

software training, can be seen as information seeking activities that can help individuals with 

longer time frames till retirement attain personal and career goals (Carstensen, Pasupathi, Mayr, 

& Nesselroade, 2000; Lang & Carstensen, 2002).  

For a better assessment of H1, H2, and H3, weaknesses of the questionnaire should be 

considered.  It was a 1327 online questionnaire, which can make the employee tired and lose 

track of thoughts and skip questions. Also because of the nature of sampling, small IT industry, 

generalization is difficult for workers in larger firms and outside of the IT industry. Furthermore 

the type of training received in small firms can be a mixture of IT training and interpersonal 

training, because the smaller firms may have less capital to work with. 

Even though H1, H2, and H3 were not supported, nonetheless there was a trend for H1. 

SST is supported by this trend. However, the framework itself might not need to be changed. 

Further studies should be done on the issue of years to retirement and job-related training using 

data that focuses on questions relating to retirement and other time related issues, a shorter 

questionnaire, and a sample that contains employees of larger firms and different types of 

industries.  
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At the close of this research, to test an individual’s decision whether he or she will accept 

training we need to have better measures for several factors. Motivation is key to making 

decisions on an individual level, whether it is to advance in your career or change plans because 

of events that can bring closure (SST), a belief that one can perform a specific task, or one’s 

personality changing as people get older. Hopefully this study will encourage further 

examination of years to retirement and willingness to participate in job-related training to 

encourage developing the maximum potential that lies in the employee. 
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