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Introduction 11 

 

1.1 General introduction 

 

Since the 1980s, the Dutch retirement landscape has been characterized by a 

strong culture of early exit (De Vroom, 2004). Since this time, the majority of 

older adults enjoyed beneficial early retirement arrangements and withdrew from 

work long before they reached the official public pension age of 65. Currently, 

older adults in the Netherlands are increasingly being encouraged to delay their 

transition to retirement and continue to work until their official public pension 

age. The extension of working lives is high on the policy agenda and receives 

much attention in public discourse. Rather less public attention hitherto has been 

given to the fact that after retirement, a growing number of older adults also re-

enter the labor force (Henkens, Van Dalen, & Van Solinge, 2009). In the 

literature, increasing attention is being paid to the topic of post-retirement work, 

often called ‘bridge employment’ (Beehr & Bennett, 2014; Feldman, 1994). 

However, empirical evidence on the determinants and consequences of post-

retirement work is still limited. Therefore, the central aim of this dissertation is to 

deepen our knowledge regarding who is working in bridge employment and who 

is not, and to what extent work status after retirement affects well-being in later 

life. More specifically, the research question can be expressed as: To what extent 

do individual and contextual factors explain participation in bridge employment 

and how does participation in bridge employment impact the well-being of 

retirees? 

 

The relevance of research on bridge employment is important for several reasons. 

First, at the societal level, demographic developments such as aging populations 

and the changing age structures of workforces have raised concerns about the 

sustainability of the pension system and potential shortages in the labor market. 

Due to population aging, worker-retiree ratios are changing in such a way that 

while an increasing number of older adults are eligible for public pensions, the 

number of tax-payers financing these pensions – the population of working-aged 

individuals – is decreasing (Garssen, 2011). As a result, governments are forced 

to rethink and reform their retirement systems to promote extended working lives 

(Bongaarts, 2004; OECD, 2013). Moreover, non-traditional groups of workers in 

the labor force, such as working retirees, could be one way in which to address 

changing financial and labor market circumstances in aging societies (Maestas & 

Zissimopoulos, 2010). Because bridge employees were among the first to have 

extended their working lives, it is important to understand who these people are 

and what drives them to continue working. 

 

Second, at the organizational level, previous studies have shown that employers 

are not particularly willing to recruit older adults (Conen, 2013; Karpinska, 

2013), partly due to negative stereotypes about their productivity levels (Unson & 

Richardson, 2013). However, research among Dutch organizations has shown that 
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about half of all employers rehire retirees, mostly on an occasional basis (Oude 

Mulders, Henkens, & Schippers, 2015). Some employers rehire retirees into 

regular jobs. Others deploy them in irregular or on-call work, which may help to 

satisfy increasing demands for a flexible labor force (Blossfeld, Buchholz, & 

Hofäcker, 2009; Pleau & Shauman, 2013). These working retirees can be 

particularly valuable in mentoring positions, passing on key knowledge and skills 

to younger colleagues in the organization (Dendinger, Adams, & Jacobson, 

2005). However, existing knowledge on the supply side of bridge employment in 

general, and in the Netherlands in particular, is limited. Insights into the potential 

availability and motivation of working retirees may help employers to retain 

existing human capital that would otherwise be lost to their organizations as a 

result of full retirement. 

 

Finally, at the level of the individual, the nature and meaning of retirement is 

changing (Loretto, Lain, & Vickerstaff, 2013). Previously rigid boundaries 

between work and retirement have faded (Beehr & Bennett, 2007; Henkens, et al., 

2009). Increasingly, retirement has become a process that may consist of various 

changes in work status and work content (Gobeski & Beehr, 2009), before and 

after the actual receipt of a pension. For instance, some older adults reduce their 

work hours and responsibilities in their career jobs (e.g., phased retirement, see 

Richard W Johnson, 2011), while others make use of retirement arrangements to 

leave career employment fully and re-enter the labor force in a different domain 

(Kantarci & Van Soest, 2008). This enlarged variation in retirement trajectories 

increases individual freedom but also poses new challenges for older workers to 

find solutions that suit their preferences and needs. Decisions on how and when to 

retire and what to do in retirement are frequently restricted by experiences in the 

broader organizational and labor market context in which older adults retire. 

Older adults may feel forced to leave their career jobs for example, they may 

experience barriers to re-entry into post-retirement work, or they may participate 

unwillingly in paid work after retirement in order to meet financial needs.  

 

The restriction of choice in retirement may have consequences for the well-being 

of retirees. The wider retirement literature establishes that the initial transition to 

retirement can have both positive and negative outcomes (Quine, Wells, De Vaus, 

& Kendig, 2007). Important factors in this respect are the preferences of older 

adults concerning retirement and their perceptions about the degree of control 

they have over their participation in the work force (De Vaus, Wells, Kendig, & 

Quine, 2007; Van Solinge & Henkens, 2008). Similar to the transition to initial 

retirement (Quine, et al., 2007), bridge employment may have both positive and 

negative elements, depending on the preferences and experiences of older adults 

in relation to retirement. This dissertation therefore moves beyond the question of 

the extent to which bridge employment has positive consequences for well-being 

in later life, and offers a more penetrating focus on specific conditions under 
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which bridge employment has positive or negative consequences. It may be 

particularly important to account for the factors that enable or constrain decisions 

to exit and re-enter paid work in later life. 

 

To date, the majority of studies on bridge employment have been conducted in 

the United States. A dominant factor of investigation in these studies is the 

presence of financial restrictions, such as levels of wages and wealth, and 

eligibility for pension benefits and health insurance (Cahill, Giandrea, & Quinn, 

2006; Mutchler, Burr, Massagli, & Pienta, 1999). Because the pension system in 

the US is not as generous as it is in other developed countries, financial 

restrictions are highly important in retirement decisions in the US. Bridge 

employment is seen as a ‘fourth leg’ of the traditional three-legged ‘retirement 

income stool’ (in addition to social security, occupational pensions, and private 

savings, Bowman, 2014; Cahill, Giandrea, & Quinn, 2012). In contrast, the 

pension system in the Netherlands is among one of the more generous in 

worldwide terms (OECD, 2011). As a result, it is questionable whether these 

commonly studied financial factors also play a central role in bridge employment 

decisions in the Netherlands. Non-financial forces might be of greater importance 

for understanding bridge employment decisions among Dutch retirees. Therefore, 

the Netherlands is a particularly interesting study context to further understand 

bridge employment decisions and their consequences for well-being in later life. 

 

The structure of this introductory section is as follows. First, in Section 1.2, the 

broader retirement context in the Netherlands will be described in order to present 

the background against which this study will be evaluated. In Section 1.3 

attention is paid to conceptual and theoretical considerations in bridge 

employment research. Section 1.4 is an introduction to the research approach 

used in the dissertation. Information regarding the datasets used is provided in 

Section 1.5. The final section of this introductory chapter provides a brief outline 

of the dissertation. 

 

 

1.2 The Dutch retirement context 

 

Before the first pension initiatives were developed at the end of the 19
th

 century, 

older Dutch adults were forced to work until they were no longer able to, and 

were dependent on family and poor relief initiatives thereafter (Van Vorselen, 

2008). Even after the establishment of the first occupational pension 

arrangements in the 1880s and 1890s, the majority of older adults needed to 

combine pensions with paid work activities in order to meet their economic 

needs. These initial pension initiatives had not yet attained their aim of the 

prevention of poverty in older adults, but it was an important step forward in 

securing income in later life. Somewhat later, at the beginning of the 20
th

 century 
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the Dutch government introduced initiatives to secure a basic level of income for 

older adults. This eventually resulted in the implementation of the Old Age 

Security Law (Algemene Ouderdomswet, AOW) in 1957. When this law was 

implemented, pension benefits were far too low to provide a decent standard of 

living. As a result, other sources of income were still required, such as 

occupational pensions, savings, or earnings from paid employment.  

 

In the 1970s and 1980s, high levels of unemployment, particularly youth 

unemployment, led to the onset of an early retirement culture. The first early 

pension arrangements (known as VUT schemes) were established in 1976 with 

the underlying idea that the early retirement of older workers could create job 

openings for younger cohorts (Van Dalen & Henkens, 2002). These early 

retirement options provided generous benefits, and as a result early retirement 

became very popular in a short period of time. What started as an experiment in 

social support became implemented more broadly and increasingly came to be 

seen as an acquired right for all older workers (Van Dalen, Henkens, Lokhorst, & 

Schippers, 2009; Van Vorselen, 2008). Early retirement arrangements were often 

seen as irresistible and most older workers were eager to take such arrangements 

and stop working. A minority, however, experienced serious pressure from their 

organizations or families to accept early retirement offers, despite not feeling 

ready to retire. Early VUT arrangements were strong disincentives for work after 

retirement, not only because the offer of early retirement was too good to refuse, 

but also in light of the restrictions placed on continued participation in paid labor 

after accepting the arrangement. In some VUT schemes, involvement in paid 

work resulted in a substantial reduction in pension benefits, while in other 

schemes paid work was prohibited altogether (Van Dalen, et al., 2009). 

 

From the mid-1990s, there was an increased awareness of two trends that had 

emerged simultaneously in the latter half of the 20
th

 century. While the average 

age of retirement had been decreasing due to early retirement arrangements, life 

expectancy after age 65 had gradually been increasing. Figure 1.1 (Statistics 

Netherlands, 2015c, 2015d) shows that life expectancy for men on their 65
th

 

birthday was about 14 years at the beginning of the 1980s, and had increased to 

18 years in 2013. For women, the increase was slightly less, from about 19 years 

in the early 1980s to 21 years in 2013. Consequently, the number of years spent 

in retirement was on the rise. Moreover, forecasts from Statistics Netherlands 

(Statistics Netherlands, 2015d) predict that life expectancy after age 65 will 

further increase in the coming decades and reach 24 years for men and 26 years 

for women in 2060. Without a reversal in the trend towards early retirement, 

politicians and policy-makers realized that retirement would become an even 

longer life-stage in the future (European Commision, 2012).  
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Figure 1.1. Life expectancy after age 65 for Dutch men and women, years 1981-

2060 (forecast from 2014 onwards) (Statistics 0etherlands, 2015c, d). 

 

 

At the same time, increasing attention was being paid to the question of whether 

the social security system would be able to keep financing these very popular, but 

also very expensive, early retirement packages, as well as the pension system as a 

whole. In addition, concerns came to the fore about potential shortages in the 

labor market. While there were six individuals of working age for every person 

aged 65 and over in the early 1950s, this so-called ‘old age dependency ratio' has 

decreased to four persons of working age for every person aged 65 and over at the 

beginning of the twenty-first century (figure 1.2; Statistics Netherlands, 2015b). 

The proportion of the population of working age is thus currently decreasing, 

while the number of older adults eligible for public pensions is increasing, which 

may be a burden on the sustainability of financial transfer from younger to older 

generations in the public pay-as-you-go pension system (Bongaarts, 2004). This 

is especially the case given that as a result of the large cohort of baby boomers 

reaching retirement age, the proportion of retirees in the overall population has 

been rapidly increasing since 2011 (Statistics Netherlands, 2012a).  

 

To stimulate participation in the labor force in old age, in the second half of the 

1990s existing VUT arrangements were replaced by Flexible Early Retirement 

packages (FER schemes). These new schemes were actuarially more neutral, and 

penalties for continuation in paid work after receiving FER benefits were 

eliminated. However, these FER schemes did not meet the expectation that they 

would encourage older adults to work longer (Van Vorselen, 2008) and a 
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Figure 1.2. Old age dependency ratio, presented as the percentage of dependents 

(aged 65 and over) per 100 persons in working-age (age 20-64) (Statistics 

0etherlands, 2015b). 

 

 

majority of older workers still opted for early retirement. Therefore, a new 

pension law was introduced in 2006 that completely abolished the FER schemes. 

As a result, older adults born after 1949 could no longer benefit from generous 

early retirement arrangements. They still enjoy some options to retire before the 

public retirement age, but this usually results in a substantial cut to their pension 

benefits. Furthermore, recent reforms in the Dutch pension system have increased 

the public pension age; it is gradually rising to 67 in 2021 and will be linked to 

anticipated life expectancy thereafter. The option to continue working in a career 

job after reaching public retirement age is still very much reliant on the 

willingness of employers to retain older personnel, because collective agreements 

generally prescribe mandatory retirement at public retirement age (except for civil 

servants).   

 

In line with the objectives of the Dutch government, labor force participation 

among older adults is steadily growing, even among those who have already 

reached public pension age. The largest increase is between the age of 60 to 64, 

among both men and women (Figure 1.3). The net labor force participation for at 

least one hour a week almost doubled for men, from about 30 percent in 2003 to 

60 percent in 2014. The increase for women was even larger, from about 15 

percent in 2003 to more than 35 percent in 2014. These figures, however, are 

likely to include both career workers and bridge employees who continue 
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working after early retirement. Nevertheless, at least 40 percent of this group of 

older adults is still not at all active in paid work. Among those aged between 65 

and 69, figures from Statistics Netherlands (2015a) indicate that 11 percent of 

men and 1 percent of women worked for at least one hour a week in a paid job in 

2003. This increased to 22 percent for men and 8 percent for women in 2014. 

Between age 70 and 74, a small increase in labor force participation was evident 

for men, from 6 percent in 2003 to 9 percent in 2014. 

 

 

 
Figure 1.3. Percentage of Dutch older adults, aged 60-64, 65-69, and 70-74, with 

a net labor force participation of at least one hour a week (Statistics 0etherlands, 

2015a). 

 

 

1.3 Conceptual and theoretical considerations 

 

The concept of ‘bridge employment’ 

 

Bridge employment is defined in various ways in the retirement literature. The 

most commonly used definition frames bridge employment as any kind of paid 

work after retirement from a career job, which is a full-time job for at least ten 

years of tenure (Feldman, 1994; Shultz, 2003). Recently, this definition has 
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received criticism for being rather arbitrary with regard to the constructs of 

‘career job’ and ‘retirement’ (Beehr & Bennett, 2014; Cahill, et al., 2012). For 

instance, Cahill, et al. (2012) showed that an increasing proportion of American 

older adults did not participate in a full-time career job, working either part-time 

or having atypical career paths. In the Dutch context, as well as in other European 

countries, this definition is similarly problematic, because part-time employment 

is common (Eurofound, 2011; Statistics Netherlands, 2014). This complicates the 

definition of bridge employment as participation in paid work after leaving one’s 

‘full-time career job’. 

 

In this dissertation, the concept of bridge employment comprises two key notions, 

namely the receipt of pension benefits and involvement in paid work. Those who 

participate in paid work whilst simultaneously receiving a pension income are 

classified as bridge employees (Parry & Bown Wilson, 2014). Therefore, it does 

not matter how many hours retirees work or what kind of job they are involved in, 

be it full-time employment, small wage-jobs, on-call employment, or self-

employment. The pension income could be an early retirement benefit, a state 

pension, or a combination of the two. Thus, in this study bridge employment 

includes retirees who participate in paid work after the acceptance of an early 

retirement arrangement as well as those who retire at the official public retirement 

age and participate in paid work thereafter. Those who retired via other routes, 

with a disability pension or unemployment benefits for example, are not the focus 

of this study, because they are faced with specific challenges in their retirement 

trajectories. 

 

An interdisciplinary field of research 

 

Even though there is a long tradition of research on retirement, the phenomenon 

of bridge employment has only recently started to receive attention in the 

literature. Empirical insight in this area is still relatively limited, but it is an area 

of study that is growing rapidly. The central objective of most existing studies on 

bridge employment has been to establish who participates in bridge employment 

and who retires fully without re-entering the labor force after career exit. The 

results of these studies consistently point to it being younger, better educated, and 

healthier retirees who are most likely to continue to work in paid jobs (Cahill, et 

al., 2006; Cahill, Giandrea, & Quinn, 2011; Wang, Zhan, Liu, & Shultz, 2008). 

Some prior studies have also addressed the impact of family circumstances. For 

instance, marital status and the quality of the relationship among married couples 

are factors that have been assessed, but were not found to be important in the 

decision to enter bridge employment (Wang, et al., 2008). The increased 

popularity of bridge employment has also raised questions regarding the 

consequences of such employment for well-being in later life, but only a few 

empirical studies to date have examined this issue in any detail. The question 



Introduction 19 

 

addressed in this body of literature is whether, and for what types of individuals, 

bridge employment can have positive consequences for well-being. In a limited 

number of cross-sectional case studies, it has been found that work after 

retirement is positively associated with retirement satisfaction and life satisfaction 

in general (Dorfman & Rubenstein, 1993; S. Kim & Feldman, 2000), while 

longitudinal research is much more scarce (Zhan, Wang, Liu, & Shultz, 2009). 

 

The theoretical frameworks that have been used in prior studies are diverse and 

are embedded in a variety of social disciplines, such as economics, psychology, 

and sociology. Economists were among the first to consider paid work past 

retirement in a scholarly way. Drawing upon one of the dominant theories in 

economics, the life cycle perspective, it was postulated that older adults prefer to 

reduce their labor activities in response to their increased preferences for 

consumption and leisure in retirement (Ghent, Allen, & Clark, 2001; H. Kim & 

DeVaney, 2005; Maestas, 2010; Parker & Rougier, 2007). The main question in 

this strand of research is how to explain participation in bridge employment on 

the basis of key resources, such as wages and time (Allen, Clark, & Ghent, 2004; 

Cahill, et al., 2006; Hutchens, 2010; Kantarci & Van Soest, 2008). Other scholars 

have applied economic theory to focus on the wealth of individuals and to 

investigate whether changes in wealth upon retirement affect choices regarding 

bridge employment (Coile & Levine, 2006). Even though these kind of models 

tend to possess high explanatory power, their drawback is that retirement 

decisions are reduced to simple financial considerations. 

 

Research on bridge employment rooted in psychological thinking emphasizes 

psychological dispositions in the decision-making process. The majority of these 

studies are guided by interdisciplinary theoretical frameworks, such as continuity 

theory (Atchley, 1999) and role theory (Ashforth & Mael, 1989). The argument 

here is that the desire for continuity, attachment to familiar activities, and the 

desire to prevent an abrupt loss of their working role drives those committed to 

work to take up bridge jobs after retirement. The authors of these studies 

therefore investigated to what extent commitment to the organization, 

commitment to the job, and attachment to a work role influence decisions 

regarding bridge employment (Gobeski & Beehr, 2009; Jones & McIntosh, 2010; 

Kalokerinos, Von Hippel, & Henry, 2015). More recently, psychologists have 

also begun to question how the well-being of retirees is affected by participation 

in paid work, for example with regard to mental or physical well-being (Zhan, et 

al., 2009). 

 

In the field of retirement research, sociologists have mainly focused on the timing 

and accessibility of different retirement routes (Henkens, 1998; Radl, 2013). In 

the arena of inequality research, authors have examined to what extent social 

selection mechanisms determine work-related choices in the retirement process 
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(Blossfeld, et al., 2009; Buchholz & Hofäcker, 2004; Ekerdt, 2010). However, 

sociological studies of paid employment after retirement are relatively scarce. As 

a result, we know little about the degree to which specific subgroups of retirees 

are selectively sorted into bridge jobs or full retirement. More specifically, the 

focus in the few sociological studies that have examined post-retirement 

employment to date is on whether certain groups of individuals are employed in 

bridge jobs (Mutchler, Burr, Pienta, & Massagli, 1997; Raymo & Sweeney, 

2006), while the arguably prior and more important question of whether work in 

later life is accessible and to which types of older adults has been neglected 

(Hardy, 1991; Hayward, Hardy, & Liu, 1994). 

 

Much of the gerontological research in this area takes the life course approach, 

which integrates insights from economics, psychology, and sociology (Szinovacz, 

2003). This approach assumes that major life events such as retirement (Damman, 

2014) are influenced by broader individual and societal contexts. More 

specifically, life course theory emphasizes that individual development takes 

place in the context of personal life histories, in relation to various life domains 

and significant others, and as a result of the influence of the state and its 

institutional systems (Settersten, 2003). In the case of bridge employment, 

individuals may have particular preferences and needs, but these may be 

restricted by their experiences in organizational and labor market domains. 

Furthermore, the context in terms of national pensions may either constrain or 

enable specific choices in retirement. Despite the existence of studies on bridge 

employment that are rooted in life course theory (Mutchler, et al., 1997; Raymo 

& Sweeney, 2006; Von Bonsdorff, Shultz, Leskinen, & Tansky, 2009), the notion 

of restricted choice is rarely taken into account. 

 

 

1.4 Research approach 

 

To deepen our understanding of bridge employment, the present study 

supplements existing research with a consideration of the notion of restricted 

choice in relation to access to paid work in later life. It assesses both the 

determinants of bridge employment and its consequences for well-being in later 

life. The following important considerations have guided the research design:  

 

a. An acknowledgement that the characteristics of a country’s pension 

context may determine who participates in bridge employment; 

b. An acknowledgement that the decision-making process regarding bridge 

employment and its consequences for well-being in later life may be 

impacted by the experiences that accompany initial career exit; 

c. An acknowledgement that some individuals may have no access at all to 

paid work after retirement.  
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Each of these proposed research considerations are elaborated upon in different 

empirical chapters of this study. These chapters are discussed below, first in 

relation to research on the determinants of bridge employment, and secondly in 

relation to how bridge employment affects well-being in later life. 

 

The determinants of bridge employment  

 

In Chapter 2 of this dissertation, the question of who participates in bridge 

employment internationally is investigated through an analysis of cross-country 

data. Empirical research that takes into account the way in which individuals are 

embedded in the pension context of their individual country is almost entirely 

absent in the literature, despite the fact that this context may well be important in 

determining the opportunities and constraints that affect decisions to continue in 

paid work (Zhan & Wang, 2015). For instance, based on economic models it 

could be concluded that variations in the availability of financial resources 

between countries may explain the differences in the number of people who work 

past retirement in those countries (Feldman & Beehr, 2011). At the same time, the 

normative context may play a role (Szinovacz, 2003). In some countries, 

participation in bridge employment may be generally accepted or even 

normatively enforced in line with the idea that working lives need to be extended. 

In other countries bridge employment may be seen as a barrier to career mobility 

among younger generations (Van Dalen & Henkens, 2002). Because countries are 

highly heterogeneous in their pension contexts, several authors have pointed to 

the importance of international comparative research (Beehr & Bennett, 2014; 

Zhan & Wang, 2015), but very few such studies are available (Brunello & 

Langella, 2012). In Chapter 2 of this dissertation, it is suggested that an 

international comparison is required to better understand bridge employment. 

More specifically, the opportunities and constraints that result from each 

country’s particular pension context need to be taken into account and compared 

to those of other countries. 

 

Chapter 3 addresses a question that has received little attention in research on 

bridge employment, namely to what extent the decision to participate in bridge 

employment is impacted by the individual experiences that accompany an initial 

career exit. Although retirement is often viewed as a voluntary decision, several 

studies have suggested that initial retirement from a career job may be 

involuntary in character (Szinovacz & Davey, 2005; Van Solinge & Henkens, 

2007). For example, older workers may experience pressure from organizations 

or from their spouses to accept specific retirement arrangements. In these cases 

where older adults are not yet ready to retire but nevertheless experience such 

external pressure, the question arises of whether these older adults retire 

permanently or whether they prefer to re-enter the labor force in some way after 

retirement. By returning to paid labor, older adults can potentially regain control 
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over their working role and the timing of their full exit from the labor force later 

on. This suggests that in order to broaden existing understanding of bridge 

employment, it is necessary to take into account the question of the extent to 

which the initial retirement decision was indeed voluntary. 

 

Moreover, in Chapter 3 it is acknowledged that bridge jobs may be available for 

some retirees but not for others. Despite the fact that previous studies have 

provided important insights on working after retirement, they have generally 

focused on cases where selection had already occurred (Desmette & Vendramin, 

2014). The point that has largely been ignored in the investigation of the 

dichotomy between bridge employment and full retirement is that not everyone is 

successful in achieving their bridge employment preferences. The search for a 

bridge job may be unsuccessful due to organizational or labor market forces 

(Blossfeld, et al., 2009; Hardy, 1991; Ruhm, 1994). 

 

Consequences for well-being in later life 

 

As is the case for the research on the determinants of bridge employment, studies 

investigating later life outcomes largely neglect processes of social selectivity in 

participation in the labor force. For instance, the combination of events in the 

retirement trajectory – i.e., involuntary retirement and bridge employment – may 

have important implications for well-being in later life. Previous literature has 

consistently shown that the experience of involuntary retirement impacts 

negatively on well-being in later life (Bender, 2012; Hershey & Henkens, 2014). 

It has been suggested that the uptake of new paid work could mitigate these 

negative effects on well-being (Wang, et al., 2008). This suggestion has not, 

however, been empirically investigated. Additionally, as involuntary retirement 

can be linked to a loss of control over the work domain, it could be posited that 

participation in a bridge job can be used as a tool to regain a sense of self-efficacy 

in later life (Mountain & Craig, 2011; Unson & Richardson, 2013). This aspect of 

mental well-being has not to date received adequate attention in previous 

empirical research on bridge employment. In Chapter 4 of this dissertation 

research, it is argued that the impact of bridge employment on life satisfaction 

and self-efficacy could be conditional upon the experiences that accompany an 

initial career exit. 

 

The phenomenon of bridge employment may also have its downside for many. In 

line with the notion of restricted choice, it is interesting to consider to what extent 

well-being changes among those who are unsuccessful in finding and securing a 

bridge job. Being unable to realize one’s preferences regarding employment in 

bridge jobs may result in a lower level of life satisfaction. At the same time, 

participation in bridge employment may itself be the result of a restricted choice, 

with adverse effects on the level of life satisfaction. While some retirees are 
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motivated to continue working for enjoyment, other may feel forced to work in 

order to meet their financial needs in retirement (Dendinger, et al., 2005; Henkens 

& Van Solinge, 2006). In Chapter 5 of this dissertation, it is argued that to 

achieve an in-depth understanding of the effects of bridge employment on well-

being, work preferences and motives for bridge employment should be taken into 

account. 

 

 

1.5 Data and methods 

 

In order to establish the link between earlier retirement experiences and the 

decision to continue labor participation after retirement, and to explore changes in 

well-being thereafter, a longitudinal research design is required. Therefore, 

longitudinal survey data from the ‘NIDI Work and Retirement Panel’ were used 

to gain insight into the determinants and consequences of bridge employment in 

the Netherlands. Secondly, cross-national comparative research is required to 

investigate retirement trajectories in their broader national pension context. To 

understand cross-national variation in bridge employment across European 

countries, data from the ‘Survey of Health, Ageing and Retirement in Europe’ 

project (SHARE) were analyzed. These two datasets are introduced below.  

 

0IDI Work and Retirement Panel 

 

The main dataset for this study is the ‘NIDI Work and Retirement Panel’. These 

data are collected by the Netherlands Interdisciplinary Demographic Institute 

(NIDI) and consist of three waves of data collection conducted in 2001, 2006-

2007, and 2011. Due to the longitudinal character of the data, it is possible to 

follow older adults in their transition from career employment to bridge 

employment and full retirement. As a result, this dataset provides stronger 

evidence for potentially causal relationships compared with findings based on 

cross-sectional data. Another advantage of this dataset is that it incorporates data 

on issues that have hitherto received little attention in large-scale representative 

surveys (such as the SHARE project) and in the existing bridge employment 

literature. For example, it includes measures related to whether retirees have 

searched for bridge jobs and what their main motives were for working after 

retirement. Finally, the high number of retirees covered by the data allow for a 

detailed investigation of heterogeneity in retirement transitions and in resulting 

outcomes for well-being over time. 

 

Data were initially collected in 2001 as part of a large-scale study carried out on 

behalf of ‘Stichting Management Studies’ in The Hague (Henkens & Van 

Solinge, 2003). Older workers aged 50 years and over were sampled from three 

large private-sector organizations in the Netherlands and the Dutch central 
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government (N=2403; response rate was 62 per cent). It is important to note that 

those who were self-employed pre-retirement were not included in the sample. 

The older employees selected as part of the sample received two mailed 

questionnaires; one for themselves and one for their partner. Both spouses (if 

existing) were asked to answer questions on employment, retirement intentions, 

health, and the circumstances in their household, among other matters. The initial 

cross-sectional study was later extended to a longitudinal panel study. The first 

follow-up study took place in 2006-2007 (N=1678, response rate 75 percent) and 

the second follow-up study was conducted in 2011 (N=1276; response rate 76 

percent). In these two follow-ups considerable attention was paid to the choices, 

decisions, and outcomes involved in the retirement process. 

 

Survey of Health, Ageing and Retirement in Europe (SHARE) 

 

The SHARE project is a cross-national survey project that contains micro data on, 

among other categories, employment status, retirement status, health issues, and 

family domain indicators. In the first two waves, conducted in 2004 and 2006, 

about 11 countries were covered. The third wave (2008) involved a different 

questionnaire covering the life histories of respondents. The fourth wave of data 

collection within the SHARE project corresponded to the format of the first two 

waves; this study was undertaken in 2011 and included data from 16 countries. 

 

These data are deemed particularly suitable to an investigation of the 

determinants of bridge employment across Europe for two main reasons. First, 

the cross-national character of the data makes it possible to measure bridge 

employment in a similar manner across countries. This improves comparability 

among countries with different conceptualizations and operationalizations of 

bridge employment. A second clear advantage is that micro-level variation in the 

level of participation in bridge employment within countries can be linked to 

variation in the characteristics and context of those countries. Unfortunately, the 

longitudinal structure of the SHARE data could not be exploited due to the 

limited number of retirement transitions that were featured consistently over 

multiple waves of data collection. Moreover, while the fourth wave of data 

collection covers data from 16 countries, in previous waves data were gathered on 

11 countries. Including data from previous waves would thus have limited the 

number of degrees of freedom at the macro level. Therefore, in this dissertation, 

data from the fourth wave of data collection only is considered. 

 

SHARE was created in response to the European Commission’s interest in 

population aging and in obtaining scientific insights on this demographic trend 

(Borsch-Supan et al., 2013). The target population consists of persons aged 50 

years and over and their partners, who have their regular domicile in one of the 

respective SHARE countries. In the fourth wave, these countries were: Austria, 
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Belgium, Czech Republic, Denmark, Estonia, France, Germany, Hungary, Italy, 

the Netherlands, Poland, Portugal, Slovenia, Spain, Sweden, and Switzerland. 

Face-to-face interviews with respondents were conducted using computer-

assisted personal interviewing (CAPI). Respondents in the fourth wave consisted 

of those included in the baseline sample and those who were included via 

refresher samples. The response rates were 56 per cent for the baseline sample 

and 49 per cent for the refresher samples. In total, information from 58,489 older 

adults was available in 2011. 

 

 

1.6 Outline of dissertation 

 

Chapters 2 to 5 contain studies of the determinants and consequences of bridge 

employment in Europe, and more specifically in the Netherlands. These studies 

are ordered on the basis of the theoretical line of thinking presented in this 

introductory chapter. In Chapter 2, research on the determinants of bridge 

employment from a cross-national European perspective is presented in order to 

place the Dutch case in a broader perspective. The benefit of using the cross-

national data of SHARE in addition to the Dutch data – from the NIDI Work and 

Retirement panel – is that it enables an investigation of contextual factors and the 

effect of gender in explaining bridge employment. This was not possible using 

the Dutch data alone, which do not include country-level variations. In addition, 

the number of women in the Dutch data was too low to obtain robust results on 

the different explanations and mechanisms for women’s participation in bridge 

employment. 

 

Chapters 3 to 5 deal with the determinants and consequences of bridge 

employment in the Dutch context. The longitudinal nature of the dataset enabled 

an in-depth investigation of variation in retirement transitions and experiences 

over time. In chapter 3, the focus is on the specific determinants of participation 

in bridge employment in the Netherlands. Chapters 4 and 5 elaborate on the 

outcomes of bridge employment for well-being in later life. In Chapter 4 the 

primary focus is on changes in self-efficacy and life satisfaction as a result of 

involuntary retirement and the later continuation of work in bridge employment. 

Chapter 5 offers more in-depth insights into the accessibility of and specific 

motives for bridge employment, and how this influences well-being in later life.  

 

Chapters 2 to 5 were originally written as separate journal articles and may 

therefore contain some overlap (e.g., the data description). Overlap is particularly 

strong between Chapters 4 and 5, because the conclusions of Chapter 4 served as 

input for the research question in Chapter 5. Three of the empirical chapters (3, 4, 

and 5) have been published in international journals in various scientific 

disciplines. Chapter 2 has been submitted for publication.  
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Finally, Chapter 6 integrates and evaluates the findings of the empirical chapters 

in line with the overall general research question. Additionally, some scientific 

and societal implications are discussed. Pension landscapes are currently 

changing rapidly. Therefore, questions and suggestions for further research in the 

field of bridge employment and the extension of working lives are presented in 

chapter six. 
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Abstract 

  

One of the solutions that could be used to resource the needs of an aging 

population is the encouragement of individuals to extend their working 

lives beyond retirement, often referred to as ‘bridge’ employment. 

Although previous studies provide important insights on the relationship 

between individual attributes and bridge employment, there is scant 

research on the extent to which differences across countries and between 

genders may exist and how these might be explained by economic and 

societal differences in the pension context. Therefore, we investigate the 

determinants of participation in bridge employment among male and 

female retirees in 16 European countries. Multilevel models are estimated 

based on data from the Survey of Health, Aging and Retirement in Europe 

project. We found that where there is high expenditure on pensions there is 

a lower likelihood of retirees, particularly women, participating in bridge 

jobs, while strong norms that support working past retirement are 

positively associated with bridge employment. 
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2.1 Introduction 

 

Retirement arrangements emerged at the turn of the nineteenth to twentieth 

century and have been dynamic in their form and meaning ever since. Following 

a period in which many workers enjoyed the prospect of early retirement, the 

prospect of an aging population has put the topic of extending working life high 

on the policy agenda (Schalk et al., 2010; Van Dalen, Henkens, & Schippers, 

2010). Many modern societies are confronted with unprecedented demographic 

changes, such as declines in fertility and mortality (Bongaarts, 2004), which will 

have severe consequences for the age structure of countries and the composition 

of the workforce. A relatively new group in the workforce consists of retirees 

who participate in paid work after retirement in so-called ‘bridge’ jobs (Feldman, 

1994; Shultz, 2003). The participation of this group in paid labor is seen as one of 

the solutions to the consequences of an aging population (Bongaarts, 2004; 

Maestas & Zissimopoulos, 2010). The increasing popularity of bridge 

employment brings with it a need to identify its specific determinants. The power 

of contextual factors has become particularly relevant, given the changing 

pension landscape in modern societies. However, this topic has received only 

very limited attention so far (Beehr & Bennett, 2014). Therefore, to deepen 

knowledge in this area, we study this issue using a multilevel framework in which 

both individual-level and contextual-level determinants are considered.  

 

In line with the increasing trend toward bridge employment, scientific research on 

its determinants is quickly progressing. In particular, economists and 

psychologists are focusing on the individual-level factors related to the decision 

to continue working after retirement. Their studies have revealed that highly 

educated workers, healthy workers, and men are especially likely to participate in 

paid jobs after retirement (Cahill, et al., 2006; S. Kim & Feldman, 2000; Wang, et 

al., 2008). In addition, they have shown that forms of occupational and 

organizational commitment pre-retirement are important in explaining (intentions 

for) participation in paid employment after retirement (Jones & McIntosh, 2010; 

Schmidt & Lee, 2008; Zhan, Wang, & Yao, 2013).  

 

Although this literature has provided important insights on the phenomenon of 

bridge employment, several unanswered questions remain. First, most of the 

previous studies on the determinants of bridge employment are country-specific 

case studies. While these studies have been conducted mainly in the United 

States, the situation in European countries has recently started to receive some 

attention (e.g. Alcover, Topa, Parry, Fraccaroli, & Depolo, 2014; Dingemans, 

Henkens, & Van Solinge, 2015; Hochfellner, 2013). However, comparison of the 

results from these single-country studies is hampered because of the wide range 

of different bridge employment definitions that have been used across scientific 

disciplines and across countries.  
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Second, the issue of whether the variation in the contextual characteristics of 

countries plays a role in the bridge employment decision has rarely been 

addressed (Zhan & Wang, 2015). One exception is the cross-national study by 

Brunello and Langella (2012), which found that exogenous increases in the 

minimum retirement age differentially affect retirement and bridge employment 

transitions across various European countries. Unfortunately, this study focused 

exclusively on the work-to-retirement trajectories of men, and it is debatable 

whether explanatory models of bridge employment are the same for men and 

women (Beehr & Bennett, 2014). Therefore, in light of the foregoing, we focus 

on the two following research questions: (i) what determines bridge employment 

among male and female retirees in Europe? and (ii) to what extent are the 

characteristics of the pension context important in explaining variation across 

countries?  

 

By answering these research questions, we aim to contribute to the existing 

literature on bridge employment in three ways. First, our study is among the first 

to adopt a cross-national perspective on bridge employment. Without such a 

cross-national focus, it is hard to compare results from different single-country 

studies because their definitions, conceptualizations, and operationalizations of 

the bridge employment concept differ so widely. Thus, we aim to provide 

descriptive information about the variability in bridge employment across 

European countries and how it differs between men and women using 

harmonized data from 16 European countries. Second, we attempt to explain the 

variation in bridge employment across countries by employing a multilevel 

approach to explore simultaneously the individual- and contextual-level factors 

that may affect bridge employment. Two aspects of the country-specific context 

are deemed to be particularly important in this respect. In line with Radl (2013), 

we argue that the incentive structure of the pension system is an important 

determinant in explaining retirement processes. Therefore, we take the variation 

in the generosity of pension systems across countries into account to explain 

variation in bridge employment behavior. At the same time, not only economic 

factors, but also normative ideas about retirement may play a role (Liefbroer & 

Billari, 2010) in the decision to enter bridge employment. We expect that a 

supportive normative environment regarding the combination of working and 

receiving a public pension will be positively associated with participation in 

bridge employment. By incorporating these factors into the explanatory model, 

we aim to test the expectation put forward by Zhan and Wang (2015) that both 

economic and social aspects of the pension context are important determinants of 

bridge employment.   

 

Third, at the individual-level, we investigate how socioeconomic characteristics 

as well as marital status and informal caregiving activities affect participation in 

bridge employment. Previous studies on retirement decision making have stressed 
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that such explanatory models differ by gender (Damman, 2014; Pleau, 2010), but 

this assumption has hardly been investigated in respect of bridge employment 

(Pleau, 2010). Therefore, we follow the approach of Beehr and Bennett (2014), 

who argue that “both main effects and interaction effects need to be examined to 

truly understand the impact that gender has on retirement” (p. 6). Specifically, we 

examine whether marital status and participation in informal caregiving are 

differentially related to the bridge employment of men and women (Pleau, 2010).  

 

For the current study, we use data from the Survey of Health, Aging and 

Retirement in Europe (SHARE) project, which includes information on 

employment and retirement trajectories in 16 European countries. The definition 

of bridge employment proposed in the current study is slightly different from that 

regularly used in the United States (Gobeski & Beehr, 2009; Wang, et al., 2008), 

where bridge employment is often defined as participation in a paid job after exit 

from a full-time career job with at least 10 years of tenure (Feldman, 1994). This 

definition would be problematic in several European countries because part-time 

employment is relatively common in all stages of the work career, especially 

among women (Eurofound, 2011). Therefore, we define bridge employment as 

the participation in paid work by those who receive a pension income 

(Dingemans, et al., 2015; Parry & Bown Wilson, 2014). 

 

 

2.2 Theoretical framework 

 

Following Beehr and Bennett (2014) and Zhan and Wang (2015), we assume that 

participation in bridge employment can be explained by both individual- and 

contextual-level factors. This assumption relies strongly on life course theory, 

which emphasizes that life transitions do not occur in isolation but are rather 

shaped by various influences from the social environment (Settersten, 2003). For 

instance, personal life histories, social circumstances in various life domains—

such as family life and work—and broader institutional circumstances may form 

opportunities and constraints that guide individual behavior. In keeping with this 

theoretical framework, traditional socioeconomic characteristics (Cahill, et al., 

2006) as well as circumstances in the family domain, such as marital status and 

informal caregiving activities (Pleau, 2010), are deemed to be important 

determinants of bridge employment. In addition to these individual-level 

determinants, our study also considers the specific economic and societal 

characteristics of a country’s pension system (Lindbeck, Nyber, & Weibull, 1999; 

Radl, 2013; Zhan & Wang, 2015). We elaborate on these factors below. 
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Bridge employment in Europe: individual-level explanations 

 

Differences in access to valuable resources may enable or constrain participation 

in bridge jobs among various subgroups of older adults in different ways. For 

instance, from both the supply-side and demand-side perspective, it is assumed 

that educational attainment—as a proxy for the level of human capital—

positively relates to participation in bridge employment. Highly educated 

individuals are most likely to be committed to the work role and be intrinsically 

motivated to continue working (Gesthuizen & Verbakel, 2014; Kalmijn & 

Kraaykamp, 2007). At the same time, they may be particularly attractive to 

employers offering bridge jobs because of their high levels of human capital 

(Komp, Van Tilburg, & Broese van Groenou, 2010; Oude Mulders, Van Dalen, 

Henkens, & Schippers, 2014).  

 

Second, health is a prerequisite for participation in the labor force. For instance, 

those in good health may be particularly likely to work in bridge jobs compared 

to those who suffer from health problems (Wang, et al., 2008). Moreover, healthy 

older workers may be intrinsically motivated to remain active in old age, while at 

the same time having more opportunities than their unhealthy counterparts to find 

a suitable bridge job because they are not hindered by health-related limitations 

(Adams & Rau, 2004).  

 

Third, another aspect that gains in importance in the retirement landscape is the 

receipt of an occupational pension (Haverland, 2007; Walker & Alber, 1993). 

While public benefits provided by the welfare state are often redistributive in 

nature (Haverland, 2007) at least to some extent (OECD, 2011), occupational 

pensions are based on individual work careers and often exclude part-time and 

low-paid workers (Walker & Alber, 1993). We may expect that those with both 

public and occupational pensions have less of a financial need to continue 

working than retirees who only receive public pension benefits. In light of the 

foregoing, we formulate the following three hypotheses: 

 

Hypothesis 1:  Highly educated individuals are more likely to work in bridge  

  jobs compared to  their less well educated counterparts.  

 

Hypothesis 2:  Healthy individuals are more likely to work in bridge jobs  

  compared to their less healthy counterparts.  

 

Hypothesis 3:  Those who receive occupational pensions are more likely to  

  retire fully instead of participating in bridge jobs compared to  

  those who only receive public pensions. 
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The retirement transition has been shown to be deeply entwined with other factors 

in family life, which can have consequences for the decision-making process on 

bridge employment as well. Previous literature suggests that marital status and 

informal caregiving activities may be of specific importance in this respect 

(Komp, et al., 2010; Pleau, 2010). With regard to marital status, particular 

attention has been paid to those older adults who have been divorced during their 

life courses. These individuals are assumed to be economically vulnerable in 

retirement (Damman, 2014; Pleau, 2010). In addition, retirees who have never 

been married may opt to work past retirement for social reasons because they do 

not have a partner at home who could substitute the missing social interaction 

with colleagues (Damman, Henkens, & Kalmijn, 2013b).   

 

With regard to the provision of informal care, including the care for 

grandchildren, it has been argued that the likelihood of participating in bridge 

jobs is lowered in the case of such activities. The assumption is that the provision 

of care might limit the time that can be devoted to paid work (Carr & Kail, 2012; 

R W Johnson & Lo Sasso, 2000; Komp, et al., 2010). Based on a resources 

perspective (Wang, 2007), another mechanism for this negative relationship is 

that the limited number of social contacts in the case of caregiving reduces the 

level of social capital that is available to facilitate reintegration into the labor 

force after retirement (Carr & Kail, 2012). We therefore propose the following 

additional hypotheses: 

 

Hypothesis 4:  Bridge employment is particularly likely among retirees who  

  are divorced or who have never been married compared with  

  married counterparts.  

 

Hypothesis 5:  Informal caregiving for other adults or for grandchildren limits  

  the likelihood of participation in bridge employment. 

 

Another well known indicator of bridge employment is gender, with men being 

more likely to work in bridge jobs than women (H. Kim & DeVaney, 2005; 

Maestas, 2010). We argue that the relationship between gender and bridge 

employment may be influenced by the social roles men and women play in 

society (Eagly, Wood, & Diekman, 2000). Following the gendered model of labor 

division, it is argued that women are often dependent on economic protection 

from their husband both throughout their life course and in retirement (Pienta & 

Hayward, 2002; Pleau, 2010; Szinovacz & DeViney, 2000). This is found to have 

detrimental economic consequences for women in the case of marital disruption 

(Szinovacz & DeViney, 2000). As a result, we might expect divorced women to 

be particularly likely to work in bridge jobs compared to their male counterparts. 

Moreover, we also expect gender-specific variation in the extent to which 

caregiving activities compete with paid employment; however, the direction is 
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less clear. Following Raymo and Sweeney (2006), it can be expected that women, 

as primary caregivers, are specifically likely to experience work–family conflict 

and therefore withdraw from work. On the other hand, the ‘life course 

experience’ of women who balance work and family demands may have 

equipped them with skills to balance work and care activities successfully after 

retirement as well – a capability that is less likely to be widespread among men 

who, as primary breadwinners, are mainly focused on paid employment 

throughout the course of their lives. 

 

Contextual explanations for bridge employment 

 

While it is often emphasized that differences in pension contexts across countries 

may have implications for the retirement trajectories that older adults take, the 

specific contextual factors that relate to bridge employment are still largely 

unknown (Schalk & Desmette, 2015; Zhan & Wang, 2015). However, it is 

recognized that both economic factors and social norms may have important 

consequences for decisions in the work and retirement domain (Lindbeck, et al., 

1999; Zhan & Wang, 2015).  

 

Following Radl (2013), we postulate that cross-national differences in pension 

contexts create different incentive structures to work post-retirement. An 

important contextual factor that may impose constraints on participation in paid 

work after retirement is the generosity of the pension system. Economic models 

predict that the more financial resources that are available, the less likely older 

adults are to work past retirement, simply because there is no financial necessity 

to do so (Feldman & Beehr, 2011). In a less generous pension context, bridge 

employment may be a common behavior in retirement as a means to supplement 

pension income. It may even become an additional pillar in the construction of a 

retirement income, besides the three traditional pillars of public, occupational, 

and private pensions (Bowman, 2014; Larsen & Pedersen, 2013).  

 

At the same time, societal normative signs that promote the prolonged 

employment of older adults may also influence the likelihood of working after 

retirement. Liefbroer and Billari (2010) define a social norm as “an expectation 

about acceptable behavior that is shared by a group of people” (p. 290) and they 

argue that social norms are not something of the past but are still shaping 

individual behavior in today’s post-industrial and individualized societies. Life 

course theory suggests that the sequencing and timing of certain life events, such 

as the exit from work, are largely influenced by social norms (Liefbroer & Billari, 

2010; Settersten & Hagestad, 1996). Moreover, norms may exist regarding the 

combination of certain statuses, such as worker and retiree. Even though in policy 

debates the combination of work and retirement may be promoted in order to deal 

with an aging population, in public discourse extending working life past the 
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statutory retirement age may not be necessarily supported because it may also be 

evaluated as anti-social behavior in the sense that it could hinder opportunities for 

career mobility among the younger generation (Van Dalen & Henkens, 2002). 

We would argue that bridge employment is more likely in contexts where there is 

normative support for paid work after public retirement age than in countries with 

limited support for this norm. We therefore expect to find the following: 

 

Hypothesis 6:  The generosity of the pension context is negatively associated  

  with bridge employment behavior. 

 

Hypothesis 7:  The normative support for paid work past retirement age is  

  positively associated with bridge employment behavior. 

 

 

2.3 Data and methods 

 

Data  

 

Data for this study came from the Survey of Health, Aging and Retirement in 

Europe (SHARE) project. The analyses used data from the fourth wave of the 

SHARE project carried out in 2011, which provides information on 16 countries: 

Austria, Belgium, the Czech Republic, Denmark, Estonia, France, Germany, 

Hungary, Italy, the Netherlands, Poland, Portugal, Slovenia, Spain, Sweden and 

Switzerland (Borsch-Supan et al., 2013). The analytical sample for the current 

study was restricted to the birth cohorts of 1936 to 1951. At the time of 

measurement, these respondents were aged between 60 and 75. In most countries 

retirement pensions can be received as early as 60 and bridge employment often 

starts relatively shortly after a career exit (Kail & Warner, 2013; Maestas, 2010), 

so this age range seemed the most appropriate. In this study, retirement is 

understood as the receipt of a pension income. Respondents in the SHARE were 

asked to indicate whether they received a form of public and/or occupational 

pension income. Those who did not receive any form of pension income, i.e., 

those still in their main careers, were excluded from the analyses (18 percent). 

There were missing values for some of the relevant variables, so 2.46 percent of 

the remaining cases had to be excluded. The final sample size was 22,488. The 

sample size for each country ranged from n = 637 for Portugal to n = 2,995 for 

Estonia. The mean age in the analytical sample was 68, and women made up 54 

percent of the respondents. 

 

Dependent variable: bridge employment 

 

Following previous empirical research (Dingemans, et al., 2015; Parry & Bown 

Wilson, 2014), bridge employment is defined as participation in paid work while 
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receiving a pension income. Retirees without paid work were placed in the “full 

retirement” group (0). Those retirees who answered the questions regarding their 

current job were coded as “bridge employees” (1).   

  

Independent variables: the individual level 

 

To measure educational attainment, we used the ISCED classification 

(UNESCO, 2006) provided by the SHARE team. The classification is based on 

information from country-specific questions on the highest qualification that 

respondents have obtained. We grouped the seven-category ISCED variable into 

three basic levels. Primary educational levels were categorized as “low” (1); 

secondary educational levels were categorized as “middle” (2); and tertiary 

educational levels were categorized as “high” (3). General health status was 

measured in SHARE by asking: “Would you say your health is ….” The answer 

categories were: “excellent” (1), “very good” (2), “good” (3), “fair” (4), or “poor” 

(5).  The answer categories were rescaled such that a high score indicated 

excellent health. In addition, respondents were asked to indicate whether they 

received an occupational pension. We constructed a dummy variable to indicate 

the receipt (1) or absence (0) of an occupational pension income.  

 

For current marital status, a four-category variable was constructed: 1) married 

(including marriage with or without living together and registered partnership); 2) 

never married; 3) divorced; and 4) widowed. The informal care tasks that 

respondents undertook were measured by asking whether they provided help to 

others outside the household. If the question was answered positively, 

respondents were asked: “In the last 12 months, how often altogether have you 

given personal care or practical household help to this person?” The answer 

categories were “every day”, “every week”, “every month”, or “less often.” We 

constructed a dummy variable to indicate whether a respondent had daily care 

tasks (1) or not (0) because this would most likely limit the time they could 

devote to paid work.  

 

Another indicator for regular care tasks was whether people had grandchildren to 

look after on a daily basis. First, respondents were asked: “How many children do 

you have who are still alive?” Then respondents were asked: “Talking about 

grandchildren, how many grandchildren do you have?” We constructed a variable 

to indicate whether respondents had “no children or grandchildren” (0), “children, 

but no grandchildren” (1), or “grandchildren” (2). Respondents with 

grandchildren were then asked: “During the last 12 months, have you regularly or 

occasionally looked after your grandchild(ren)?” The answer categories were 

“almost daily”, “almost every week”, “almost every month”, or “less often.” 

Similar to the operationalization of informal caregiving, we placed respondents 

who looked after their grandchildren almost every day into the category 
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“grandchildren, daily care tasks” (3). The descriptive statistics of the independent 

variables are presented in Table 2.1. 

 

Independent variables: the contextual level 

 

Information on the generosity of the pension context was obtained from Eurostat 

(data for the year 2011; see http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/). The measure 

expenditure on pensions represents the spending on pensions as a percentage of a 

country’s GDP. We adjusted this measure to account for the age structure in each 

country (Lynch, 2006). We divided expenditure on pensions by the old-age 

dependency ratio, which we retrieved from the World Bank (data for the year 

2011; see http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.POP.DPND.OL); this ratio 

represents the proportion of people older than 64 in the working population (aged 

15 to 64). The higher the score for this newly computed variable, the more 

generous the pension climate for older citizens. In the analyses, we multiplied the 

scores by 10 to increase interpretability.  

 

To determine the normative support for bridge employment, we used a measure 

from the special edition of the Eurobarometer (TNS Opinion & Social, 2012) in 

which it was asked to what extent people believed that “older adults should be 

able to continue working past the official retirement age.” The answer categories 

were: “they should be able to continue”, “they should have to stop working” or 

“don’t know.” We used the percentage that answered that older adults “should be 

able to continue” to measure support for working past retirement. In the analyses, 

we also multiplied this variable by 10, which means that the estimated coefficient 

corresponds to an increase of 10 per cent in normative support for working past 

retirement. Unfortunately, data for Switzerland were not available, which limited 

the analyses on this issue to 15 countries. 

 

Analytical strategy 

 

To deal with the dependency of observations in our hierarchically structured 

dataset, a multilevel modeling approach was required (Bryan & Jenkins, 2013). 

Specifically, we estimated multilevel logit models in order to account for the 

binary nature of our dependent variable (Guo & Zhao, 2000). A sufficiently large 

sample size at the country level is needed to limit estimation bias in multilevel 

models. Even though there is a lack of consensus about the required size of the 

sample (Bryan & Jenkins, 2013), it is clear that our sample of 16 countries is 

relatively small from a multilevel modeling perspective. Nevertheless, it still 

enabled us to investigate the effect of a limited number of country-level 

characteristics on bridge employment (Engelhardt, 2012; Hank & Erlinghagen, 

2011; Komp, et al., 2010).  
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Table 2.1. Descriptive statistics of the individual-level indicators.  

 Mean SE 

Age    

   60–63  0.22 0.42 

   64–67  0.28 0.45 

   68–71  0.27 0.44 

   72–75 0.23 0.42 

Educational attainment   

   Low  0.20 0.40 

   Middle  0.60 0.49 

   High 0.20 0.40 

Health (range: 1–5) 2.70 1.05 

Female  0.53 0.50 

Receipt of occupational pension 0.14 0.35 

Marital status    

   Married 0.73 0.44 

   Never married 0.05 0.21 

   Divorced 0.09 0.28 

   Widowed 0.13 0.33 

Daily informal care tasks 0.07 0.24 

(Grand)Children   

   No children 0.08 0.28 

   Children, no grandchildren  0.14 0.35 

   Grandchildren, no daily care 0.69 0.46 

   Grandchildren, daily care 0.09 0.28 

Source: SHARE, wave 4, 2011. 

 

 

2.4 Results  

 

Descriptive results 

 

On average, 11 per cent of older adults between the age of 60 and 75 participated 

in bridge employment with considerable variation across the investigated 

countries. For example, while working after retirement was quite exceptional in 

countries such as Spain (3 per cent), Slovenia (3 per cent), Poland (5 per cent), 

and France (5 per cent), it was relatively common among retirees in Estonia (22 

per cent), Sweden (21 per cent), Switzerland (20 per cent), and Denmark (14 per 

cent). Figure 2.1 shows that the degree of gender inequality in participation in 

bridge employment also varies by country. Even though the overall conclusion 

was that men were more likely to participate in bridge jobs compared to women, 

gender differences seemed to be very small in countries such as Austria, Spain 

and Estonia. Relatively large differences were found in Denmark, the Netherlands 

and Sweden. 
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Figure 2.1. Bridge employment across 16 European countries by gender (SHARE, 

2011). 

 

 

With regard to the characteristics of the pension context, i.e., expenditure on 

pensions and support for the norm that older adults should be able to work after 

public retirement age, Figure 2.2 shows that there was considerable variation 

across countries. For instance, expenditure on pensions was relatively high in 

Austria and Poland, while relatively low levels of expenditure were found in 

Estonia, Sweden and Germany. At the same time, Denmark and the Netherlands 

were found to have relatively high levels of normative support for combining 

work and retirement, while the support was rather low in Slovenia and Italy. For 

example, only 29 percent of the Italian respondents agreed with the statement that 

older adults should be able to continue working after retirement as compared to 

93 percent in Denmark. Overall, we may conclude that the association between 

expenditure on pensions and normative support for working after retirement is 

rather weak.  
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Figure 2.2. Expenditure on pensions and the normative support for working after 

retirement for 16 European countries (SHARE, 2011).  Note: for country ID’s, 

check appendix A1. 

 

 

Multivariate analyses 

 

Tables 2.2 and 2.3 present the estimates from the multilevel logit models 

explaining participation in bridge employment versus full retirement based on 

individual- and contextual-level factors, separately by gender (estimates from the 

pooled model are provided in section Appendix A2). Table 2.2 presents the 

estimated models for male retirees. First, model 1 showed that high instead of low 

educational attainment (OR = 2.89) and better health (OR = 1.49) were related to 

a higher likelihood of working in bridge jobs rather than fully retiring, which 

supports Hypotheses 1 and 2. Support was also found for Hypothesis 3, namely 

that the receipt of an occupational pension was related to a lower likelihood of 

participating in bridge jobs compared to retiring fully (OR = 0.74). In addition, 

the results in model 1 showed that bridge employment was less likely with 

increasing age. In model 2, we included the variables for marital status, informal 

care for others and care for grandchildren. Here, the only significant predictor 

was the provision of daily care tasks by male retirees, which was related to a 

lower likelihood of working in bridge jobs (OR = 0.76; Hypothesis 5). 
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Table 2.2. Multilevel logit model to predict bridge employment among male retirees. 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4a Model 5a 

 Logit SE Logit SE Logit SE Logit  SE Logit  SE 

Individual level             

Age             

   60–63 (ref)             

   64–67  -0.36** 0.08 -0.37** 0.09 -0.37** 0.09 -0.40 ** 0.09 -0.40 ** 0.09 

   68–71 -0.57* 0.09 -0.59** 0.09 -0.59** 0.09 -0.59 * 0.09 -0.60 * 0.09 

   72–75 -1.11** 0.10 -1.13** 0.10 -1.13** 0.10 -1.14 ** 0.11 -1.14 ** 0.11 

Educational attainment              

   Low (ref)             

   Middle 0.42** 0.12 0.40** 0.12 0.40** 0.12 0.42 ** 0.12 0.41 ** 0.12 

   High 1.06** 0.12 1.04** 0.13 1.04** 0.13 1.06 ** 0.13 1.05 ** 0.13 

Health status 0.40** 0.03 0.40** 0.03 0.40** 0.03 0.41 ** 0.03 0.41 ** 0.03 

Receipt of occupational  

   pension 

-0.29** 0.10 -0.30** 0.10 -0.29** 0.10 -0.30 * 0.12 -0.29 * 0.12 

Marital status              

   Married (ref)             

   Never married   -0.29 0.19 -0.29 0.19 -0.26  0.20 -0.26  0.20 

   Divorced   0.21 0.12 0.21 0.12 0.18  0.13 0.18  0.13 

   Widowed   0.21 0.15 0.21 0.15 0.21  0.15 0.21  0.15 

Daily informal care tasks   -0.28* 0.15 -0.28* 0.15 -0.33 * 0.15 -0.33 * 0.15 

(Grand)Children             

   No children (ref)             

   Children, no  

      grandchildren  

  0.14 0.15 0.14 0.15 0.23  0.17 0.22  0.17 

   Grandchildren,  

      no daily care 

  0.13 0.14 0.13 0.14 0.20  0.16 0.20  0.16 

   Grandchildren,  

      daily care 

  0.02 0.18 0.02 0.18 0.12  0.20 0.12  0.20 

             

Country level             

Expenditure on pensions     -0.37 0.19    -0.31 * 0.15 

Norm: Work past 

retirement 

      0.22 ** 0.07 0.19 ** 0.06 

Var (intercept) 0.54** 0.20 0.53** 0.20 0.42* 0.16 0.31 * 0.12 0.23 * 0.09 

Source: SHARE, wave 4, 2011. Level 1: 0 = 10469. Level 2: 0 = 16. 

* p ≤ 0.05; ** p ≤.0.01. 

a. Switzerland excluded: Level 1: 0 = 9891. Level 2: 0 = 15. 

 

 

Next, we included the country-level variables into the explanatory model for 

bridge employment among men. In model 3, we included expenditure on 

pensions in the analysis. In model 4, we tested the measure for normative support 

for working after retirement. Finally, in model 5, both these contextual factors 

were estimated simultaneously. Model 5 provides support for our hypothesis 

(Hypothesis 6) that bridge employment among men is more likely in countries 

where the expenditure on pensions is lower than in countries with relatively high 

pension expenditure (OR = 0.73). In addition, in line with Hypothesis 7, it was 

found that stronger support for the norm that older adults should be able to work 
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past retirement was associated with a higher likelihood of working in bridge jobs 

(OR = 1.21). 

 

Table 2.3 shows the estimated multilevel logit models for female retirees. Similar 

to the results for men, we found support for Hypotheses 1 and 2 in model 1, 

namely that highly educated (OR = 2.32) and healthy (OR = 1.52) women were 

more likely to participate in bridge jobs than their low-educated and unhealthy 

counterparts. For men, educational attainment showed a fairly linear relationship 

with participation in bridge employment, while for women it appeared that  

 

 

Table 2.3. Multilevel logit model to predict bridge employment among female retirees. 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4a Model 5a 

 Logit SE Logit  SE Logit  SE Logit SE Logit SE 

Individual level             

Age             

   60–63 (ref)             

   64–67  -0.65** 0.08 -0.66 ** 0.08 -0.66 ** 0.08 -0.69** 0.08 -0.69** 0.08 

   68–71 -1.00** 0.09 -1.00 ** 0.09 -1.00 ** 0.09 -1.01** 0.09 -1.01** 0.09 

   72–75 -1.86** 0.12 -1.89 ** 0.12 -1.89 ** 0.12 -1.86** 0.13 -1.86** 0.13 

Educational attainment              

   Low (ref)             

   Middle 0.12 0.11 0.11  0.11 0.10  0.11 0.21 0.12 0.20 0.12 

   High 0.84** 0.12 0.83 ** 0.12 0.83 ** 0.12 0.95** 0.13 0.93** 0.13 

Health status 0.42** 0.04 0.42 ** 0.04 0.43 ** 0.04 0.44** 0.04 0.44** 0.04 

Receipt of occupational  

   pension 

-0.28* 0.12 -0.31 ** 0.12 -0.30 * 0.12 -0.39** 0.14 -0.38** 0.14 

Marital status              

   Married (ref)             

   Never married   0.56 ** 0.16 0.56 ** 0.16 0.48** 0.17 0.48** 0.17 

   Divorced   0.55 ** 0.09 0.55 ** 0.09 0.53** 0.10 0.53** 0.10 

   Widowed   0.37 ** 0.09 0.36 ** 0.09 0.36** 0.09 0.36** 0.09 

Daily informal care tasks   0.07  0.13 0.07  0.13 0.08 0.13 0.08 0.14 

(Grand)Children             

   No children (ref)             

   Children, no  

      grandchildren  

  0.38 * 0.16 0.38 * 0.16 0.36* 0.17 0.36* 0.17 

   Grandchildren,  

      no daily care 

  0.25  0.14 0.25  0.14 0.26 0.15 0.26 0.15 

   Grandchildren,  

      daily care 

  0.02  0.19 0.01  0.19 0.05 0.20 0.04 0.20 

             

Country level             

Expenditure on pensions      -0.56 ** 0.19   -0.49** 0.12 

Norm: Work past 

retirement 

        0.26** 0.08 0.22** 0.06 

Var (intercept) 0.69** 0.26 0.68 ** 0.26 0.43 * 0.17 0.36* 0.14 0.15* 0.07 

Source: SHARE, wave 4, 2011. Level 1: 0 = 12019. Level 2: 0 = 16. 

* p ≤ 0.05; ** p ≤.0.01. 

a. Switzerland excluded: Level 1: 0 = 11367. Level 2: 0 = 15.  
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specifically those with highest level of educational attainment participated in 

bridge jobs. In line with Hypothesis 3, we found that women who received an 

occupational pension were less likely to participate in bridge jobs (OR = 0.76). In 

addition, the findings in model 1 showed that the likelihood of participating in 

bridge jobs decreased with increasing age. 

 

In model 2, we included the variables for marital status, informal care for others, 

and care for grandchildren. Women who were never married (OR = 1.75) or who 

were divorced (OR = 1.73) were found to be much more likely to participate in 

bridge jobs compared to their married counterparts (Hypothesis 4). Additional 

analyses testing the interaction between gender and marital status (data not 

shown) also revealed that divorced women were significantly more likely than 

their male counterparts to work in bridge jobs. In contrast to the findings for men, 

we did not find differences in bridge job participation between those women with 

and those without daily informal care tasks (Hypothesis 5). Finally, there was no 

support for our expectation (Hypothesis 5) that women who look after their 

grandchildren almost every day are less likely to work in bridge jobs after 

retirement. 

 

Next, we added the country-level factors. In model 3, we included the level of 

expenditure on pensions. In model 4, we tested the normative support for working 

after retirement. Finally, these country-level factors were estimated 

simultaneously in model 5. The results provide support for our hypothesis 

(Hypothesis 6) that bridge employment among women is less likely in countries  

with higher levels of pension expenditure (OR = 0.57;). In line with Hypothesis 7, 

we found that normative support for work past retirement was positively 

associated with bridge employment (OR = 1.30).   

 

In addition to presenting the results of the multivariate analyses on the 

relationship between contextual factors and bridge employment (models 3 to 5) in 

Tables 2.2 and 2.3, we also illustrate these relationships graphically. Figures 2.3 

(men) and 2.4 (women) depict the scores for the contextual variables as related to 

the share of retirees participating in bridge jobs. While a negative association 

between bridge employment and expenditure on pensions is shown in Figure 

2.3a, a positive relationship between bridge employment and normative support 

for working after retirement is shown in Figure 2.3b. The same associations can 

be observed in Figures 2.4a and 2.4b for female retirees. Overall, Figures 2.3 and 

2.4 illustrate that specific economic and social aspects of the pension context may 

have different effects on the likelihood of participation in bridge employment. 
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Figure 2.3a. Expenditure on pensions and participation in bridge jobs among 

male retirees by country (SHARE, 2011). Note: for country ID’s, check appendix 

A1. 

 

 

 
Figure 2.3b. Support for the norm to work after retirement and participation in 

bridge jobs among male retirees by country (SHARE, 2011). Note: for country 

ID’s, check appendix A1. 
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Figure 2.4a. Expenditure on pensions and participation in bridge jobs among 

female retirees by country (SHARE, 2011). Note: for country ID’s, check 

appendix A1. 

 

 

 
Figure 2.4b. Support for the norm to work after retirement and participation in 

bridge jobs among female retirees by country (SHARE, 2011). Note: for country 

ID’s, check appendix A1. 
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2.5 Discussion 

 

In the current study, we investigated the determinants of bridge employment in 

Europe by using comparable data for 16 European countries. The results of the 

study reveal that the number of retirees working in paid employment while 

receiving pensions differs widely across Europe, with Estonia, Sweden and 

Switzerland having the highest levels of participation. Bridge employment is less 

common in countries such as Spain, Slovenia and Poland. The difference between 

men and women also varies to a large extent across countries. Even though the 

general conclusion is that men are more likely to participate in bridge jobs after 

career exit, in countries such as Austria, Spain and Estonia the differences 

between men and women are rather small.  

 

To find an explanation for these differences in bridge employment across Europe, 

we incorporated two sets of factors into our model, namely individual-level 

factors and country-level factors. Both sets of factors proved to be highly relevant 

in explaining bridge employment, which is in accordance with the assumption in 

life course theory that life transitions are strongly embedded in the wider social 

context (Settersten, 2003). At the country-level, the results of our investigation 

show that when more economic (pension) resources are available, older adults 

tend not to undertake paid employment after retirement. At the same time, we 

also found that a supportive environment regarding the combination of work and 

retirement is positively associated with participation in bridge employment. This 

suggests that not only economic incentives, but also normative signs regarding 

the prolongation of work careers after retirement influence the decision-making 

process regarding bridge employment. The current demographic trend of an aging 

population threatens the affordability of pension arrangements (Bongaarts, 2004), 

so politicians and policymakers may seek to increase awareness that extending 

working life may be crucial in supporting our consumption level and welfare 

provision over a longer lifespan (Maestas & Zissimopoulos, 2010) and, as such, 

stimulate the desire among individuals to continue to work post-retirement.  

 

At the individual level, we found bridge employment to be particularly likely 

among highly educated and healthy retirees. As such, this seems to provide 

additional support for the idea that these groups of retirees are most likely to be 

intrinsically motivated and committed to work (Jones & McIntosh, 2010; Wang, 

et al., 2008), while at the same time having more opportunities to continue 

working after retirement compared to their lower-educated and less healthy 

counterparts (Dingemans, et al., 2015; Ekerdt, 2010; Komp, et al., 2010). When 

we control for these aspects, our results also show that retirees with occupational 

pensions are less likely to continue working after retirement than those with only 

public pensions. This seems to suggest that dependency solely on public benefits 

pushes retirees back into employment to supplement their retirement income. 
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This closely aligns with current ideas in policy discussions on ways to stimulate 

different forms of supplementary pensions, such as occupational pensions and 

savings, as a means to make retirees more self-reliant rather than fully relying on 

(various forms of) public benefits. However, there is a risk associated with this 

approach, namely that full retirement may become a reality only for well-off 

retirees, while those in lower socioeconomic strata may be forced to rely on a 

fourth pillar of pension income, namely paid work (Bowman, 2014; Larsen & 

Pedersen, 2013). Another specific risk group found in the current study is that of 

divorced women. In line with previous research conducted in the United States 

(Pleau, 2010), the results suggest that they may be an economically vulnerable 

group in retirement.  

 

The current investigation has several strengths as well as some limitations that 

need to be taken into account when interpreting the results. A clear advantage of 

our approach is that we can compare the extent to which European retirees 

combine income from paid work with pension benefits, and as such we are among 

only a handful of researchers to provide insights on cross-national variation in 

participation in bridge jobs. In addition, the investigation of the explanatory 

model of bridge employment in terms of cross-national data has enabled us to 

unravel contextual factors that relate to participation in bridge employment. 

However, one of the limitations of the study is that even though financial 

resources are found to be important individual-level determinants in some studies 

(Cahill, et al., 2006; Warren, 2015), the inclusion of specific information on 

income or wealth in the current study was problematic because a large amount of 

such information was missing from the SHARE data. Moreover, these measures 

could be assumed to suffer from problems of endogeneity because they could be 

affected by the bridge job status of the retirees. For instance, income measures, 

such as the income from pension benefits, might be lowered as a result of 

earnings tests, which are applied in some countries to allow for the combination 

of income from paid work and pension benefits (OECD, 2011). Therefore, further 

research is needed to explore the effect of private financial resources on the 

decision to take up bridge employment.  

 

We also need to recognize some other limitations with regard to the dataset used. 

One clear limitation is the cross-sectional nature of our research. Despite the 

panel character of the SHARE data, the limited number of retirement transitions 

hampers a longitudinal investigation of our research questions. Consequently, the 

cross-sectional design limits any causal interpretation of the findings, such as 

determining the effect of normative aspects on behavior. Further research is 

therefore needed to increase our knowledge on the direction of this relationship, 

which could thereby improve our understanding of the reciprocity of norms, 

values, and behavior. Another limitation is that only a limited number of country-

level factors could be investigated simultaneously because only 16 countries were 
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included in our dataset. Further scientific investigation of other potential 

contextual determinants, such as labor market characteristics, juridical aspects of 

pension systems, and the influences of policies in other life domains that may 

constrain or enable paid employment would also be of benefit to policymakers. 

Finally, it must also be noted that the results of the study cannot be generalized to 

Europe in general because only a non-random selection of European countries 

was investigated.  

 

To conclude, in line with the key tenets of life course theory (Settersten, 2003), 

our study shows that bridge employment is not driven solely by individual-level 

determinants, but also strongly depends on influences from the broader social 

environment, such as the economic and normative characteristics of pension 

contexts. With the prospect of the potential unsustainability of pension systems 

because of their reliance on transfers from the younger to the older generation in a 

pay-as-you-go public pension mechanism (Bongaarts, 2004), policymakers and 

politicians would benefit greatly from increased insights on the contextual 

characteristics of post-retirement life and their association with the decision or 

need to extend working life. Further research in this field could help them to 

identify and implement policy reforms in order to deal with the changing 

demographic landscape and those changes particular to the composition of their 

respective workforces. 
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Abstract 

  

Empirical studies on the determinants of bridge employment have often 

neglected the fact that some retirees may be unsuccessful in finding a 

bridge job. We present an integrative framework that emphasizes 

socioeconomic factors, health status, social context, and psychological 

factors to explain why some people fully retired after career exit, some 

participated in bridge jobs, while others unsuccessfully searched for one. 

Using Dutch panel data for 1221 retirees, we estimated a multinomial logit 

model to explain participation in, and unsuccessful searches for, bridge 

employment. The results show that about one in four retirees participated 

in bridge employment after retirement, while seven percent searched 

unsuccessfully for such work. Particularly those who experienced 

involuntary career exit were found to have a higher probability of being 

unsuccessful at finding bridge employment. The current study provides 

evidence for the impact of the social context on post-retirement work and 

suggests a cumulative disadvantage in the work domain in later life. 
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3.1 Introduction 

 

Bridge employment is a relatively new but increasingly important trend in the 

retirement landscape (Shultz, 2003). Retirement is no longer necessarily an abrupt 

and complete withdrawal from the labor market; it increasingly refers to the 

further development of a person’s work career in familiar, or completely new, 

areas of the labor market after a person has retired (Feldman, 1994; Wang, 2013). 

While there has been considerable research on the determinants of bridge 

employment, we know relatively little about its actual attainability. Bridge jobs 

may only be selectively available to certain subgroups in society and, to date it is 

unclear to what extent selective social forces sift and sort people into and out of 

the workforce after retirement. Insight in these stratification forces is important 

given the policy objectives of Western countries to keep older workers in the 

labor force (OECD, 2011). Therefore, the aim of the present study is to examine 

the determinants of full retirement, participation in bridge employment, and 

unsuccessful searches for bridge employment. 

 

A number of authors have tried to answer the question of what determines a 

person’s intentions (e.g. Jones & McIntosh, 2010; Lim & Feldman, 2003) and 

actual participation in post-retirement work (e.g. Cahill, et al., 2011; Gobeski & 

Beehr, 2009; S. Kim & Feldman, 2000). Although these studies provide insights 

into the phenomenon of bridge employment, they largely neglect the step between 

intent and actual behavior. Whereas some retirees have many opportunities to 

work beyond retirement, others may not be successful in achieving their bridge 

employment preferences; they may be restricted by labor market forces, for 

instance (Hardy, 1991; Ruhm, 1994). Consequently, investigations of actual 

bridge employment behavior are constrained in the sense that they generally 

focus on cases where selection has already occurred. In addition to the question 

‘Who participates in bridge employment?’, we are also interested in the question 

‘Who is failing to achieve their desire to work beyond retirement?’ The current 

study explicitly contrasts three groups of retirees: full retirees, bridge employees, 

and those who actively sought bridge employment but remained unsuccessful in 

their efforts. This is an important advance of the literature because it links the 

bridge employment literature to social stratification studies and explores the 

degree to which stratification forces play a role in the decision-making process 

regarding work after retirement, for example, in terms of age discrimination 

(Karren & Sherman, 2012) and social inequality in the access to paid work 

(O'Rand, 1996). 

 

To accomplish the aim of our research, we use a broad and integrative framework 

to explain bridge employment behavior. A review of the existing literature reveals 

that bridge employment is investigated from a variety of disciplines. Economic 

studies have tried to answer the question how demographic and socioeconomic 
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factors, such as gender, health, and financial status (Cahill, et al., 2011; Ruhm, 

1994), and macro-economic conditions (Pleau & Shauman, 2013) impact the 

decision about bridge employment. Sociologists mainly questioned the impact of 

social influences, such as marital status (Van Solinge, 2014) and family 

relationships (Raymo & Sweeney, 2006). From a psychological perspective, 

researchers tried to determine how psychological factors, such as retirement 

planning  and work commitment (e.g. Jones & McIntosh, 2010) could explain 

bridge employment. The life course approach (Elder, 1994; Settersten, 2003) 

points to the integration of socioeconomic, social and psychological factors in 

explanatory models and a handful of previous studies, for example from Maestas 

(2010) and Wang and colleagues (2008), have shown its relevance for explaining 

bridge employment. In this article we incorporate insights from these various 

disciplines to explain participation in, and unsuccessful searches for, bridge 

employment. 

 

In the current study, we use a longitudinal panel design (Wang, et al., 2008) 

rather than a cross-sectional approach (Gobeski & Beehr, 2009; S. Kim & 

Feldman, 2000). The advantage of this approach is that it enables us to determine 

the impact of pre-retirement life course outcomes on the participation in, and 

attainability of, bridge employment. We base our research on three-wave multi-

actor panel data collected between 2001 and 2011, which followed Dutch older 

workers in their transition to retirement. The cohort under investigation has 

benefited from financially favorable early retirement arrangements allowing them 

to leave their career jobs before the official public pension age of 65. These 

arrangements were introduced in the 1980s as part of earnings-related 

occupational pension plans, by which most of the Dutch employees were covered 

due to the collective and compulsory nature of the arrangements (Van Dalen & 

Henkens, 2002). Another characteristic of the Dutch context that is important to 

consider here is the fact that part-time employment is exceptionally common in 

all stages of the work career (Eurofound, 2011). Hence, defining bridge 

employment as the paid work pattern ‘after full-time employment ends’ – as is 

often done in US research – would be unsuitable for capturing the specific labor 

market context in the Netherlands. Therefore, we define bridge employment as 

the participation in paid work among those who receive a pension income.  

 

 

3.2 Theoretical framework 

 

The life course approach stresses that life transitions do not occur in isolation but 

are shaped by personal life histories and social circumstances in various life 

domains, such as in family life and in the work domain (Settersten, 2003). As 

such, it integrates insights from economics, sociology, and psychology in order to 

explain life transitions. Correspondingly, we assume that bridge employment 
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participation is the result of a complex set of socioeconomic factors, health, 

contextual factors (including family influences and retirement transition 

characteristics), and psychosocial factors. Another tenet of the life course 

approach is that it acknowledges that individuals differ in their capacity to realize 

their preferences within the restrictions of their social world (Elder, 1994). 

Selection processes on the basis of stratification may assist some older adults in 

post-retirement employment while excluding others (Ekerdt, 2010; Radl, 2013). 

In this study, traditional and retirement-specific stratification markers are used to 

explain why some older adults participate in bridge employment while others 

remain unsuccessful in this regard (Hardy, 1991).  

 

In what follows, we first discuss the life course determinants of participation in 

bridge employment, and we subsequently focus on stratification forces explaining 

why some older adults remain unsuccessful in finding bridge employment.  

 

Who participates in bridge employment? 

 

Socioeconomic factors and health – The access to, or availability of, resources 

may differently enable work-retirement choices. An important determinant in 

retirement research is the financial resources people have, which is argued to 

reflect the affordability of full retirement (Kantarci, 2012). A better financial 

position is associated with an increased likelihood to retire fully rather than to 

participate in bridge employment (Hypothesis 1). Pre-retirement job status 

(occupational level and supervisory position) is another condition that may be 

associated with the likelihood to participate in bridge employment. Higher-level 

jobs are associated with more desirable work conditions (H. Kim & DeVaney, 

2005), such as challenging work tasks, flexible time schedules, and opportunities 

for generativity (Griffin & Hesketh, 2008). Moreover, workers in high level 

occupations and supervisory positions may be more likely to elicit status and 

respect from work and to have high levels of job autonomy, making working life 

more agreeable and preferred (Komp, et al., 2010). This may increase the 

likelihood to participate in bridge jobs (Hypothesis 2). Additionally, health status 

may prompt older adults to withdraw from work, particularly in the case of 

problems that may limit the ability to participate in bridge employment (Van 

Solinge, 2014; Wang, et al., 2008) (Hypothesis 3). 

 

Retirement context – The specific context in which retirement takes place can also 

influence participation in bridge employment. First, restricting social 

circumstances (including organizational pressures and mandatory retirement) may 

force older workers to retire from their career jobs (Szinovacz & Davey, 2005; 

Van Solinge & Henkens, 2007). The unanticipated nature of the transition, as 

well as the lack of control over retirement, may motivate involuntary retirees to 

regain a sense of control over the work domain by obtaining a bridge job (Wang, 
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et al., 2008). Hence, compared with voluntary retirees, those who have retired 

involuntarily from their career jobs are expected to be more likely to participate 

in bridge employment (Hypothesis 4). Second, a relatively lower retirement age 

may be associated with a higher likelihood of participating in bridge employment 

(Moen & Flood, 2013) (Hypothesis 5). Retirees who retired relatively early may 

be exposed to social normative expectations and cultural ideas that do not 

perceive the role of the retiree as legitimate or appropriate at that particular age 

(Elder, 1994). By contrast, in cases of relatively late transitions, the retiree role is 

assumed to be appropriate.  

 

Family context – There is evidence that the family is important in the retirement 

process. Previous research (e.g. Henkens, 1999) has shown that the partner’s 

support (or disapproval) impacts the retirement decision. Moreover partners often 

substitute for the social interaction with colleagues (S. Kim & Feldman, 2000). In 

cases where there is no partner, or where the partner is still working, retirees may 

be less able to replace the work-related social support network (Damman, et al., 

2013b) and are therefore considered to be particularly likely to participate in 

bridge employment (Hypothesis 6). There is also evidence that grandparenthood 

affects retirement decision-making. Preferences to spend time with grandchildren 

or requests to provide care may accelerate retirement (Van Bavel & De Winter, 

2013). Grandchildren may impact bridge employment participation as well, since 

spending time with grandchildren and paid work may be communicating vessels. 

We expect grandparenthood to lower the likelihood to participate in bridge 

employment (Hypothesis 7). 

 

Psychosocial factors – Older adults facing retirement may start to prepare 

psychologically for the withdrawal from work. Recent studies provide evidence 

that well before the (early) retirement age, and prior to the actual career exit, 

some older workers gradually reduce their work investments and motivation 

(Damman, Henkens, & Kalmijn, 2013a), withdrawing both psychologically and 

behaviorally from the work domain (Gobeski & Beehr, 2009). This process of 

disengagement from work may reflect a more general preference for withdrawal 

from the work sphere, thereby decreasing the likelihood of participating in bridge 

jobs instead of full retirement (Hypothesis 8). With respect to post-retirement life, 

older workers may evaluate their opportunities to remain active in paid 

employment after leaving their career job. While some view their chances of paid 

work in later life positively, others do not perceive to have reasonable 

opportunities in the labor market (Adams & Beehr, 1998; Van Solinge, 2014). 

These less confident workers may be less likely to participate in bridge 

employment than their more self-assured counterparts (Hypothesis 9). 
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Who is unsuccessful at finding bridge employment? 

 

Life transitions, including labor force transitions, are subject to selection 

processes that enable some, and restrict others, from being successful in realizing 

their preferences (Ekerdt, 2010). In the case of bridge employment, some older 

adults will participate in bridge employment while others remain unsuccessful in 

this regard (Dingemans & Henkens, 2014). Given that transitions to post-

retirement work often require a shift in the nature of the work undertaken, we 

believe that general mechanisms of labor force stratification can explain 

difficulties in finding bridge employment as well. In addition to the traditional 

stratification markers, including health and social class, we introduce some 

specific retirement-related stratification mechanisms in explaining social 

inequality in access to bridge jobs.  

 

With regard to the traditional stratification markers, we argue that health is an 

important factor in explaining unsuccessful searches for bridge employment. 

Those suffering from health problems may be deemed to be less productive or 

less competent, and therefore disproportionately at risk of failing to find a bridge 

job (Hypothesis 10). In addition, pre-retirement work characteristics, as indicators 

of social class, may set the stage for participation in work after retirement (Radl, 

2013). It is shown that highly skilled workers and those with more general skills 

are advantaged in post-retirement access to work (Wang, et al., 2008). Following 

the assumption that the portability of skill is asymmetric, high-level and more 

general skills can be used in low-skill sectors and specific sectors, but the 

converse does not apply (Albrecht & Vroman, 2002; Lamo, Messina, & Wasmer, 

2011). We therefore expect individuals working at high occupational levels (H. 

Kim & DeVaney, 2005) (Hypothesis 11) and in supervisory positions (Hayward, 

et al., 1994) (Hypothesis 12), characterized by a more developed professional 

skill set, to have a greater likelihood of success in finding a bridge job after 

retirement.  

 

Specific to the transition to bridge employment, we argue that the circumstances 

of the career job exit can potentially restrict the older worker’s success in finding 

work beyond retirement. Similar to job loss during middle age, Chan and Stevens 

(2001) have shown that for older adults an involuntary job loss has long-lasting 

negative effects on future employment probabilities. The underlying mechanism 

for this might be the stigma that those who are laid off are less competent 

compared with other workers (Karren & Sherman, 2012). In addition, stereotypes 

of age, framing older workers as “less productive, less flexible, less ambitious, 

less creative, and harder to train” (Karren & Sherman, 2012, p. 855), may create 

barriers to the extension of individuals’ careers in old age (Adams & Rau, 2004; 

Karpinska, Henkens, & Schippers, 2011). In line with these arguments, we expect 

involuntary retirees (Hypothesis 13) and those who have retired older (Hypothesis 
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14) to be less successful in the bridge job-seeking process compared with 

voluntary retirees and those who have retired younger. 

 

 

3.3 Method 

 

Sample 

 

The present study is based on three-wave multi-actor panel data obtained from the 

Work and Retirement Panel collected in the Netherlands. In 2001, data were 

collected among: (a) all workers aged 50 years and older in three Dutch 

multinational private-sector organizations; and (b) a random sample of civil 

servants aged 50 years and older. Altogether 3,899 older workers and their 

partners (if present) received a mailed questionnaire: in total 2,403 older workers 

responded (response rate: 62%). A follow-up study was conducted in 2006–2007, 

in which surviving and traceable respondents from wave 1 were resurveyed, 

resulting in a response rate of 75 percent (N = 1,678). In 2011, a third wave of 

data collection took place, resulting in a response rate of 76 percent (N = 1,276). 

The subjects were between 50 and 64 years old in 2001 (mean age 54), and 25 

percent were women. 

 

The analytical sample used herein consists of those respondents who left their 

career jobs and made the transition to retirement in the 10-year study period, and 

who were self-defined to be drawing on early retirement benefits or pensions. A 

large proportion of the retirees transitioned out of their career jobs between wave 

1 and wave 2 (0=1019), while a smaller number retired between waves 2 and 3 

(0=292). Career workers not using retirement benefits during the period of data 

collection (0=215) were excluded from the final sample. Additionally, some 

respondents were excluded because of missing information on central predictors 

(0=90). Missing values on control variables were imputed using multiple 

imputation with chained equations (StataCorp, 2011). This yielded a final sample 

of 1,221 individuals. 

 

Measures 

 

Dependent variable – Bridge employment refers to a three-category variable that 

includes ‘full retirees’, ‘bridge employees’ and ‘those unsuccessful at finding a 

bridge job’. Those respondents who retired from their career jobs were asked 

about their bridge job-seeking behavior and participation in bridge jobs (see 

Table 3.1 for the wording of the questions). We determined the timing of 

retirement (i.e., between waves 1 and 2 or between waves 2 and 3) and included 

information of the first wave after retirement to assess whether individuals 

participated in bridge jobs after career exit. The first category includes full 
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retirees: persons who used a retirement arrangement to exit the career job (i.e., 

receiving retirement benefits) and who neither worked for pay nor actively 

searched for a bridge job after retirement from their career job. The second 

category, bridge employees, consists of persons who accepted a retirement 

arrangement to exit their career job and participated in a paid job after retirement 

(either in-between the measurement waves or at the actual time of measurement). 

Finally, those unsuccessful at finding a bridge job used a retirement arrangement 

to exit their career job and indicated that they searched for, but did not participate 

in, paid work after retirement.  

 

Independent variables – The operationalization of the independent variables is 

shown in Table 3.1. Pre-retirement information was used for the socioeconomic 

factors, health and the psychosocial factors. The employment status of the partner 

was assessed from the questionnaires of the partners, who have been included in 

all three study waves. Information on the timing of the retirement transition of the 

respondent was combined with information about the partner’s timing of their 

exit from paid work to disentangle whether or not the partner was in paid work at 

the moment when each respondent exited his/her career job. For a substantial 

proportion of respondents with a partner, the partner information was missing (N 

= 90), for which a separate category was created. The presence of (grand)children 

and the characteristics of the retirement transition were measured in the first wave 

after retirement.  

 

Analytic strategy 

 

To examine the proposed determinants of bridge employment, we used a 

multinomial logit model to account for the nominal nature of the dependent 

variable (Agresti, 2002). A potential drawback of this model is that it imposes the 

independence of irrelevant alternatives (IIA) property, requiring the odds ratio for 

two categories to be independent of other categories (Dow & Endersby, 2004; 

Treiman, 2009). Violation of this property results in inconsistent parameter 

estimates. In the literature, the multinomial probit model is often presented as an 

alternative method because the IIA property is not required. However, recent 

research on both real (Dow & Endersby, 2004) and simulated data (Kropko, 

2008) concluded that the multinomial logit model provides more stable and 

accurate estimates, even when the IIA property is severely violated. In the current 

study, we conducted sensitivity analyses using multinomial probit analysis. The 

probit estimation method produced virtually identical estimates compared with 

the logit-based model. A generalized Hausman specification test(Hausman & 

McFadden, 1984; StataCorp, 2011) provided statistical support for the 

insignificance of the IIA property. The final multinomial logit model resulted in 

the following three comparisons of which the logit coefficients and odds  
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Table 3.1. Means, Standard Deviations, Coding of Variables, and the Wording of the 

Survey Questions. 
  

Coding psychometric 
properties 

 

Wording (questions translated from Dutch) 

Bridge employment  

(t2 or t3) 

Three-category variable:  

  Full retirement 

  Bridge job participation 
  Unsuccessful at finding a 

bridge job 

(a) Have you searched for paid labor after 

leaving your career job?’ (1=no; 2=yes) 

(b) ‘Have you participated in paid labor 
after leaving your career job?’ (1=no; 

2=yes)  

 
Women  Dummy variable:  0 = men,  

1 = women 

 

 

Length of time since 

retirement  

(t2 or t3) 
 

Continuous variable, range 

0-6 

Comparison between the age on the wave 

of measurement and the age at retirement.  

 

Pension shortfall 

(t1) 

Dummy variable: 0 =  No, 1 

=  Yes / don’t know 
 

Do you think you have sustained pension 

shortcomings during your career? (1 = yes, 
2 = no, 3 = don’t know) 

 

Supervisory position 
(t1) 

 

Dummy variable: 0 =  No 
supervisory position, 1 =  

Supervisory position 

Do you have a supervisory position? (1 = 
no; 2 = yes, 1 to 9 workers; 3 = yes, 10-19 

workers; 4 = yes, more than 20 workers) 

 
Occupational level  

(t1) 

Three-category variable: 

  Lower (primary or lower 

secondary) 
  Middle (middle or higher 

secondary)  

  High (tertiary) 
 

What is the educational level required for 

your current job? (1=primary t/m 

7=tertiary). 

Health status 

(t1 or t2) 

1-item scale, range 1(very 

poor health) – 5 (very good 
health) 

How would you characterize your health in 

general? (1 = very good to 5 = very poor, 
reversed). 

 

Involuntary career exit  
(t2 or t3) 

Dummy variable: 0 = 
voluntary career exit, 1 =  

involuntary career exit 
 

Have you perceived your retirement from 
your career job as voluntary? (1 = yes, 

voluntary, 2 = no, partly involuntary, 3 = 
no, completely involuntary) 

 

Retirement age  
(t2 or t3) 

Continuous variable, range 
50-66 

 

(a) information year of birth via 
organization (t1) 

(b) At what age have you used a (early) 

retirement arrangement? (t2 or t3) 
 

Work status partner 

when respondent 
retired  

(t2 or t3) 

 

Four-category variable:  

  No partner 
  Partner not working 

  Partner works 

  Partner no information 

Do you live with a partner? (1=no; 2=yes). 

If yes: 
Partner questionnaire: Did you use a 

retirement arrangement and, if yes, when? 

Can you describe your current status? 
(salary worker; self-employed; freelance 

worker; combination of jobs; unemployed; 

disabled; retired; housekeeper).  
 

(Grand)Children  

(t1 or t2) 
 

Three-category variable:  

  No children 
  Children, but no 

grandchildren 

  Grandchildren 

(a) Do you have children? (yes /  no) 

(b) Do you have grandchildren? (yes / no) 
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Table 3.1. (Continued).   

Late-career work 

disengagement  

(t1 or t2) 
 

Six-item scale, range 1 (not 

at all disengaged) to 5 

(disengaged) 
Cronbach’s alpha = 0.71 on 

both time points. 

Items include: I do not keep up as well 

with the latest developments in my field as 

I did five years ago (reversed); I think they 
should assign new responsibilities to 

younger persons (reversed); I am still as 

motivated for my work as two years ago; 
They should no longer ask me to 

participate in new courses (reversed); I use 

every possibility to reduce the number of 
hours I work (reversed); and, I think it is 

important to keep myself informed of new 

developments in my field. (1 = completely 
agree to 5 = completely disagree) 

 

Perceived labor market 
opportunities  

(t1) 

Two-item scale, range 1 
(completely disagree) to 5 

(completely agree) 

Cronbach’s alpha = 0.71 

(a) I think it will be difficult for me to find 
another job.  

(b) If I want to, I would be able to find 

another employer right away (reversed). (1 
= completely agree to 5 = completely 

disagree) 

Source: NIDI Work and Retirement Panel. 

 

 

ratios (OR) are presented in Table 3.3: bridge employment against full retirement 

(Column 1); those unsuccessful in finding a bridge job against bridge 

employment (Column 2); and those unsuccessful in finding a bridge job against 

full retirement (Column 3).  

 

 

3.4 Results  

 

Table 3.2 provides an overview of the descriptive statistics for full retirees, bridge 

employees, and those who were unsuccessful in finding bridge employment. The 

majority in our sample (68%) is fully retired. We found that one in four 

respondents had participated in bridge employment after career exit, while seven 

percent were unsuccessful at finding a bridge job. Table 3.3 presents the estimates 

of the multinomial logit model predicting the post-retirement work behavior 

based on the retirees’ socioeconomic factors, health status, retirement transition 

characteristics, family context, and psychosocial factors. We start by discussing 

the results of the likelihood to participate in bridge employment rather than 

becoming fully retired. The attainability of bridge employment is considered next.  

 

The likelihood to participate in bridge employment  

 

Column 1 in Table 3.3 provides the results on the likelihood of participating in 

bridge jobs compared with those who were fully retired. The results suggest that 

socioeconomic factors and health status, as well as the retirement context and  
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Table 3.2. Descriptive statistics (means (sd)) for those fully retired, bridge employees, and 

those unsuccessful in finding a bridge job.  
 Full retirement 

(N=832) 

Bridge 

employment 
(N=304) 

Unsuccessful in 

finding a bridge 
job (N=85) 

 

Controls 

   

Women    0.29   0.10   0.21 
Length of time since retirement    2.54 (1.47)   2.57 (1.44)   2.33 (1.42) 

    

Socioeconomic factors and health   
Pension shortfall   0.44   0.34   0.45 

Supervisory position   0.26   0.39   0.16 

Occupational level     
  Lower   0.19   0.07   0.15 

  Middle   0.36   0.24   0.34 

  Higher   0.44   0.69   0.51 
Health status   3.98 (0.85)   4.18 (0.77)   3.91 (0.96) 

    

Retirement context    
Involuntary career exit    0.24   0.30   0.60 

Retirement age  59.63 (2.74) 58.53 (2.99) 57.81 (2.90) 

    
Family context    

Employment status of partner    

   No partner   0.13   0.07   0.13 
   Partner not working   0.55   0.54   0.39 

   Partner works   0.25   0.31   0.38 

   Partner, missing information   0.07   0.08   0.10 
(Grand)Children     

  No children   0.15   0.12   0.20 

  Children, no grandchildren   0.50   0.65   0.52 
  Grandchildren   0.35   0.23   0.28 

    

Psychosocial factors    
Late-career work disengagement   2.67 (0.67)   2.49 (0.67)   2.61 (0.76) 

Perceived labor market 

opportunities 

  2.29 (0.94)   2.71 (1.00)   2.42 (1.04) 

Source: NIDI Work and Retirement Panel. 

 

psychosocial factors, related to bridge job participation. Support was found for 

poor health being associated with a decreased likelihood of participating in bridge 

employment (OR = 1.21 – Hypothesis 3), while working in a high-level job or in 

a supervisory position prior to retirement was associated with an increased 

likelihood of bridge job participation (OR = 1.60 and OR = 1.31, respectively – 

Hypothesis 2). We find no evidence for Hypothesis 1 that financial resources 

increase the likelihood of entering full retirement instead of bridge employment.  

 

Additionally, our results show that the retirement transition characteristics were 

associated with the likelihood of participating in bridge employment. More 

specifically, the results seem to indicate that involuntarily retirees seem to have a 

higher likelihood of participating in bridge employment compared with those who 

had retired of their own volition (OR = 1.34 – Hypothesis 4). In addition, those 
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who were older at retirement had a lower likelihood of participating in bridge 

employment instead of entering full retirement (OR = 0.84 – Hypothesis 5). 

Interestingly, no impact was found regarding the employment status of the partner 

(Hypothesis 6), while some support was found for the notion that having 

grandchildren decreased the likelihood of participating in bridge employment 

instead of entering full retirement (OR = 0.72 – Hypothesis 7), compared with 

those retirees with children but no grandchildren.  

 

Finally, our results reveal the importance of psychosocial factors in explaining 

bridge job participation. The results show that people who were more disengaged 

from the work domain prior to retirement had a lower likelihood of participating 

in bridge employment (OR = 0.73 – Hypothesis 8). Furthermore, older adults who 

had higher expectations of opportunities in the labor market prior to retirement 

had a higher likelihood of participating in a bridge job instead of entering full 

retirement (OR = 1.27 – Hypothesis 9).  

 

Unsuccessful searches for bridge employment  

 

Column 2 in Table 3.3 provides the results for the comparison between those 

unsuccessful at finding bridge employment and those participating in bridge jobs. 

Our results point to the importance of only one socioeconomic factor in 

explaining unsuccessful searches for bridge employment; a supervisory position 

was found to lower the likelihood of being unsuccessful in finding bridge 

employment (OR = 0.43 – Hypothesis 12). We found no impact from health 

(Hypothesis 10) or occupational level (Hypothesis 11). 

 

Probably the most influential factor behind the likelihood of being unsuccessful 

in finding a bridge job was the voluntariness of the career exit. Our results show 

that involuntary career exit increased the likelihood of being unsuccessful in 

finding a bridge job (OR = 3.06 – Hypothesis 13) when compared with those who 

had voluntarily retired. In additional analyses (data not shown), we explored the 

reasons for involuntary career exit, varying from health problems to 

organizational forces. The results show that the organizational forces that pushed 

people into retirement were especially associated with a strong increase in the 

likelihood of being unsuccessful in finding bridge employment (OR = 3.74). We 

found no significant association with involuntary career exit for health reasons; 

however, these results have to be interpreted with caution because the small 

sample size for those unsuccessful at finding a bridge job and the very few 

involuntary retirees with health problems within this group (N = 4) limits the 

generalizability of the findings. In contrast to our expectations, we found a 

negative association between retirement age and the likelihood of being 

unsuccessful in finding a bridge job compared with participation in bridge  
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Table 3.3. Multinomial logistic analysis predicting post-retirement work behavior.  

 Bridge job vs.  

fully retired 
 

Unsuccessful in  

finding a bridge job  
vs. bridge job 

Unsuccessful in  

finding a bridge job  
vs. fully retired 

 logit  SE OR logit  SE OR logit  SE OR 

             

Constant 8.87 ** 1.96  6.66 † 3.46  15.53 ** 3.33  
             

Controls             

Women -0.97 ** 0.24 0.38 0.28  0.37 1.32 -0.70 * 0.32 0.50 
Length of time since  

  retirement  

-0.05  0.05 0.95 -0.13  0.10 0.88 -0.17 † 0.10 0.84 

Study wave (wave 3 = 1) 0.47 * 0.21 1.60 0.69  0.36 1.99 1.17 ** 0.34 3.22 
             

Socioeconomic factors and health          

Pension shortfall 0.03  0.16 1.03 0.15  0.27 1.16 0.18  0.26 1.20 
Supervisory position 0.27 † 0.16 1.31 -0.85 * 0.34 0.43 -0.58 † 0.33 0.56 

Occupational level             

  Low -0.15  0.28 0.86 0.45  0.45 1.57 0.30  0.39 1.35 
  Middle              

  High  0.47 ** 0.17 1.60 -0.28  0.30 0.76 0.20  0.28 1.22 

Health 0.19 * 0.09 1.21 -0.16  0.16 0.85 0.03  0.15 1.03 
             

Retirement context             

Involuntary retirement 0.29 † 0.16 1.34 1.12 ** 0.27 3.06 1.42 ** 0.25 4.14 
Retirement age -0.18 ** 0.03 0.84 -0.13 * 0.06 0.88 -0.31 ** 0.05 0.73 

             
Family context             

Employment status of partner             

  No partner -0.30  0.29 0.74 0.42  0.46 1.52 0.13  0.41 1.14 
  Partner not working              

  Partner works 0.06  0.17 1.06 0.55 † 0.30 1.73 0.61 * 0.28 1.84 

  Partner no information 0.07  0.28 1.07 0.58  0.47 1.79 0.65  0.44 1.92 
Grandchildren             

  No children  -0.03  0.23 0.97 0.42  0.38 1.52 0.39  0.35 1.48 

  Children, no grandchildren             
  Grandchildren -0.33 † 0.17 0.72 0.53  0.32 1.70 0.20  0.30 1.22 

             

Psychosocial factors             
Late-career work 

  disengagement 

-0.31 * 0.12 0.73 -0.05  0.21 0.95 -0.26  0.20 0.77 

Perceived labor market 
  opportunities 

0.24 ** 0.08 1.27 -0.13  0.14 0.88 0.11  0.13 1.12 

Source: NIDI Work and Retirement Panel (N = 1221). 

† p ≤.0.10; * p ≤ 0.05; ** p ≤.0.01. 

 

 

employment (OR = 0.88 – Hypothesis 14). This suggests that although some of 

the oldest adults in the investigated cohort may have participated in bridge 

employment, the likelihood that they start searching for a bridge job is rather low. 

 

We found comparable results in Column 3 in Table 3.3, in which we compared 

those unsuccessful in finding a bridge job with full retirees. In addition, the 

results indicate that those retirees with a working partner at the time of their 

retirement transition seemed to have a higher likelihood of being unsuccessful in 

finding bridge work than entering full retirement (OR = 1.84) or bridge 
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employment (OR = 1.73). Once again, the results clearly show how important the 

voluntariness of the retirement transition was in relation to the attainability of 

bridge employment.  

 

 

3.5 Discussion  

 

Bridge employment is an increasingly common transitional stage between career 

employment and permanent full retirement (Wang, 2013). In the present study we 

studied participation in, and unsuccessful searches for, bridge employment among 

1,221 older adults in the Netherlands. Unlike previous research, we explicitly 

recognized that not everyone is able to find a bridge job. By focusing on those 

who actively searched for a bridge job but were unsuccessful in finding one, we 

accounted for the behavioral component of bridge job orientation rather than 

relying on some form of passive willingness or intention to work after retirement 

(Hardy, 1991). We elaborate on the three major findings below. 

 

First, this study on retirees in the Netherland revealed considerable heterogeneity 

in terms of labor force connection. While most older adults fully retired without 

actively searching for ways to re-enter the labor force, we found that one in four 

retirees participated in bridge employment – a prevalence that is more or less 

comparable to that in Northern European countries (Brunello & Langella, 2012), 

but significantly lower than in the United States (Cahill, et al., 2011; Maestas, 

2010). Interestingly, we found that seven percent had actively searched for a 

bridge job but had been unsuccessful in finding one. This strongly supports the 

proposition of Ekerdt (2010) that post-retirement work is only selectively 

available to certain subgroups in society and that full retirement is not always a 

matter of choice. While this finding is scientifically important, it also has 

important policy implications. In order to formulate policy objectives that could 

further enhance labor force participation among older adults, we must be aware of 

the unused potential of experienced and motivated older workers currently at the 

edge of the labor force.  

 

Second, this study has shown that, beyond traditional socioeconomic factors, 

retirement factors and psychosocial factors are of particular importance in 

explaining bridge employment. We found that persons retiring at relatively young 

ages are most likely to start working in bridge jobs. This adds to the findings of 

previous research that established a negative age-gradient (Davis, 2003; Gobeski 

& Beehr, 2009). The results of the present study also reveal that pre-retirement 

work evaluations have important implications for bridge employment. 

Specifically, the findings suggest that the late-career work disengagement 

hypothesis (Damman, et al., 2013a) also applies to post-retirement work. Pre-

retirement work disengagement not only predicts relatively early retirement 



64 Chapter 3 

 

intentions, but has a negative association to bridge employment as well. It points 

to the withdrawal from work altogether rather than the intention to exchange 

demanding career jobs for less demanding bridge jobs (Gobeski & Beehr, 2009). 

Moreover, this study shows that pre-retirement evaluations of labor market 

opportunities predict bridge employment participation. Pessimistic evaluations 

were found to decrease the likelihood of participating in bridge employment, 

which reflects the discouragement of older workers to extend working life 

(Hardy, 1991; Pleau & Shauman, 2013). Surprisingly, and in contrast to previous 

studies conducted in the United States (Cahill, et al., 2011; Pleau & Shauman, 

2013), we found no impact of pension shortfall on bridge job participation, which 

suggests that economic considerations are not the main driver for extending 

careers after retirement in the Netherlands – a country that is generally 

characterized by high income replacement rates after retirement.  

 

Third, in our examination of unsuccessful searches for bridge employment the 

most striking finding was its relation with involuntary retirement; persons who 

were unsuccessful in their efforts to find a bridge job were mainly found among 

those who experienced involuntary retirement from their career job. This suggests 

a cumulative disadvantage in the access to paid work in later life (Ekerdt, 2010; 

Hardy, 1991; O'Rand, 1996). Retirees who experienced involuntary job loss may 

be stigmatized as being less competent, and therefore ranked towards the lower 

end of the labor queue from which employers recruit their employees (Karren & 

Sherman, 2012). This double disadvantage may have consequences in terms of 

well-being as well. While previous research among American retirees who were 

successful in finding bridge employment reveals that participation in a bridge job 

is beneficial for late life well-being (Zhan, et al., 2009), research conducted in the 

Netherlands shows a more complicated picture. On the one hand, it is found that 

involuntary career exit is detrimental for late life wellbeing (Hershey & Henkens, 

2014) and that bridge employment buffers this negative outcome (Dingemans & 

Henkens, 2014). On the other hand, there is evidence that the impact of bridge 

employment depends on the motives to continue working; participation in a 

bridge job is found to be beneficial for intrinsically motivated workers, whereas it 

can harm the well-being of those who work mainly for financial motives 

(Dingemans & Henkens, 2014). Somewhat surprisingly, in the current study 

traditional stratification forces – such as health status and occupational level – did 

not explain unsuccessful searches for bridge employment.  

 

The present study is not without limitations. First, bridge employees cover a 

broader group than simply those who are successful in their search for bridge 

employment. Slightly less than half of the bridge employees in the study sample 

did not search for a bridge job but they nevertheless participated in such a job 

after retirement. For instance, they may have been asked by their former 

employer to continue working for the organization. This aligns with the findings 
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of previous research which suggest that some organizations actively recruit older 

workers on the brink of retirement (Oude Mulders, et al., 2015). Although it 

might seem attractive to view participation in bridge employment as the result of 

bridge employment intentions or active search behavior, this relationship is 

expected to be far from perfect (Griffin & Hesketh, 2008). Further research could 

investigate how, and for what reasons, pre-retirement intentions to work in bridge 

jobs and efforts to find such jobs result in actual behavior. 

 

A second limitation is that we were not able to unravel the efforts that our older 

adults put into finding their bridge jobs. Some retirees may have tried very hard 

to find work but faced serious barriers in the access to paid work (O'Rand, 1996; 

Roscigno, Mong, Byron, & Tester, 2007), while others invested less effort in 

finding a job (Adams & Rau, 2004). It seems intuitive that in the presence of 

sufficient retirement income for the cohort under investigation, those retirees who 

searched for bridge employment may have missed a strong financial incentive to 

find work, which may have decreased the actual time and effort they put into 

searching for a new job. Further research should explore the relationship between 

the generosity of pension income, the search efforts to find bridge jobs, and 

whether a bridge job is eventually found. An understanding of this issue might be 

especially important because the retirement landscape is expected to become 

increasingly insecure and less generous in most Western countries in the coming 

years.  

 

Another limitation relates to the generalizability of the results, both within the 

Netherlands and across other countries. The sample covered a broad range of 

organizational diversity but remained limited to large organizations. Therefore, 

the results are not representative of the Dutch labor market as a whole. Moreover, 

compared to other countries, the Dutch context is characterized by relatively 

generous pension arrangements (OECD, 2011), which may limit the 

generalizability of the findings to other countries. Further research could 

investigate the attainability of bridge employment for older adults who retired in 

different organizational and national contexts.  

 

Despite these limitations, our results clearly suggest that the transition to bridge 

employment is not solely determined by individual factors, but is strongly 

influenced by the opportunities and restrictions in the social context in which the 

retirement process unfolds. In particular, we found that those who were 

disadvantaged in the process of career withdrawal continued to be disadvantaged 

after retirement. This process of cumulative disadvantage deserves particular 

attention in the light of policy interventions encouraging older workers to extend 

their work careers, either in career jobs or in bridge jobs. Policy makers and those 

who work with older workers should realize that even though older workers are 

willing to extend working lives, they are not always capable of doing so.  





 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 4 
 

 

How do retirement dynamics influence mental  

well-being in later life? A 10-year panel study 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Ellen Dingemans and Kène Henkens 

 

This chapter is published in: 

Scandinavian Journal of Work, Environment and Health, 41(4), 2015 

Doi: 10.5271/sjweh.3464 

 

  



68 Chapter 4 

 

 

 

 

Abstract 

  

Previous studies have consistently shown the negative impact of 

involuntary retirement on mental well-being. However, few studies have 

thus far investigated the degree to which post-retirement work affects late 

life outcomes. The present study improves our understanding of the impact 

of retirement on the self-efficacy and life satisfaction of older adults by 

focusing on the combined impact of retirement voluntariness and 

participation in post-retirement work. By using panel data on retirement 

behavior in the Netherlands, we estimate fixed effects and multilevel 

models to explain (intra-)individual changes in self-efficacy and life 

satisfaction over a 10-year period in which most participants made the 

transition to retirement. The results indicate that involuntary retirement is 

associated with decreases in both self-efficacy and life satisfaction in later 

life. Whereas involuntary retirees who participate in bridge jobs show no 

changes in life satisfaction, those involuntary retirees without bridge jobs 

experience a decline in life satisfaction. In addition, we found enhanced 

levels of life satisfaction for voluntary retirees in bridge employment. The 

association with self-efficacy was less pronounced. These results suggest 

that the characteristics of the retirement process influence changes in 

mental well-being in later life. Specifically, bridge employment alleviates 

the negative consequences of involuntary retirement and even seems to 

enhance post-retirement well-being for voluntary retirees. 
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4.1 Introduction 

 

The presented research explores changes to the mental well-being of individuals 

that coincide with the transition from the career job to retirement, which for some 

older adults is a gradual process that includes a form of post-career employment 

before they fully retire. Given the increased diversity of retirement trajectories, it 

is important to develop a better understanding of how retirees evaluate their post-

retirement well-being depending on their retirement context. Although older 

adults are increasingly encouraged to prolong their working lives (OECD, 2011), 

opportunities to remain employed may be limited and/or not under the volitional 

control of the individual worker. Indeed, approximately 20–30 percent of older 

adults perceive the departure from their career job to have been forced upon them, 

for instance due to organizational pressure or health-related problems (Szinovacz 

& Davey, 2005; Van Solinge & Henkens, 2007). However, career exit, whether 

forced or voluntary, does not necessarily mean permanent withdrawal from the 

work domain. Retirement increasingly contains post-retirement transitions in and 

out of the workforce, often referred to as bridge employment (Feldman, 1994). 

Nonetheless, while the mental well-being of retirees has been examined in 

relation to retirement voluntariness (Bender, 2012; Hershey & Henkens, 2014) 

and bridge employment (S. Kim & Feldman, 2000), few authors have thus far 

focused on the combined impact of these retirement transition characteristics 

(Dingemans & Henkens, 2014). 

 

Empirical studies have consistently shown that involuntary retirement negatively 

influences late life outcomes leading to difficulties adjusting to retirement and 

declining life satisfaction (Van Solinge, 2013) as well as the adoption of 

unhealthy lifestyles (Zantinge, Van den Berg, Smit, & Picavet, 2013) including 

smoking and problematic drinking behavior (Bacharach, Bamberger, Biron, & 

Horowitz-Rozen, 2008). Although an abrupt and unanticipated nature of 

involuntary career exit is often argued to complicate the successful transition to 

retirement, some studies have concluded that the lack of a sense of personal 

control over the retirement decision is specifically responsible for these negative 

changes in late life outcomes (Calvo, Haverstick, & Sass, 2009; De Vaus, et al., 

2007). Such a lack of personal control over the retirement transition may lower 

one’s self-efficacy, defined as an individual’s belief in their ability to reach 

desired goals and overcome specific problems in life (Gecas, 1989; Sherer et al., 

1982), which may eventually lead to feelings of sadness and depression in 

retirement (Blazer, 2002; Mountain & Craig, 2011; Unson & Richardson, 2013). 

Therefore, gaining additional insights into changes in self-efficacy conditional on 

the retirement context, and investigating how they may subsequently influence 

satisfaction in later life are important research avenues. In this research, we 

hypothesize that compared with non-retirement and voluntary retirement, 

involuntary retirement is associated with decreases in self-efficacy and life 
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satisfaction (Hypothesis 1). 

 

Some older adults start to participate in bridge employment after either voluntary 

or involuntary career exit. In the scientific literature, bridge employment is often 

defined as paid work among those who receive a pension income (Shultz, 2003). 

It provides older workers with the opportunity to adapt gradually to a life without 

work and this has been shown to affect post-retirement mental health positively 

(Zhan, et al., 2009). Additionally, bridge employees may benefit from their jobs 

in the form of gaining work-related rewards and a better work/life balance (Ng & 

Feldman, 2007). Based on these assumptions, we hypothesize bridge employment 

to be beneficial for well-being in late life (Hypothesis 2).  

 

Further, post-retirement work is argued to be especially beneficial for involuntary 

retirees. An involuntary withdrawal from the workforce may motivate retirees to 

regain a sense of personal control in the work domain (Quine, et al., 2007), 

thereby trying to prevent negative changes in self-efficacy and life satisfaction 

after retirement. Therefore, we suggest that negative consequences of the 

involuntary retirement transition could be mitigated by control maintenance 

strategies. One such strategy for retirees is to engage in bridge employment 

(Dingemans, Henkens, & Van Solinge, 2013; Wang, et al., 2008). We, thus, 

hypothesize that engagement in bridge employment alleviates the negative 

consequences of involuntary retirement on mental well-being outcomes 

(Hypothesis 3). We will also explore the degree to which the relationship between 

retirement and life satisfaction can be explained by changes in self-efficacy. This 

is done in order to disentangle whether changes in life satisfaction relate to 

retirement beyond the potential changes in perceived control over one’s life. 

 

Most previous research that examined the relationship between retirement and 

mental well-being has limitations as it was carried out in the absence of a non-

retired control group (Calvo, et al., 2009; De Vaus, et al., 2007), and most studies 

focused exclusively on general measures of well-being (S. Kim & Feldman, 

2000). First, the absence of a non-retired control group may raise concerns about 

the occurrence of self-selection bias; changes in the mental well-being may be 

age-related, which may determine the entrance into retirement. Second, the 

dependent variable is often limited to individuals’ general evaluation of life. 

While often is assumed that the individual’s ability to control the retirement 

transition is important for late life well-being (Wang, et al., 2008), we know of no 

studies that have investigated the impact of retirement and bridge employment on 

self-efficacy. Moreover, many studies have compared older adults’ well-being 

before and after retirement, but we are not aware of studies which have explicitly 

detailed the dynamics of change. Hence, the present 10-year panel study is 

designed to examine the (intra-)individual changes in the mental well-being of 

voluntary and involuntary retirees conditional on their engagement in bridge 
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employment by focusing on the specific aspects of self-efficacy and life 

satisfaction (Blazer, 2002).  

 

 

4.2 Methods 

 

Study population 

 

The study is based on data derived from the Work and Retirement Panel study 

carried out by the Netherlands Interdisciplinary Demographic Institute (NIDI). 

The first wave of research was conducted in 2001 (T1). Older adults aged 50 

years and over who were employed in three large Dutch multinationals and a 

sample of Dutch government employees were asked about their work situations 

and plans for retirement. In total, 2403 of the 3899 individuals originally 

contacted completed the survey (response rate: 62%). A follow-up survey 

conducted in 2006–2007 (T2) asked participants about changes to their 

employment status. Of the surviving and traceable wave 1 participants (N = 

2240), 1678 individuals responded (response rate: 75%). Among wave 2 

participants, a third wave of data collection in 2011 (T3) yielded information on 

1276 participants (response rate: 76%). The analytical sample used herein 

consists of those respondents who participated in at least two waves of the study 

and for whom information on well-being and the retirement characteristics was 

available; we have information at two time points (T1 and T2) for 426 individuals 

and we have information at three time points (T1, T2 and T3) for 1189 

individuals (NT1 = 1615).  

 

Measurements 

 

Outcome variables – Self-efficacy was measured in each wave by using a 

shortened version of the GSES-2, as presented by the LASA project (LASA 

Amsterdam, 2012; Sherer, et al., 1982): ‘If I absolutely want something, it usually 

goes wrong’; ‘If I make plans, I am convinced I will succeed in executing them’; 

‘If I get the impression that something is complicated, I don’t start on it’; ‘I doubt 

myself’; and ‘I have difficulty solving the problems I face in life’. Likert-scaled 

responses ranged from 1 (totally disagree) to 5 (totally agree). The items were 

rescaled such that a high score corresponded to high levels of self-efficacy. The 

mean score for these items was calculated in order to construct the scales 

(Cronbach’s alpha per wave: 0.64, 0.66, and 0.71, respectively). 

 

Life satisfaction was measured by using three items that were drawn from the 

Satisfaction With Life Scale (Diener, Emmons, Larsen, & Griffin, 1985): ‘The 

conditions in my life are excellent’; ‘So far, I have gotten the important things I 

want in life’; and ‘In most ways, my life is close to my ideal’. The five-point 
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Likert-scaled responses were rescaled to range from 1 (totally disagree) to 5 

(totally agree). For each wave, a scale was constructed by calculating the mean 

score of the three items (Cronbach’s alpha per wave: 0.71, 0.74, and 0.73, 

respectively).  

 

Primary explanatory variables – Retirement voluntariness and engagement in 

bridge employment were the explanatory factors of interest in this study. By 

design, all participants were working in their career jobs in wave 1. In waves 2 

and 3, participants were asked to specify whether they had taken retirement 

between survey waves to exit their career job. Subsequently, the retirees in the 

sample were asked whether the retirement from their career jobs was voluntary or 

involuntary (partly or completely involuntary). For both waves, two dummy 

variables were constructed to indicate voluntary and involuntary retirement. The 

reference category consisted of those older adults still working in their career 

jobs. The degree of involuntariness (partly or completely involuntary retirement) 

was found to have no incremental explanatory power.  In addition, retirees were 

asked whether they were participating in paid work at the time of measurement 

(yes or no). Again, two dummy variables were constructed for waves 2 and 3 to 

indicate full retirement and engagement in bridge employment, treating career 

workers as the reference group. 

 

Covariates – The covariates in this study comprised three time-varying predictors 

measured in all three waves, namely, partner status, health status, and financial 

resources, which were all found to be important correlates in the explanation of 

late life well-being (e.g., Bender, 2012; J. E. Kim & Moen, 2002; Lucas, 

Georgellis, Clark, & Ed, 2003). We asked participants whether they lived with a 

partner (1) or not (0). Health status was assessed by asking participants whether 

they had to deal with long-term health problems (1) or not (0). Personal monthly 

income was measured differently across waves. In the first wave, net salary 

information was provided by the company. In the second and third waves, 

participants were asked to indicate their personal monthly net income based on 

the following seven categories: 1. less than 1000 euros; 2. 1000-1500 euros; 3. 

1500-2000 euros; 4. 2000-2500 euros; 5. 2500-3000 euros; 6. 3000-3500 euros; 

and 7. 3500 euros or more. The information derived from wave 1 (converted from 

Dutch guilders to euros) was then divided into these seven categories. In addition, 

for each wave, the income midpoints were taken and corrected for inflation 

(Statistics Netherlands, 2012b). Missing values on the covariates have been 

imputed by using multiple imputation with chained equations (StataCorp, 2011). 

 

Analyses 

 

We described the sample by presenting the means and standard deviations for the 

three waves separately. We then used fixed effects analysis (Wooldridge, 2013)  
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Table 4.1. Descriptive statistics. 

 Wave 1 

N = 1615 

Wave 2 

N = 1615 

Wave 3 

N = 1189 

 Mean SD N Mean SD N Mean SD N 

Life satisfaction 3.72 0.63  3.65 0.62  3.64 0.59  

Self-efficacy 3.96 0.50  3.81 0.49  3.71 0.50  

          

Age 54.19 2.86  59.18 2.86  64.04 2.81  

Retirement decision          

   Working in career job 1.00  1615 0.40 0.49 647 0.18 0.38 214 

   Voluntarily retired 0.00  0 0.43 0.50 694 0.58 0.49 690 

   Involuntarily retired 0.00  0 0.17 0.38 274 0.24 0.43 285 

Bridge employment          

   Working in career job 1.00  1615 0.40 0.49 647 0.18 0.38 214 

   Bridge job 0.00  0 0.12 0.32 190 0.14 0.34 164 

   Fully retired 0.00  0 0.48 0.50 778 0.68 0.46 811 

          

Living with a partner 0.87 0.34 1393 0.84 0.37 1353 0.84 0.37 999 

Health problems 0.30 0.46 486 0.28 0.45 430 0.30 0.46 352 

Personal monthly income 

(euros) a 

3098 1421  2026 1045  2038 1002  

Source: NIDI Work and Retirement Panel (2001–2011). 
a  In the fixed effects models, income is divided by 1000. 

 

 

in which we regressed intra-individual changes in self-efficacy and life 

satisfaction on changes in the retirement process and the other covariates over the 

10-year observation period. This approach to panel data has been shown to 

eliminate stable individual effects so that consistent and unbiased coefficient 

estimates can be obtained (Verbeek, 2008). A consequence of the fixed effects 

approach is that only time-varying predictor variables could be investigated. 

Time-invariant characteristics such as sex and educational attainment were 

excluded because they cannot explain intra-individual changes in mental well-

being. Nevertheless, we tested whether the relationship between retirement and 

well-being was different for men and women, and for different pre-retirement 

work-related characteristics, such as the occupational level and sector (private 

versus public sector jobs).  

 

Moreover, in the appendix B, we present multilevel or mixed effects models in 

which also between-person variation is included in the estimation procedure 

(Singer & Willett, 2003). These models are generally more efficient compared to 

the fixed effect approach, but coefficients might be biased due to endogeneity 

problems (Verbeek, 2008). The significant Hausman tests indeed provide 

evidence for the multilevel estimates being biased and, therefore, we based our 

main results on the outcomes of the fixed effects models.  
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The estimation of fixed effects and multilevel models requires the data to be in 

long file format, which consists of N * t observations (N = 4845). Due to attrition 

in the third wave of data (N = 426), the final data set consists of 4419 

observations. Sensitivity analyses revealed that attrition was not related to our 

well-being variables or the retirement transition characteristics. First, we 

investigated the main effects of involuntary retirement and bridge employment on 

self-efficacy and life satisfaction. Second, we investigated the combined impact 

of these retirement characteristics on the two dependent variables. Finally, we 

explored the degree to which the relationship between retirement and life 

satisfaction could be explained by changes in self-efficacy. 

 

 

4.3 Results 

 

The sample used in the present study is described in Table 4.1. Although the 

average level of self-efficacy and life satisfaction was relatively high, the levels 

declined significantly (p < 0.05) throughout the study period. In addition, we 

found life satisfaction and self-efficacy to be moderately correlated, respectively 

per wave: r = 0.35, r = 0.36, r = 0.40. At the start of the study in 2001, all 

participants were employed in their career jobs. During the five-year follow-up, 

60 percent of the sample retired. Another five years later, 82 percent of 

respondents had retired. Of the group of retirees, 29 percent perceived their 

retirement to have been forced, while one in five engaged in bridge jobs. 

 

Self-efficacy. The fixed effects analyses that were used to investigate changes in 

self-efficacy are shown in Table 4.2. In this table, model 1 provides the results for 

the association between retirement voluntariness and changes in self-efficacy 

(Hypothesis 1). We found that the involuntary transition from career job to 

retirement was related to a decline in self-efficacy compared with those who 

remain working in the career job, while those who perceived their retirement 

transition to have been voluntary experienced no significant changes in this 

regard. Model 2 presents the results of the effect of bridge employment on 

changes in self-efficacy (Hypothesis 2) and shows that whether older adults 

participate in bridge employment or not has no impact on their levels of self-

efficacy. Model 3 presents the results for the combined effects of involuntary 

retirement and bridge employment on self-efficacy (Hypothesis 3). These results 

indicate that those who involuntarily transitioned from work to full retirement 

suffered a small negative change in self-efficacy. A similar effect size was found 

for involuntary retirees who engaged in bridge employment, but this was not 

found to be significant. Additionally, we do not find significant changes in self-

efficacy for those voluntarily retired. 
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Table 4.2. Estimates from fixed effects models on standardized measure of self-efficacy a. 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 

 β  SE β  SE β  SE 

Age  -0.23 ** 0.00 -0.23 ** 0.00 -0.23 ** 0.00 

Retirement decision:           

   Working in career job (reference)          

   Voluntarily retired -0.04  0.04       

   Involuntarily retired -0.11 * 0.05       

Bridge employment:           

   Working in career job (reference)          

   Bridge job    -0.03  0.06    

   Fully retired    -0.07  0.04    

          

Combined effects:           

   Working in career job (reference)           

   Voluntarily retired – fully retired       -0.05  0.04 

   Voluntarily retired – bridge job       0.01  0.06 

   Involuntarily retired – fully retired       -0.12 * 0.06 

   Involuntarily retired – bridge job       -0.11  0.09 

          

Living with a partner 0.07  0.07 0.07  0.07 0.07  0.07 

Health problems -0.05  0.04 -0.06  0.04 -0.05  0.04 

Personal monthly income -0.05 * 0.02 -0.05 * 0.05 -0.05 * 0.02 

R2 within 0.130   0.130   0.131   

Source: NIDI Work and Retirement Panel (2001–2011), N = 4419, person-period file. 

* p ≤ 0.05; ** p ≤ 0.01. 

a We used an accelerated cohort design in which information on age and the study wave of 
observation are combined (Singer & Willett, 2003). Self-efficacy, as well as age and personal monthly 

income are standardized. The coefficients of the dummy variables can be interpreted as Cohen’s d 

effect sizes. 

 

 

The three models in Table 4.2 also show that there is an age-related effect, 

implying that self-efficacy declines with increasing age. In additional analyses 

(data not shown), we also tested whether the age effect and the relationship 

between the retirement characteristics and self-efficacy were different for men 

and women, and for different pre-retirement work-related characteristics, such as 

the occupational level and sector. The results showed that voluntary full 

retirement was slightly less beneficial for women compared with men. Civil 

servants experienced small decreases in self-efficacy after voluntary retirement, 

while no such effects were found for multinational employees. No effects were 

found regarding the pre-retirement occupational level. 

 

Life satisfaction. The results of the fixed effects analyses that examined changes 

in life satisfaction are presented in Table 4.3. In this table, model 1 presents the 

results for the association between retirement voluntariness and changes in life 

satisfaction (Hypothesis 1). We found that involuntary career exit was associated 

with a decline in life satisfaction, while voluntary career exit was found to be 

unrelated to changes in life satisfaction. Model 2 provides information on the  
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effect of bridge employment on changes in life satisfaction (Hypothesis 2). The 

results show that, in general, changes from career work to bridge employment 

were not related to changes in life satisfaction. However, bridge employment was 

found to play a role in the relationship between retirement and well-being, as is 

shown in model 3 of Table 4.3. The findings in model 3 confirmed the impact of 

involuntary full retirement on life satisfaction (Hypothesis 3); the transition from 

career job to involuntary full retirement without participation in bridge 

employment was associated with a decline in life satisfaction. By contrast, those 

who involuntarily transitioned from their careers to retirement and engaged in 

bridge jobs did not experience such a decline. In addition, we found that bridge 

employment after voluntary retirement was related to an increase in life 

satisfaction compared with older adults who remain active in their career jobs. In 

model 4, self-efficacy was added into the equation, and this seemed to have a 

positive impact, meaning that increases in self-efficacy were related to increases 

in life satisfaction. At the same time, although slightly reduced, the effects of the 

retirement characteristics on life satisfaction remained after controlling for 

changes in self-efficacy. 

 

Furthermore, the models in Table 4.3 provide evidence of a substantial positive 

effect of changes in partner status, while only small effects were found for the 

changes in health status and age. Again, we tested the interaction effects between 

age and the retirement transition characteristics on the one hand, and gender and 

pre-retirement work characteristics (occupational level and sector) on the other 

hand (data not shown). As with self-efficacy, we found that voluntary full 

retirement was less beneficial for women compared with men. No significant 

effects were found for the pre-retirement work characteristics.  

 

Generally, in terms of Cohen’s d, we found relatively small but systematic effects 

for the relationship between retirement and our well-being measures, self-efficacy 

and life satisfaction. Similar results were found in the multilevel models, which 

are presented in the appendix of this manuscript. Again, the results are most 

pronounced for life satisfaction and show that bridge employment after 

involuntary retirement buffers the negative impact of involuntary retirement, 

while for voluntary retirees life satisfaction is enhanced when they participate in 

bridge jobs.  

 

 

4.4 Discussion 

 

This 10-year follow-up study investigated the impact of retirement voluntariness 

and participation in bridge employment on the levels of self-efficacy and life 

satisfaction among retirees compared with those who remained in their career 

jobs. The main aim of the paper was to explicitly investigate the interaction 
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between the voluntariness of retirement and bridge employment in the 

explanation of changes in well-being. We found that, in general, involuntary 

retirement is related to small decreases in self-efficacy and life satisfaction in 

later life. When we zoomed in at the combined impact of the voluntariness of 

retirement and bridge employment participation, we found that bridge 

employment alleviates the negative consequences of an involuntary retirement 

transition on late life well-being. Particularly, involuntary full retirees 

experienced a drop in life satisfaction, whereas those involuntarily retired but in 

bridge jobs did not seem to experience such a decline.  

 

From a theoretical perspective, this latter finding aligns with suggestions in 

previous literature that involuntary retirees who decide to take bridge jobs might 

be able to regain control over their retirement processes and prevent negative 

changes in their level of life satisfaction (Quine, et al., 2007). However, since 

changes in self-efficacy were accounted for in this study, it is likely that other 

mechanisms are also at play. For example, bridge employees might be able to 

regain work-related benefits such as social contact, structured use of time, 

connection with current developments, and additional financial rewards (Ulrich, 

2003). Since bridge jobs are often part-time and less demanding (Henkens & Van 

Solinge, 2014), it may also be argued that bridge employees still benefit from 

these work-related rewards, while at the same time being able to invest more time 

in leisure pursuits and activities in the family domain. Hence, this simultaneous 

advantage may explain the finding that voluntary retirees in bridge jobs show 

enhanced levels of post-retirement life satisfaction compared with their pre-

retirement situation. Bridge employment, thus, seems to be beneficial for the life 

satisfaction of both voluntary and involuntary retirees, while the association with 

self-efficacy is less pronounced. What the results regarding self-efficacy mainly 

revealed was an age-effect relating negative changes in self-efficacy to increasing 

age.  

 

A strength of this study and its findings lies in its capability to combine 

information on the voluntariness of retirement transitions and participation in 

bridge employment over a 10-year observation period. This permitted us to refine 

our current understanding of intra-individual changes in late life outcomes that 

are related to the retirement process. Retirement unfolds over a relatively 

prolonged period rather than as an abrupt one-off event; it is a gradual process 

that can have a variety of long-term consequences for the well-being of retirees 

depending on the retirement context. Also changes in partner status during the 

retirement process were found to be important for late life well-being; loss of a 

partner decreases life satisfaction, while starting to live with a partner enhances 

life satisfaction. In addition, the dataset used herein allowed us to investigate 

changes in the mental well-being of retirees in comparison to those respondents 

who remained in career jobs. Another important advancement of this study is the 
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investigation of the relationship between retirement transition characteristics and 

self-efficacy, which did hardly get attention in previous literature, despite the fact 

that it is known that major life transitions such as retirement can changes various 

facets of late life well-being (De Vaus, et al., 2007). 

 

The present study also contains a number of limitations that offer some 

suggestions for further research. First, the sample was not entirely representative 

of the Dutch labor market even though diverse organizational settings were 

included. Consequently, the findings may not be entirely generalizable to the 

Dutch population. In addition, generalizability of the findings to other countries 

may be limited because the investigated cohorts benefited from the relatively 

generous pension system available in the Netherlands (Hershey, Henkens, & Van 

Dalen, 2007). Additional research should thus aim to consider other 

organizational areas and countries in order to overcome these shortcomings. 

 

Second, although the study results provide important insights in the consequences 

of retirement dynamics for late life well-being, it should be noted that we used 

dichotomous measures to reflect rather heterogeneous groups of retirees. For 

example, the group of involuntary retirees is probably highly diverse, for instance 

regarding age at retirement or reasons for the involuntary exit; it may include 

those who suffered from health problems and those who experienced pressures 

from the organization to retire (Szinovacz & Davey, 2005; Van Solinge & 

Henkens, 2007). At the same time, the involuntary transition may be abrupt and 

unexpected for some retirees, whereas it may be an anticipated event for others. 

Also bridge employment is likely to be more diverse than the dichotomous 

measure reflects. Previous research has shown that some bridge employees work 

in career-related jobs, while others start in completely different jobs (Zhan, et al., 

2009). In addition, the number of work hours and the labor conditions may be 

very diverse within the group of bridge employees (Henkens & Van Solinge, 

2014). Future research could extend the current research by including more of 

this heterogeneity into the explanatory model.  

 

A further limitation relates to the measurement of the dependent variables. First 

of all, we measured well-being with rather general measures. In addition, we used 

shortened scales to measure self-efficacy and satisfaction with life. Both these 

aspects could reduce the power of our analyses and may contribute to the relative 

small effect sizes we found in the current study. Further research could focus on 

more specific measures of late life well-being, such as positive and negative 

affect, depression and self-image (De Vaus, et al., 2007). This would help to get a 

more sophisticated understanding of the impact of retirement on late life well-

being.  
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Nonetheless, our study contributes to the research field on late life well-being by 

showing that despite the relative stability in well-being throughout life (Lucas, et 

al., 2003), major life transitions, such as retirement, are also important for how 

older adults feel. The presented results suggest that bridge employment is a 

beneficial strategy for retirees. In particular, involuntary retirees could consider 

participation in bridge employment in order to prevent a decline in mental well-

being following forced career withdrawal. Human resource management 

professionals and occupational psychologists who work with older adults should 

be made aware of the negative impact of involuntary retirement on mental well-

being in later life and help involuntary retirees realize their preferences and 

expectations of the work domain. 
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Abstract 

  

The increased popularity of bridge employment has raised questions about 

its consequences for well-being in late adult life. This research explored 

the consequences of bridge employment for the level of life satisfaction of 

older adults during the retirement transition period. Changes in life 

satisfaction were considered to be a function of the different intentions and 

motives for taking bridge jobs. Furthermore, the impact of bridge 

employment was empirically examined conditional on the voluntariness of 

the exit from the career job. Panel data on Dutch retirees (N = 1248) were 

investigated using conditional change models. The results demonstrate that 

older adults willing to prolong their work careers but unable to find bridge 

jobs reported lower levels of life satisfaction compared with fully retirees 

not considering bridge employment. In addition, participation in bridge 

employment for financial motives was associated with decreases in life 

satisfaction compared with post-retirement working based on intrinsic 

motives. Moreover, compared with voluntary retirement, involuntary 

retirement was detrimental to life satisfaction, but participation in a bridge 

job was found to mitigate this negative shock. These findings contribute to 

the understanding of the consequences of various post-retirement 

employment trajectories for older individuals.  
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5.1 Introduction 

 

Traditionally, retirement is considered to be an abrupt and complete 

discontinuation of paid employment in later life. Today, however, retirement can 

be characterized as a process that can take multiple forms (Beehr & Bennett, 

2007) and may cover a substantial period of time, during which people must 

make a number of decisions about their participation in the labor force. Older 

workers may decide to retire early using appealing retirement arrangements or to 

keep working in the career job until the official public pension age. However, 

after deciding to retire from their careers, many people choose to remain in some 

type of paid employment, which is often referred to in the literature as ‘bridge 

employment’ (Feldman, 1994). The decisions regarding the exit from the career 

job and engagement in bridge employment can be the result of careful planning, 

but they can also be the result of external organizational and labor market forces. 

The increasing variety of retirement trajectories may have profound implications 

for late life outcomes, such as retirement adjustment, health outcomes, and life 

satisfaction (see Van Solinge, 2013, for an overview). Two aspects of the 

retirement transition are deemed to be particularly important to explain changes 

in well-being in late adult life: (i) how people experience their labor force exits 

(e.g., forced or voluntary) and (ii) whether retirees prolong their active working 

lives in bridge jobs. The present study determines the consequences of 

involuntary retirement and involvement in bridge employment on the post-

retirement life satisfaction of older adults. 

 

The consequences of retirement on life satisfaction have been inconsistently 

examined in the literature. For instance, previous empirical research has found a 

significant impact of retirement in both positive and negative directions, while 

other studies have failed to find any effect at all (Van Solinge, 2013). Involuntary 

departure from a career job is a key element to understanding lower levels of 

post-retirement well-being (Bender, 2012; Calvo, et al., 2009; Van Solinge & 

Henkens, 2008). Although retirement is often thought of as a voluntary transition, 

approximately 20 to 30 percent of older workers actually perceive retirement as 

forced, and mainly a result of health-related issues or organizational restrictions 

(Hershey & Henkens, 2014; Szinovacz & Davey, 2005; Van Solinge & Henkens, 

2007). 

 

However, the perception of involuntary retirement does not necessarily imply no-

choice retirement. Any retirement decision also depends on older workers’ 

intentions to exit the labor force as well as the social context in which this 

movement will take place (Szinovacz & Davey, 2005; Van Solinge & Henkens, 

2007). For example, older adults may perceive their retirement as forced when 

they retire off time (i.e., earlier or later; Wang, 2007) according to socially 

acceptable standards, or when they experience a lack of support for retirement 
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from relevant others (e.g., their spouse) (Van Solinge & Henkens, 2007). Hence, 

involuntary exits from the labor force may prevent older adults from having 

enough time to anticipate the potential changes caused by the retirement 

transition, such as a drop in income or changes in social relationships. 

 

Less is known in the literature about the consequences of re-entry into the labor 

market after retirement in the form of bridge jobs. This dearth in the body of 

knowledge is remarkable because approximately half of US retirees participate in 

a bridge job after ending their careers (Cahill, Giandrea, & Quinn, 2005). 

Previous empirical research has rather focused on the determinants of bridge 

employment (e.g., Cahill, et al., 2005; Gobeski & Beehr, 2009; S. Kim & 

Feldman, 2000; Wang, et al., 2008; Weckerle & Shultz, 1999). Among the few 

studies that have investigated the consequences of bridge employment, the 

qualitative research of Ulrich (2003) found that participation in a bridge job made 

retirees feel better about themselves. Furthermore, based on quantitative 

longitudinal research, Wang (2007) showed that bridge employees are better able 

to maintain their pre-retirement levels of well-being during the retirement 

transition compared with retirees without bridge jobs. However, the research of 

Wang (2007) did not question whether participation in a bridge job can offset the 

negative changes in well-being caused by involuntary departure from a career job. 

Moreover, because people might have different motives for employment in a 

bridge job, which may lead to different consequences on post-retirement life 

satisfaction, understanding these differences may help refine the 

conceptualization of bridge employment. 

 

This study contributes to the literature on retirement in three ways. First, it is 

among only a handful of investigations to link a person’s post-retirement work 

patterns to his or her life satisfaction (S. Kim & Feldman, 2000; Wang, 2007). 

Beyond the impact of having a bridge job after retirement, we examine how the 

inability to find a bridge job influences post-retirement life satisfaction. In 

addition, the paper enhances our understanding of how different motives for 

bridge employment influence life satisfaction. For instance, feeling forced to 

participate in bridge employment for financial motives could be expected to 

contribute negatively to life satisfaction, while intrinsic motives, such as the 

enjoyment of work, might be beneficial for maintaining pre-retirement levels of 

life satisfaction.  

 

Second, this study is among the first to examine the impact of bridge employment 

on how older adults evaluate their lives conditional on their experiences of the 

retirement process. Specifically, we posit that the negative impact of involuntary 

retirement on life satisfaction can be mitigated by engaging in bridge 

employment. As such, a dynamic approach that considers both labor force exit 

and re-entry is assumed to be a prerequisite to a complete understanding of the 
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retirement–satisfaction nexus. Moreover, we examine life satisfaction among 

those who experience different types of involuntary exits compared with 

individuals who choose to leave the workforce voluntarily. 

 

Third, the present study uses panel data to investigate life satisfaction over the 

retirement transition period. Of the previous literature on the consequences of 

retirement, only a few studies have followed the retirement paths of older adults 

over time (e.g., Pinquart & Schindler, 2007; Wang, 2007), rather than making 

cross-sectional comparisons between workers and retirees. The proposed panel 

design thus enables us to control for pre-retirement levels of life satisfaction and 

account for the changes in resources faced by retirees. In particular, we followed 

the suggestion of J. E. Kim and Moen (2002), who emphasized “the importance 

of examining various resources and contexts surrounding retirement transitions 

(…) to understand the dynamics of the retirement transition and its relationship 

with psychological well-being” (p. 212). 

 

The three-wave panel dataset on which we base our research was collected in the 

Netherlands between 2001 and 2011. A large proportion of the current population 

of older adults in the Netherlands has benefited from various early retirement 

arrangements in order to retire before the official public pension age of 65. For 

example, the mean age at which older workers retired between 2001 and 2006 

was 61, which increased to 63 between 2006 and 2011 (Statistics Netherlands, 

2012c). This finding concurs with the policy of the Dutch government to 

discourage people from retiring full-time at too early an age (Dutch Government, 

2011). At the same time, there seems to be a trend towards increased participation 

in bridge jobs in the Netherlands. Between 2002 and 2007, the percentage of 

early retirees who subsequently re-entered the labor force increased from 16 to 23 

percent (Henkens, 2011). 

 

Bridge employment has been defined as “the transition into some part-time, self-

employment or temporary work after full-time employment ends and permanent 

retirement begins” (Feldman, 1994, p. 286). However, this definition is unsuitable 

for capturing the specific labor market context in the Netherlands. The proportion 

of part-time workers is exceptionally high in the Netherlands (76% for women 

and 25% for men compared with the European averages of 32% and 8%, 

respectively; Eurofound, 2011), which makes it problematic to define bridge 

employment as work “after full-time employment ends”. Given this contextual 

distinction, bridge employees in the Netherlands are referred to herein as older 

adults who both receive retirement benefit and prolong their active working lives 

in the paid labor force. 
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5.2 Theoretical Framework  

 

The retirement transition and life satisfaction 

 

A number of theories of subjective well-being suggest that well-being is a stable 

personal characteristic. For example, the top-down approach (Heller, Watson, & 

Ilies, 2004), adaptation theory (Lucas, et al., 2003), set point theory (Lucas, 

Clark, Georgellis, & Diener, 2004), and the equilibrium model of subjective well-

being (Headey & Wearing, 1989) all argue that “individuals react to events but 

quickly adapt back to baseline levels of subjective well-being” (Lucas, et al., 

2003, p. 527). By contrast, the bottom-up approach assumes that major life events 

can change the level of well-being. Previous research has shown that 

unemployment (Lucas, et al., 2004) and divorce (Lucas, 2005) can have long-

lasting negative effects on well-being. Although people eventually adapt to the 

change in question, resulting in an increase in well-being, they do not completely 

return to the same level as before the change occurred. Therefore, while 

personality does influence the stability of well-being, major life events also play a 

role. 

 

Retirement is a major life event that influences the life satisfaction levels of older 

adults (Calvo, et al., 2009; De Vaus, et al., 2007; Quine, et al., 2007). In contrast 

to life events such as the loss of a spouse, divorce, or unemployment, which are 

widely perceived as highly stressful and detrimental to well-being (Lucas, 2005; 

Lucas, et al., 2004), the appreciation and consequences of retirement are much 

more nuanced. Based on insights obtained from focus groups, Quine, et al. (2007) 

reported that although retirement is related to freedom and flexibility in terms of 

living life without needing to work, it is also linked to losses in financial and 

social resources and a reduced sense of self-worth. As a result, older adults may 

look forward to this upcoming life stage or be anxious about how daily life will 

be structured in the absence of work-related activities (Lim & Feldman, 2003; 

Van Solinge & Henkens, 2008). Consequently, whether the retirement transition 

affects life satisfaction positively or negatively is not determined a priori. 

 

Especially continuity theory, role theory, and the life course perspective have 

been used to theorize on the consequences of bridge employment for post-

retirement life satisfaction. Continuity theory (Atchley, 1999) assumes that 

continuity in life is related to stable levels of well-being (Wang, 2007). Similarly, 

S. Kim and Feldman (2000) argued that “people's sense of well-being is closely 

tied to their ability to create a sense of continuity in their lives” (p. 1200). 

However, it is not necessarily the capacity to continue participating in the same 

activities but rather the ability to maintain valued life patterns that allows people 

to maintain their levels of well-being (Atchley, 1999). What these valued life 

patterns are may differ between individuals. On one hand, role theory (Ashforth 
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& Mael, 1989) assumes that people highly involved in non-work roles, such as in 

family roles or leisure activities, might prefer continuity in these tasks (Wang, 

2007) and view retirement as an option to expand such non-work life patterns 

even further. On the other hand, older adults for whom the work role has always 

been an important part of their identities might prefer continuity in this respect 

after retirement.  

 

Bridge employment provides one such opportunity to remain active in the work 

domain (Adams & Rau, 2004; Dendinger, et al., 2005; S. Kim & Feldman, 2000; 

Wang, 2007; Zhan, et al., 2009). However, like the decision to retire from the 

career job, the decision to participate in bridge employment may not always be 

completely under volitional control. The lack of control may threaten continuity 

in preferred life patterns and, consequently, the stability in late life well-being. In 

this vein, the life course perspective (Elder, 1994; Settersten, 2003) emphasizes 

human agency in the transition from work to retirement as essential for well-

being. Accordingly, theories of personal control state that people attempt to 

control their lives in order to retain stable levels of well-being (Heckhausen & 

Schulz, 1995). Based on the foregoing, it can therefore be argued that the gap 

between the preferred and actual retirement paths is central to our understanding 

of how retirement influences life satisfaction. Specifically, continuity in preferred 

life patterns over the retirement transition can be expected to be related to 

relatively high levels of life satisfaction after retirement. By contrast, involuntary 

discontinuity in the work domain (e.g., no access to bridge jobs or needing to 

work to gain sufficient resources in retirement) may be associated to relatively 

low levels of post-retirement life satisfaction.  

 

Intentions and motives for bridge employment 

 

Bridge employment is thus assumed to be an important strategy to create some 

continuity in the work domain in the transition to retirement. A bridge job can 

fulfill intrinsically important aims, such as having a purposeful pastime, 

structuring one's time, keeping in touch with current developments, and 

increasing self-esteem (Heckhausen & Schulz, 1995; Lim & Feldman, 2003; 

Ulrich, 2003). However, some retirees may have failed to extend their working 

lives after retirement by being unsuccessful in finding a bridge job. Labor force 

restrictions, such as age discrimination (Karpinska, et al., 2011) and high 

unemployment rates (Gobeski & Beehr, 2009; Karpinska, et al., 2011), can 

restrict opportunities for bridge employment, forcing older adults to remain in full 

retirement. The lack of control on the realization of the preferred bridge job may 

result in lower levels of life satisfaction compared with retirees not considering to 

work after retirement, leading to the formulation of our first hypothesis:  
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Hypothesis 1:  The inability of a retiree to find a bridge job results in lower  

  levels of life satisfaction compared with retirees who were not  

  considering a bridge job or were successful in finding one.  

 

For bridge employees, it is unclear from the literature whether extending working 

life in this manner has a positive or negative impact on life satisfaction. 

According to motivation theories, older workers vary in their evaluations of how 

instrumental work is in reaching certain valued goals (Feldman & Beehr, 2011). 

Previous research by Mor-Barak (1995) points to four reasons for older adults to 

consider work, namely social, personal, generative, and financial reasons (see 

Dendinger, et al., 2005; Loi & Shultz, 2007; Smeyer, Besen, & Pitt-Catsouphes, 

2009). Other research revealed additional work motives such as to stay mentally 

and physically active, to remain productive, to have the health benefits, and to 

learn new things or pursue a dream (AARP, 2003). Of main interest here is 

whether older adults work after retirement primarily for enjoyment motives, 

which may reflect a voluntary decision, or feel forced to work due to financial 

needs. As Dendinger, et al. (2005) noted, retirees “may realize that the income 

they presently have (…) may be inadequate to accommodate their preferred style 

of living” (p. 25). As such, taking a bridge job for financial motives reflects a 

discrepancy between the preferred and actual retirement conditions, and may 

therefore be associated with a decrease in life satisfaction compared with those 

retirees who view the work primarily as something enjoyable. This leads us to 

formulate our second hypothesis:  

 

Hypothesis 2:  Bridge employment taken for financial motives is associated  

  with decreased levels of life satisfaction compared with full  

  retirees and bridge employees motivated by intrinsic work  

  goals. 

 

Bridge employment after involuntary retirement 

 

The effect of bridge employment might also depend on events earlier in the 

retirement process, such as the circumstances under which older workers retire 

from their careers. In the case of involuntary retirement, people may feel as 

though they have been afforded insufficient time to prepare for this major life 

transition, either financially or psychologically (Szinovacz & Davey, 2005; Van 

Solinge & Henkens, 2007), which is expected to lower life satisfaction (Ashforth 

& Mael, 1989; Atchley, 1999; Zhan, et al., 2009). Feldman (1994) stated that 

forced retirees experience anger, frustration, and feelings of being ‘role-less’ in 

retirement. Indeed, the detrimental effects of involuntary retirement on well-being 

in later life have been consistently demonstrated (Bender, 2012; Quine, et al., 

2007; Van Solinge & Henkens, 2008). Moreover, people forced into retirement 

for health reasons may experience sharper decreases in life satisfaction, caused 
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both by the withdrawal from the organizational context and by their physical 

disabilities, which might interfere in other life domains as well (Hershey & 

Henkens, 2014). 

 

In this respect, bridge employment might be particularly valuable in the case of 

involuntary retirement. The absence of a choice about staying in a career job can 

motivate forced retirees to search for other ways to achieve a sense of perceived 

control over the work domain and to recapture their work role identities (Elder & 

Johnson, 2003; Heckhausen & Schulz, 1995; Szinovacz & Davey, 2005). Quine, 

et al. (2007) found that retirees who took up meaningful activities after forced 

retirement were able to regain a sense of control and find satisfaction in their 

retirement. This leads to the formulation of our third hypothesis: 

 

Hypothesis 3a:  Involuntary retirement has a negative effect on life satisfaction  

  compared with voluntary retirement. 

 

Hypothesis 3b:  Bridge employment can mitigate the negative impact of  

  involuntary retirement on life satisfaction. 

 

 

5.3 Data and Methods 

 

Data 

 

The present study is based on a three-wave panel dataset obtained from the Work 

and Retirement Panel and carried out by the Netherlands Interdisciplinary 

Demographic Institute (NIDI). The panel was first convened in 2001, and 

comprises a sample of workers aged 50 years and older selected from two 

sources: (a) 80 business units attached to three Dutch multinational private-sector 

organizations operating in the fields of manufacturing, retail, and information and 

communication technology and (b) the Dutch central government. At three points 

in a 10-year period, respondents answered questions about their careers, ideas 

about retirement, actual retirement behavior, and well-being. The data are in the 

form of questionnaires completed by the retirees themselves. Altogether, 3,899 

older workers received a mailed questionnaire in 2001, of which 2,403 responded 

(response rate 62%). In 2006–2007, surviving and traceable respondents from 

wave 1 were resurveyed, resulting in 1,678 responses (response rate 75%). The 

third wave of data collection took place in 2011 and yielded information on 1,276 

older adults (response rate 76%). The analytical sample used herein consists of 

those respondents who made the retirement transition in the 10-year observation 

period. Study subjects were between 50 and 64 years old in 2001 (mean age 54), 

and 25 percent were women. 
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Following the approach used by Hershey and Henkens (2014), respondents were 

defined as retirees when they reported drawing on early retirement benefits or 

pensions. A large share of the investigated cohort retired between wave 1 and 

wave 2 (N = 1019), while a smaller number retired between wave 2 and wave 3 

(N = 292). For each respondent, we used information of the first wave prior and 

the first wave after the career exit to investigate the changes in life satisfaction 

that coincided with the retirement process. Non-retirees during the period of data 

collection (N = 215) were excluded from the final sample. To account for the 

exclusion of workers, the statistical models presented in the results section were 

re-estimated using Heckman’s two-step estimation approach (Heckman, 1979) to 

investigate whether self-selection in the sample resulted in biased estimates. In 

the first step of this approach, the probability of belonging to the sample (i.e., 

working in the career job vs. retired) was estimated based on the independent 

variables and additional measures related to retirement planning (e.g. whether 

people were familiar with early retirement arrangements). These planning 

variables were assumed not to affect life satisfaction directly, but were important 

factors for the timing of retirement. The estimated probability of sample selection 

was converted to the inverse Mills ratio (IMR) (Tucker, 2011; Vella, 1998). This 

term was included in the linear regression models in the second part of the 

Heckman approach to obtain consistent parameter estimates for the effects of our 

independent variables on life satisfaction. These Heckman selection models 

demonstrated the non-significance of selection bias in the present study. 

 

The resulting sample consisted of 1311 individuals. In the next step, respondents 

were excluded because of missing information about levels of life satisfaction 

pre-retirement (N = 13), on life satisfaction post-retirement (N = 29), and/or on 

the voluntariness of retirement (N = 23). This yielded a final sample of 1248 

individuals. The number of item nonresponse on the control variables was low 

(1.2%), and missing values were imputed using a multiple imputation procedure 

(mi: STATA). The imputations did not substantially change the descriptive 

statistics of the variables. In addition, the multivariate models based on the 

imputed data resulted in similar results compared with models without using 

these imputed values (listwise deletion) or using a mean substitution approach.  

 

Measures 

 

Life satisfaction – The life satisfaction of older adults was measured for each 

wave using the Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS), which considers life 

satisfaction to be a cognitive-judgmental process (Diener, et al., 1985, p. 71). The 

following three items were drawn from Diener, et al. (1985): ‘In most ways, my 

life is close to my ideal’, ‘The conditions of my life are excellent’, and ‘So far, I 

have gotten the important things I want in life’. Respondents answered on a five-

point Likert scale that ranged from ‘totally agree’ (1) to ‘totally disagree’ (5). The 
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SWLS was constructed by taking the mean score over the three items 

(Cronbach’s alpha per wave: 0.71, 0.74, and 0.73, respectively), and ranged from 

1 (low life satisfaction) to 5 (high life satisfaction). 

 

Voluntariness of the retirement decision – By design, all respondents were 

working in their career jobs in wave 1. In subsequent waves, retirees were asked 

whether they ‘perceive their retirements from their career jobs as voluntary’. 

They could answer with ‘yes, completely voluntary’, ‘no, partly involuntary’, or 

‘no, completely involuntary’. The latter two categories were taken together to 

indicate perceptions of involuntary retirement, resulting in a dummy variable that 

compared ‘involuntary retirement’ with ‘voluntary retirement’ (reference 

category).  

 

Older adults who perceived their retirements from their career jobs to be 

involuntary were asked to report the reasons that made their retirement transition 

feel that way. The variable was measured using four categories (Dorn & Sousa-

Poza, 2007; Szinovacz & Davey, 2005; Van Solinge & Henkens, 2007): (a) 

health-related issues, (b) organizational and/or institutional issues (i.e., pressure 

from the organization and/or colleagues, and/or mandatory retirement age), (c) a 

combination of health-related issues and organizational and/or institutional issues, 

and (d) other reasons. 

 

Bridge employment – In waves 2 and 3, participants were asked the following two 

questions to determine their postretirement work patterns: (a) ‘Have you searched 

for paid labor after leaving your career job?’ and (b) ‘Have you participated in 

paid labor after leaving your career job?’. In both cases, the answer categories 

were: ‘yes’ (1) or ‘no’ (2). In addition, we asked whether respondents were 

‘currently employed in paid labor’ in order to determine bridge employment 

status on the occasion of measurement. Based on these answers, a variable that 

had three categories was constructed: ‘full-time retirement without an intention 

for bridge employment’ (reference category), ‘full-time retirement and 

unsuccessful at finding a bridge job’, and ‘participation in bridge employment’. 

 

An additional dummy variable was used to control for retirees who had already 

left their bridge jobs by the time of the first data collection after retirement (N = 

87). For this group of respondents, it was not possible unambiguously to 

determine their reasons for leaving the bridge job, which might have been 

involuntary and could therefore have obscured the results. Therefore, these 

respondents were classified as full-time retirees without a bridge job (with or 

without the intention to take a bridge job), and an additional dummy variable for 

‘bridge employment in the past’ was included in order to account for variations in 

life satisfaction for this specific group of retirees. 
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Bridge employees were further classified according to their main motives for 

participating in bridge employment. They were asked ‘what was the most 

important motive for re-entry into the labor force?’. The resulting five categories 

for this variable were as follows: ‘I needed the money’, ‘I was bored’, ‘I enjoyed 

working’, ‘for the social contact’, and ‘other motives’. Only a few (N = 10) 

bridge employees reported ‘being bored’ and this group was therefore merged 

with ‘other motives’. In addition, a sixth category for ‘missing information’ was 

created. 

 

Control variables – Personal resources, such as money and health, as well as the 

contexts in which people live may jointly impact the retirement process and how 

people evaluate their lives (J. E. Kim & Moen, 2002). To account for these 

circumstances, a series of control variables contained information on personal 

characteristics, household composition, and the pre-retirement work context. 

First, for personal characteristics, gender and age at data collection were gathered. 

Health status was also measured in each wave by asking respondents ‘Do you 

currently have to deal with chronic health problems?’ (1 = yes, 0 = no). The pre- 

and post-retirement answers to this question resulted in four dummy variables: 

‘no pre- or post-retirement health problems’ (reference group), ‘pre- and post-

retirement health problems’, ‘negative health change’, and ‘positive health 

change’. A perceived insufficient pension was another control variable measured 

in wave 1 by asking respondents ‘Do you think you have sustained a pension 

shortfall during your career?’. The answer categories were: ‘yes’ (1), ‘no’ (0; 

reference group), and ‘don’t know’ (2). A dummy variable thus accounted for any 

perceived pension shortfall, to include those participants unaware of a shortfall. 

 

Second, in terms of household composition, respondents were asked to indicate 

whether they lived with a partner (1) or not (0) in each wave. From these answers, 

dummy variables were created in order to indicate the change in partner status 

over the retirement transition: ‘constantly living with a partner’ (reference group), 

‘constantly single’, ‘loss of a partner’, and ‘new partner’. A second household-

related variable indicated whether the respondent had children (1) or not (0). 

 

Third, we measured the pre-retirement work context. Pre-retirement job 

satisfaction with a career job was measured by asking respondents to what extent 

they were satisfied with their current jobs. Respondents answered on a five-point 

Likert scale that ranged from ‘very dissatisfied’ (1) to ‘very satisfied’ (5). In wave 

1, we also asked whether respondents held a supervisory position (1) or not (0), 

which was included in the analyses as a dummy variable with non-supervisory 

employees as the reference group. The occupational level (i.e., the educational 

level required for the career job) was further queried in wave 1, resulting in three 

categories: ‘lower occupational level’ (primary or lower secondary education 

required), ‘middle occupational level’ (middle or higher secondary education 
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required), and ‘higher occupational level’ (tertiary education required). Finally, 

we measured time in retirement at the point of data collection. 

 

Data analysis 

 

To examine the changes in the ways in which respondents evaluated life over the 

retirement transition, the level of post-retirement life satisfaction was predicted 

using the pre-retirement life satisfaction score, retirement transition indicators, 

and control variables. Under this conditional change approach, the regression 

coefficients could be interpreted as ‘the effect of the predictor on changes in life 

satisfaction over time’, since the initial pre-retirement level of life satisfaction 

was controlled for (Finkel, 1995). For each respondent, we determined the timing 

of retirement (i.e., between wave 1 and 2 or between wave 2 and 3) and then 

included the post-retirement satisfaction score as the criterion. 

 

The retirement indicator variables were measured in the first wave after 

retirement from the career job. For those individuals who retired in wave 2 but for 

whom information on key variables was missing, information from wave 3 was 

used (involuntariness (reasons), N = 36; motive for bridge employment, N = 38). 

In addition, control variables were measured in the pre-retirement wave or 

obtained from a comparison of pre- and post-retirement data. As reported in the 

measures section, some control variables were only measured in wave 1. 

 

The data were analyzed in three subsequent steps to test the presented hypotheses. 

In the first step, the relationship between the reasons for involuntary retirement 

and life satisfaction was tested. In addition, we tested the effect of bridge 

employment, including the inability to find a bridge job. In the second step, 

measures of the different motives for bridge employment were added into the 

equation. In the final step, the combined impact of involuntary retirement and 

bridge employment on life satisfaction was tested using focused significance 

tests. These tests of simple effects are preferred over more general omnibus tests 

when specific group differences are expected a priori (Rosnow & Rosenthal, 

1988). To ease interpretation across the models, we used the same reference 

groups for the categorical variables and provide additional information on the 

statistical differences between the various categories of interest in the text. In all 

models, we accounted for individual differences in pre-retirement life 

satisfaction, personal characteristics, household composition, and pre-retirement 

job characteristics. We also controlled for the study wave at which the post-

retirement level of life satisfaction was measured. 
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Table 5.1. Descriptive statistics: Percentages or means, standard deviations, and range. 

 Retirement wave II 

N = 972 

Retirement wave III 

N = 276 

 Mean SD Mean SD 

SWLS post-retirement (range: 1-5) 3.67 0.64 3.67 0.57 

     

Personal characteristics     

SWLS pre-retirement (range: 1-5) 3.72 0.62 3.66 0.59 

Age (range: 55-70) 60.96  2.79 63.64 1.80 

Women (versus men) 0.23 0.42 0.29 0.45 

Health problems     

   No pre- or post-retirement health problems 0.56 0.50 0.65 0.48 

   Pre- and post-retirement health problems 0.17 0.38 0.18 0.39 

   Negative health change 0.10 0.30 0.07 0.26 

   Positive health change 0.16 0.37 0.09 0.29 

Perceived income shortfall 0.52 0.70 0.55 0.66 

     

Household composition     

Partner status     

   Constantly living with partner 0.82 0.38 0.80 0.40 

   Constantly single 0.10 0.30 0.14 0.35 

   Change: loss of partner 0.05 0.22 0.03 0.18 

   Change: new partner 0.02 0.15 0.03 0.16 

Children (versus no children) 0.86 0.35 0.83 0.37 

     

Preretirement work context     

Job satisfaction (range: 1-5) 3.94 0.89 3.88 0.85 

Supervisor 0.27 0.44 0.33 0.47 

Occupational level     

   Lower level 0.16 0.36 0.16 0.37 

   Moderate level 0.33 0.47 0.33 0.47 

   High level 0.51 0.50 0.51 0.50 

Time in retirement (range: 0-6) 2.82 1.39 1.89 1.24 

     

Voluntariness of the retirement decision     

Involuntary (versus voluntary) 0.28 0.45 0.29 0.45 

     

Bridge employment     

Full retirement without bridge job intention 0.72 0.45 0.73 0.44 

Unsuccessful at finding a bridge job 0.09 0.28 0.10 0.30 

Bridge job 0.20 0.40 0.17 0.37 

Source: NIDI Work and Retirement Panel (2001–2011). 

 

 

5.4 Results 

 

Descriptive results 

 

Table 5.1 provides an overview of the descriptive statistics. We found that life 

satisfaction slightly decreased over the retirement transition from 3.72 pre-

retirement to 3.67 post-retirement (t = -2.55, p = 0.01) for those who retired 
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before wave 2. No differences were found in the levels of life satisfaction for 

retirees who retired between wave 2 and wave 3. In 29 percent of career job 

departures, the transition was perceived as involuntary. Approximately 13 percent 

of involuntary retirees felt forced to retire due to health-related problems. Most 

involuntary retirees experienced organizational and/or institutional pressures 

(58%). Another 10 percent experienced a combination of health-related problems 

and organizational and/or institutional pressures. A total of 19 percent of 

involuntary retirees reported other reasons why they perceived their leaving of 

their career jobs to have been forced. 

 

After retirement from the career job, 19 percent participated in a bridge job (20% 

of those who retired between wave 1 and wave 2 and 17% of those who retired 

between wave 2 and wave 3), while a further 10 percent searched for a bridge job 

unsuccessfully. For bridge employees, the enjoyment motive (53%) was most 

often mentioned as the driving force to continue working, followed by financial 

necessity (15%) and social contact (10%). Another 12 percent reported ‘other 

motives’ for taking up bridge employment. 

 

The data also showed that involuntary retirees did not necessarily participate in 

bridge employment more often (chi-square = 0.00, p = 0.95). For both groups, 

approximately 19 percent participated in a bridge job. By contrast, however, 

involuntary retirees were more often unsuccessful at finding the bridge job they 

desired (chi-square = 37.80, p = 0.00); approximately 17 percent of involuntary 

retirees were unsuccessful at finding a bridge job compared with 6 percent of 

voluntary retirees. 

 

Multivariate analyses 

 

Table 5.2 shows the results of the conditional change models that explain the 

inter-individual differences in life satisfaction after retirement. In model 1, the 

indicators of involuntary retirement and bridge employment, including the 

inability to find a bridge job, are included simultaneously with the lagged variable 

of life satisfaction and the control variables. As seen in this model, involuntary 

retirement because of health-related reasons (Cohen’s d = 0.66), organizational 

and/or institutional reasons (Cohen’s d = 0.26), and a combination of health-

related and organizational and/or institutional reasons (Cohen’s d = 0.35) were all 

negatively related to life satisfaction compared with those who retired of their 

own volition. This finding provides support for Hypothesis 3a. 

 

Within the group of involuntary retirees, those who perceived their retirements to 

be forced because of health-related problems were associated with significantly 

lower levels of satisfaction than involuntary retirees who reported organizational 

and/or institutional reasons (t = 2.99, p = 0.00). In additional analyses (data not  
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Table 5.2. Results of conditional change regression models predicting post-retirement life 

satisfaction.   

        Model 1        Model 2 

 b SE b SE 

Constant  2.58** 0.40  2.25** 0.40 

     
Personal characteristics     

SWLS preretirement  0.42** 0.03  0.42** 0.03 

Retirement wave (wave III = 1)  0.06 0.04  0.06 0.04 
Age -0.01 0.01 -0.01 0.01 

Women   0.06 0.04  0.05 0.04 

Health problems     
   No pre- or post-retirement health problems Reference 

   Pre- and post-retirement health problems -0.09* 0.04 -0.09* 0.04 
   Negative health change -0.06 0.05 -0.05 0.05 

   Positive health change  0.06 0.05  0.06 0.05 

Perceived pension shortfall -0.12** 0.03 -0.11** 0.03 
     

Household composition     

Partner status     
   Constantly living with partner  Reference 

   Constantly single -0.15** 0.05 -0.15** 0.05 

   Change: loss of partner -0.11 0.07 -0.12† 0.07 
   Change: new partner  0.13 0.10  0.14 0.10 

Children  -0.03 0.05 -0.02 0.05 

     
Pre-retirement work context     

Job satisfaction  0.01 0.02  0.01 0.02 

Supervisor  0.06 0.04  0.05 0.04 
Occupational level     

   Lower level Reference 

   Moderate level  0.10* 0.05  0.09† 0.05 
   High level  0.13** 0.05  0.12* 0.05 

Time in retirement -0.00 0.01  0.00 0.01 

     
Retirement transition     

Reasons for involuntariness     

   Voluntary  Reference 
   Involuntary: health problems -0.41** 0.08 -0.41** 0.08 

   Involuntary: organizational issues -0.16** 0.04 -0.15** 0.04 

   Involuntary: health & organizational issues -0.22* 0.09 -0.20* 0.09 
   Involuntary: other -0.18** 0.07 -0.17* 0.07 

Bridge employment     

   Full retirement without bridge job intention Reference 
   Unsuccessful at finding a bridge job -0.10† 0.06 -0.11† 0.06 

   Bridge job  0.05 0.04   

Bridge job in the past -0.00 0.06 -0.00 0.06 
Motives for bridge employment     

   Bridge job: financial motive   -0.24** 0.09 

   Bridge job: enjoyment motive    0.11* 0.05 
   Bridge job: social motive    0.01 0.11 

   Bridge job: other motive    0.02 0.11 

   Bridge job: missing information    0.20† 0.11 

R2 a 0.29  0.30 

Source: NIDI Work and Retirement Panel (2001–2011), N = 1248. 

† p ≤.0.10; *p ≤ 0.05; **p ≤.0.01.    
a  Explained variance statistic estimated on the original dataset without imputations 
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shown), it was further found that the degree of involuntariness (partly or 

completely involuntary) did not offer any incremental explanatory power. In 

addition, model 1 showed a non-significant effect of the participation in bridge 

employment on life satisfaction compared with retirees without a bridge job. 

However, some support was found for the hypothesized negative effect of the 

inability to find a bridge job (Cohen’s d = 0.16), indicating that retirees who were 

unsuccessful at finding a job post-retirement experienced decreased levels of life 

satisfaction compared with retirees who were not considering a bridge job 

(Hypothesis 1). 

 

In model 2, the measures of the different motives behind involvement in bridge 

employment were added into the equation. This model provides results that 

support Hypothesis 2. All other factors being equal, the lowest level of life 

satisfaction was found among those who took a bridge job for financial motives. 

This negative effect was significant both compared with fully retirees who were 

not considering bridge employment (t = -2.60, p = 0.01, Cohen’s d = 0.38) and 

compared with bridge employees involved in paid work for reasons of enjoyment 

(t = -3.47, p = 0.00, Cohen’s d = 0.56). In addition, support was found for the 

increased level of postretirement life satisfaction among bridge employees who 

re-entered the labor force because of the enjoyment they experienced at work 

compared with fully retirees without a bridge job intention (Cohen’s d = 0.18). 

 

Both models in Table 5.2 reported a significant and positive association between 

pre- and post-retirement life satisfaction. In addition, the models contained 11 

control variables of which four were found to influence life satisfaction 

significantly once the retirement transition variables had been accounted for. 

Individuals with pre- and post-retirement health problems in the retirement 

transition period had significantly lower levels of life satisfaction than those 

without health problems in this period. Perceived pension shortfall was also 

associated with lower levels of life satisfaction compared with those that did not 

expect a pension shortfall, while not living with a partner over the transition 

period was significantly associated with lower levels of life satisfaction compared 

with individuals who lived with a partner. Finally, higher occupational levels in 

the pre-retirement jobs were related to enhanced post-retirement life satisfaction 

compared with lower occupational levels. 

 

In addition to the results presented in Table 5.2 on the differences in life 

satisfaction between individuals, we illustrate the intra-individual changes in life 

satisfaction over the occasions of measurement graphically in Figure 5.1. The 

figure presents the mean pre- and post-retirement life satisfaction levels for five 

categories of retirees; those fully retired who were not considering a bridge job 

and retirees who participated in bridge employment because of financial, 

enjoyment, social, and other motives. 
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Figure 5.1. Mean pre-retirement and post-retirement life satisfaction (SWLS) 

conditional on the motives for bridge employment. 

 

 

The changes in life satisfaction over the occasions of measurement in this figure 

show a clear trend even though the initial starting points of life satisfaction differ 

somewhat by category of bridge employee. In particular, bridge employment for 

social motives and retirement without bridge employment showed similar pre- 

and post-retirement levels of life satisfaction. Further, bridge employees with 

enjoyment motives demonstrated increasing levels of life satisfaction compared 

with their pre-retirement levels (t(118) = 1.71, p = 0.09). By contrast, sharp 

declines were found among those respondents who re-entered the labor force for 

financial motives (t(33) = -2.45, p = 0.02). 

 

The findings necessary to test Hypothesis 3b, namely that bridge employment 

may mitigate the negative impact of involuntary retirement on life satisfaction, 

are reported in Table 5.3. We constructed six categories for the retirement paths 

using the basic variables for involuntary retirement (two categories) and bridge 

employment (three categories): (a) (in)voluntary retirement without considering 

bridge employment, (b) (in)voluntary retirement and the inability to find a bridge 

job, and (c) (in)voluntary retirement and participation in a bridge job. 

 

Once individual differences in pre-retirement life satisfaction and the control 

variables had been accounted for, the model in Table 5.3 showed significant 

differences among these six retirement paths with the voluntary full retirees not 

considering bridge employment functioning as the reference group. In particular, 

involuntary retirees without a bridge job or bridge job intention (Cohen’s d = 

0.39) and involuntary retirees unsuccessful at finding a bridge job (Cohen’s d =  
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Table 5.3. Results of the conditional change regression model with post-retirement life 

satisfaction (1–5) regressed on the simple effects reflecting involuntary retirement and 

bridge employment a.   
 b SE 

Retirement transition   

Voluntary – No bridge job / no intention            Reference 
Voluntary – Unsuccessful at finding a bridge job -0.13† 0.08 

Voluntary – Bridge job  0.02 0.05 

   
Involuntary – No bridge job / no intention -0.24* 0.04 

Involuntary – Unsuccessful at finding a bridge job -0.27* 0.07 

Involuntary – Bridge job -0.09 0.07 

Source: NIDI Work and Retirement Panel (2001–2011), N = 1248. 
† p ≤.0.10; *p ≤ 0.05 

a. Controlled for pre-retirement life satisfaction (SWLS), retirement wave, age, gender, health status, 

perceived pension shortfall, partner status, children, job satisfaction, supervisory position, 
occupational level, time in retirement, and bridge job in the past. 

Note: Main effects model (chi-square = 23.704, df = 4, p < 0.01); interactive model (chi-square = 

0.426, df = 2, p > 0.10), based on original dataset without imputations.  

 

 

0.44) were associated with sharp decreases in life satisfaction compared with 

voluntary, fully retirees not considering bridge employment. Some support was 

also found for the statement that older adults who retired of their own volition and 

were unsuccessful at finding a bridge job were less satisfied with their lives than 

voluntary retirees without a bridge job or bridge job intention (Cohen’s d = 0.21). 

 

In additional analyses, the differences in life satisfaction between the six 

retirement paths were tested using different reference groups. These analyses 

provided support for the compensating effect of bridge employment for 

involuntary retirees. On one hand, an increase in life satisfaction was found for 

involuntary retirees involved in bridge employment compared with involuntary 

retirees who were not considering bridge employment (t = 1.93, p = 0.05, 

Cohen’s d = 0.23). On the other hand, satisfaction levels for involuntary retirees 

in bridge jobs were not significantly different from voluntary retirees 

participating in bridge employment (t = 1.47, p = 0.14) and voluntary retirees 

without a bridge job (t = 1.36, p = 0.18). 

 

Again, insights into the intra-individual changes in life satisfaction are 

graphically presented. Figure 5.2 shows the unadjusted mean scores of life 

satisfaction over the retirement transition period plotted as a function of the six 

retirement paths. The figure illustrates the mitigating capacity of bridge 

employment among involuntary retirees. The mean scores for involuntary retirees 

without bridge employment showed a sharp decline in satisfaction levels that 

coincided with the transition from work in the career job to retirement (i.e., with 

or without a bridge job intention thereafter respectively, t(59) = -2.07, p = 0.04; 

t(227) = -4.89, p = 0.00). By contrast, involuntary retirees who found a bridge job 

after retirement experienced only small, non-significant declines in life  
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Figure 5.2. Mean pre-retirement and post-retirement life satisfaction (SWLS) 

conditional on the voluntariness of retirement and participation in bridge 

employment. 

 

 

satisfaction over the retirement transition (t(67) = -0.47, p = 0.64). All those older 

adults who retired of their own volition (i.e., with or without a bridge job 

thereafter) had relatively stable satisfaction levels over the retirement transition. 

 

 

5.5 Discussion 

 

The increased popularity of bridge employment has raised questions about its 

consequences for well-being in later life. In particular, this research explored the 

consequences of bridge employment by examining the life satisfaction levels of 

older adults during the retirement transition period. Based on longitudinal data 

from 1248 respondents in the Netherlands, the empirical findings of this study 

lend partial support to the beneficial effect of bridge employment, while at the 

same time the findings revealed patterns of ‘involuntary full-time retirement’ and 

‘involuntary bridge employment’ that appeared to be detrimental for late life 

well-being. Below, we elaborate on the three major findings of this study. 

 

First, those retirees who were unable to find a bridge job despite their efforts to 

do so showed decreased satisfaction with their lives post-retirement. This 

interesting outcome is at one with the notion of the continuity of valued life 

patterns after the retirement transition (Atchley, 1999; Settersten, 2003); older 

workers might think about and desire (new) labor force activities after retirement 

but are not necessarily able to realize these preferences (Conen, 2013; Karpinska, 
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et al., 2011). These retirees may be referred to as ‘involuntary full-time retirees’. 

Furthermore, the presented research does not support the general positive impact 

of bridge employment on post-retirement life satisfaction, suggesting that those 

who participate in bridge jobs do not have increased satisfaction levels compared 

with full-time retirees. 

 

Second, the current investigation showed a clear dichotomy in terms of the 

impact of participation in a bridge job, namely that such types of post-retirement 

employment can have both positive and negative consequences for the life 

satisfaction levels of older adults. This finding might help clarify the absence of a 

general effect of bridge employment on satisfaction. Specifically, bridge 

employees motivated by intrinsic enjoyment goals demonstrated higher levels of 

life satisfaction compared with those entering bridge employment out of financial 

necessity. Bridge employees who re-entered the workforce for reasons of 

enjoyment can be assumed to favor some involvement in a work role over full-

time retirement (Ashforth & Mael, 1989) and may even experience personal 

enhancement when working. This finding agrees with those presented in the 

literature, which argue that older adults often perceive their bridge jobs 

positively; the jobs are less demanding, more flexible, and provide more free time 

for leisure compared with their career jobs (Kantarci, 2012; Lim & Feldman, 

2003; McNamara et al., 2013; Ulrich, 2003). 

 

By contrast, bridge employees who would have retired completely had their 

financial circumstances been better might feel forced to stay employed while 

actually preferring full-time retirement (Atchley, 1999), indicating a perception of 

‘involuntary bridge employment’. It might be the case that those who re-entered 

the labor force for financial motives consider the downward mobility from the 

career job to the bridge job to be a negative development in their work lives, 

rather than a gradual transition into full retirement. Those retirees working mainly 

for financial motives may also be likely to feel forced to accept low quality jobs. 

Research on the structural characteristics of bridge employment often concludes 

that bridge jobs are poor quality jobs placing older adults in more disadvantaged 

positions compared to their career jobs (Cuelenaere & Veldhuis, 2011; Feldman, 

1994; König, Van den Berg, & Ter Haar, 2011; Lissenburgh & Smeaton, 2003). 

In this vein, further research might profitably explore the relationship between 

post-retirement work motives and evaluations of job quality in bridge jobs. A 

better understanding of these perceptional and structural differences in post-

retirement work and its consequences in late adult life may help refine the 

conceptualization of bridge employment. 

 

Third, we explored whether bridge employment could mitigate the negative 

consequences of forced career exits on the level of post-retirement life 

satisfaction. Compared with voluntary retirement, involuntary retirement was 
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negatively related to evaluations of life satisfaction, particularly in instances of 

departure from the workforce for health-related reasons. Such individuals must 

not only deal with the loss of work but also might face health-related restrictions 

in other life domains (Hershey & Henkens, 2014). However, bridge employment 

after involuntary career departure was shown to at least partly compensate for the 

negative impact on life satisfaction. Those involuntary retirees who were able to 

engage in a bridge job might have regained control over the work domain and 

realized some working continuity. Moreover, these findings suggest that the 

valued work-related benefits from the career job lost due to a forced career exit 

can be compensated by the benefits of the bridge job.  

 

The findings of the current study are consistent with the life course tenet of 

human agency (Elder, 1994; Settersten, 2003) and theories on perceived control 

(Heckhausen & Schulz, 1995) and self-management (Sterns & Kaplan, 2003). 

Being in control of the retirement transition is not only of importance in the case 

of a career exit (Quine, et al., 2007), but also applies to entry into bridge jobs 

after retirement. The involuntary discontinuity in preferred work and retirement 

trajectories, both in terms of involuntary full-time retirement and involuntary 

participation in bridge employment, appears to have negative consequences for 

late life well-being. Thus, even though bridge employment is found to be a 

beneficial strategy for involuntary retirees to regain control over their work role 

identities, it may also create barriers and restrictions that may hinder the stability 

in life satisfaction after retirement. In addition, the results of the current 

investigation suggest that retirement should be explored as a dynamic life event 

during a period that might include a number of voluntary and involuntary 

transitions into and out of the labor force. 

 

The primary strength of our methodology lies in its capacity to explore the impact 

of the various reasons for involuntary career exits, and to ascertain the intentions 

and motives for re-entry into the labor force after retirement. A further advantage 

was the panel study used to investigate the consequences of retirement as a 

dynamic life event. Nevertheless, the present study also contained a number of 

limitations. Although the sample captured a broad range of organizational 

diversity, it was not fully representative of the Dutch labor market because only 

large organizations were included. This restriction might limit the generalizability 

of the findings. Furthermore, generalizability to other countries might be limited 

due to the relative generosity of Dutch pension arrangements (e.g., the net 

replacement rate equals 103 for a Dutch male worker compared with the 

European average of 76, Hershey, et al., 2007; OECD, 2011). It might be said that 

members of the Dutch cohort under investigation here have relatively few 

concerns about their financial situations. 
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The current study is one of the first to link the motives for bridge employment to 

life satisfaction levels. Nevertheless, a limitation is that we only measured the 

main motive for participation in bridge employment; it is highly conceivable that 

such participation has more than one driver (AARP, 2003; Kanfer, Beier, & 

Ackerman, 2013; Lepper & Henderlong, 2000). In further research, it would be 

advisable to measure various motives for bridge employment separately.   

 

Finally, we studied the consequences of retirement using a general indicator of 

late life well-being. In addition to this general perception of how older adults 

evaluate their lives, future research should also explore the association between 

bridge employment and specific measures of the difficulties (e.g. social and 

financial) that retirees may experience in the adjustment to retirement (Van 

Solinge, 2013).   

 

The traditional form of retirement as an abrupt and complete discontinuation of 

paid employment is increasingly being replaced by diverse work patterns in later 

stages of life. The present research found that the dynamics of individual 

retirement paths have clear implications for well-being in late adult life. At the 

individual level, human agency in the retirement process, including post-

retirement work patterns, seems to be crucial for well-being in later life. At the 

organizational level, the presented results imply that career counseling should 

focus on mapping the retirement expectations and preferences of older workers. 

In this regard, psychologists or human resources employees engaged with older 

workers can help them build realistic expectations and acquire the tools to 

increase the likelihood of meeting these expectations. As this research has clearly 

shown, participation in bridge employment is beneficial for sustaining life 

satisfaction after retirement when it reflects the continuity of valued activities and 

a certain level of agency over the whole retirement transition process. 
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6.1. Introduction 

 

The Dutch retirement landscape has been characterized by a strong culture of 

early exit for many years. Generally, retirement in the Netherlands has involved a 

one-way withdrawal from the labor force. Increasingly, this abrupt career exit is 

replaced by a process that consists of various changes in work status and work 

content prior to a full and permanent withdrawal from paid work. After 

retirement, an increasing number of older adults re-enter the labor force in so-

called bridge jobs. The general objective of the present study is to improve our 

understanding of bridge employment in the Netherlands. Specifically, the main 

research question was: ‘to what extent do individual and contextual factors 

explain participation in bridge employment and how does participation in bridge 

employment impact the well-being of retirees?’ Bridge employment was thereby 

defined as participation in paid work among those receiving a pension income. 

 

To address this research question, cross-national data were obtained from the 

SHARE project to provide information on retirement trajectories in 16 European 

countries, including the Netherlands, for 2011. The use of these data enabled the 

investigation of the variation in bridge employment across Europe and a 

consideration of how national pension contexts affect bridge employment 

behavior. Gender differences in participation in bridge employment and its 

antecedents were explored using this dataset. Additionally, panel data obtained 

from the NIDI Work and Retirement Panel were analyzed. Dutch workers aged 

50 years and older were followed in their transition to retirement between 2001 

and 2011. This longitudinal dataset enabled an in-depth investigation of bridge 

employment in the Netherlands. While gender differences could not be 

investigated with this second dataset because there were too few women to allow 

robust results to be obtained, the data nevertheless captured a large variation in 

retirement transitions and retirement experiences over time. 

 

The chapters of this dissertation consist of empirical studies of the determinants 

(Chapters 2 and 3) and consequences (Chapters 4 and 5) of bridge employment. 

In the present chapter, the findings of these studies are first summarized in light 

of the research question (Section 6.2). The scientific (Section 6.3.) and societal 

(Section 6.4) relevance of the results are then discussed. The chapter ends with 

some concluding remarks (Section 6.5). 
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6.2. Summary of the results 

 

The determinants of bridge employment 

 

One of the aims of this dissertation was to understand how bridge employment is 

affected by contextual factors. To date, the majority of existing studies have 

investigated bridge employment in a single country, which precludes a complete 

understanding of how contextual factors, such as the characteristics of national 

pension contexts, affect the way retirement processes unfold. For instance, it is 

known that the Dutch pension system is relatively generous (OECD, 2011), but 

the question of whether and how this affects participation in bridge employment 

remains unaddressed. In addition, single-country research often uses country-

specific definitions of retirement and post-retirement work. Although these 

studies have provided important insights on individual determinants of bridge 

employment, the findings are hard to compare across countries due to the 

variation in the definitions and operationalizations used (Alcover, et al., 2014; 

Beehr & Bennett, 2014). In order to overcome this issue, in the present research, 

cross-national data for 16 European countries were analyzed.  

 

An initial question that has barely been addressed from a macro comparative 

perspective is that of how the prevalence of bridge employment differs across 

European countries. The results contained in Chapter 2 of this dissertation show 

that, in general, around 10 percent of the retirees in the dataset participated in 

bridge employment at the point of data collection. The proportion of retirees in 

bridge jobs varied substantially among the European countries under study. While 

bridge employment was rare in countries such as Spain and Slovenia, substantial 

numbers of retirees in Estonia, Sweden, and Denmark were working for pay after 

retirement. The figures in the Netherlands were closely aligned with these 

Scandinavian countries and the Netherlands was thus among the countries with a 

relatively high prevalence of bridge employment, compared with the other 

European countries under study. 

 

The second question that could be asked from a macro comparative perspective is 

to what extent country differences in the likelihood to participate in bridge 

employment can be explained by the specific characteristics of the pension 

contexts in those countries. The present study therefore examined the generosity 

of the public pension system and the normative climate surrounding the 

combination of work and retirement within the population of each country. These 

factors appeared highly heterogeneous across countries. Public expenditure on 

pensions was relatively high in countries such as Austria and Denmark. 

Relatively low levels of expenditure were found in Estonia and Germany. 

Additionally, a large majority of the population agreed that those in receipt of a 

public pension income should be able to participate in paid work in countries 
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such as Denmark and the Netherlands, while lower levels of support for the 

combination of work and retirement were found in Slovenia and Italy. The results 

in Chapter 2 suggest that differences in pension contexts across countries are 

associated with differences in participation in bridge employment. Across the 

European countries under study, relatively high levels of public pension 

expenditure were linked to a low likelihood of older adults participating in bridge 

jobs. Strong normative support for the combination of work and pensions was 

found to relate to relatively high levels of bridge employment. The explanatory 

models were estimated for men and women separately, but showed comparable 

results. Men and women were similarly affected by the characteristics of the 

pension context in which the retirement transition was embedded. 

 

Moreover, individual-level determinants seemed to matter in the European 

countries included in the SHARE data. Younger retirees, highly educated retirees, 

and healthy retirees, were particularly likely to work in paid jobs past retirement, 

which is in line with the results of single-country case studies in the US (Cahill, et 

al., 2006, 2011; Wang, et al., 2008). Additionally, it mattered whether retirees 

received occupational pension benefits in addition to public benefits; those who 

did were less likely to work in bridge jobs. Not only is the impact of 

socioeconomic characteristics assessed in Chapter 2; family circumstances are 

also taken into account, based on the idea that retirement transitions may be 

deeply entwined with matters of family life (Settersten, 2003). While no clear 

effect was found of informal care activities on the likelihood of participating in 

bridge jobs, an association between bridge employment and marital status was 

found and appeared to be highly dependent on gender. For men, marital status 

was unrelated to participation in bridge employment, while the results indicated 

that female retirees who had experienced a divorce were particularly likely to 

work in retirement. In the case of divorce, it is argued in US literature that the 

economic safety net that the husband’s income may have provided disappears 

(Pienta & Hayward, 2002; Szinovacz & DeViney, 2000), causing women to be 

confronted with a pension shortfall. 

 

As a result of the use of the NIDI Work and Retirement Panel, it was possible to 

gain a more in-depth knowledge of bridge employment in the Netherlands. These 

data were a rich source of information to deepen understanding of the role of both 

independent and dependent variables in an explanatory model of bridge 

employment. For instance, with regard to independent variables, information was 

available on socioeconomic factors and health, as well as the specific 

characteristics of retirement transition and psychosocial factors. With regard to 

dependent variables, the results in Chapter 3 show that about one in four retirees 

in the Netherlands participated in a bridge job after initial retirement from their 

career job. A substantial minority thus refrained from permanent exit from paid 

work after retirement and extended their working lives. Additionally, a broader 
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view on bridge employment was gained from information on whether retirees had 

searched for a bridge job and whether or not they were successful in this respect. 

It was found that seven percent of retirees had searched for a bridge job but had 

been unsuccessful in finding one. The question that follows from these 

descriptive results relates to who is able to participate in bridge employment in 

the Netherlands, and who is unsuccessful in finding a bridge job. 

 

In Chapter 3, the determinants of bridge employment are investigated, thereby 

providing some insight into the circumstances that lead retirees to search for a 

bridge job unsuccessfully. On the basis of life course theory, it was assumed that 

the decision to participate in bridge employment was the result of a complex set 

of socioeconomic factors, health, and influences from the family domain 

(Settersten, 2003). In line with the country-comparative study presented in 

Chapter 2, the results for the Netherlands show that particularly for men, 

individuals who worked in high-level jobs and healthy individuals were more 

likely to participate in bridge jobs. However, bridge employment was not the 

exclusive preserve of these groups. A substantial number of retirees participated 

in bridge jobs who had previously worked at low or middle occupational levels, 

or who had poor health. For instance, seven percent of those working in a low-

level occupation pre-retirement participated in a paid job after retirement. No 

clear impact was found of the work status of a partner or of involvement in the 

care of grandchildren. Overall, it may be concluded that those in better 

socioeconomic positions and with better health are most likely to participate in a 

bridge job. 

 

In addition to socioeconomic factors, psychosocial factors also seem to have an 

impact. Disengagement from work prior to actual career exit limited the 

likelihood of older adults re-entering the labor force post-retirement. This implies 

that experiences and thoughts about work and retirement some time before the 

actual transition to retirement affect the decisions people make in terms of paid 

employment after their retirement. As such, it also supports the idea that the 

retirement process does not end with the withdrawal from the career job, but 

rather it includes a variety of interdependent processes in the trajectory to full and 

permanent retirement (Damman, 2014). Another pre-retirement psychosocial 

aspect that played a crucial role in the decision-making process regarding bridge 

employment was the degree of perceived opportunity in the labor market after 

career exit. As expected, those older workers with low expectations of their labor 

market opportunities were unlikely to participate in bridge jobs. This has been 

referred to as the ‘discouraged worker effect’ (Pleau, 2010). The same result was 

found in qualitative research in the US, where older workers felt discouraged 

from prolonging their working life thanks to the negative views of their 

employers towards older workers (Unson & Richardson, 2013). 
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Drawing upon life course theory, it is further argued in Chapter 3 that individuals 

have different levels of capacity in terms of realizing their preferences within the 

restrictions of their social world (Elder, 1994). In line with this assumption, the 

present study examined which types of older adults were unsuccessful in finding 

a bridge job, i.e., who was restricted in their search for bridge employment. It was 

found that whether retirees were successful or unsuccessful in finding a bridge 

job was largely unrelated to basic socioeconomic characteristics, such as the 

occupational level of the pre-retirement job, and health. The selection processes 

that led to the success of some retired candidates while excluding others was 

apparently not based on such traditional stratification markers. Instead, 

experiences of the initial retirement transition were found to be particularly 

important. While most respondents retired voluntarily, a substantial minority 

experienced involuntary retirement, for instance due to organizational pressure, 

mandatory retirement, or health limitations. Those who experienced such an 

involuntary career exit were especially likely to be unsuccessful in finding a 

bridge job. Retirement-specific stratification processes thus seem to result in a 

process of cumulative disadvantage; those who are forced to leave their main job 

experience difficulties returning to the labor force. 

 

Consequences for well-being in later life 

 

In addition to an examination of the determinants of bridge employment, this 

study aimed to investigate how participation in bridge employment impacts well-

being in later life. A consistent finding from retirement research is that 

involuntary departure from the career job functions as a key element 

understanding the level of life satisfaction after retirement. However, the role of 

bridge employment in this respect has not been assessed to date. Therefore, in 

Chapter 4 specific attention is paid to the combined impact of involuntary 

retirement and participation in bridge employment in relation to changes in self-

efficacy and life satisfaction over time. One of the suggested mechanisms in the 

literature is that involuntary retirement is linked to a loss of control over the work 

domain, which may threaten satisfaction levels in later life (Szinovacz & Davey, 

2005). In this sense, bridge employment can be used as a tool to regain a sense of 

control or self-efficacy after such an involuntary retirement transition has taken 

place. However, this aspect of mental well-being has not received much attention 

in empirical research on bridge employment to date. The results of Chapter 4 

show that experiences regarding retirement and bridge employment had very little 

effect on levels of general self-efficacy in retirees. Instead, age was found to be 

the dominant factor in this respect; self-efficacy was found to decrease with 

increasing age. It may be that involuntary retirement affects domain-specific, i.e., 

work-related, self-efficacy only, and this could be explored in further research. 
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With regard to levels of life satisfaction, a negative relationship with involuntary 

retirement was found – a finding that accords with previous studies on this 

relationship (Bender, 2012; Hershey & Henkens, 2014). The results in Chapters 4 

and 5 showed that a negative change in levels of life satisfaction among 

involuntary retirees was mitigated by the participation in bridge employment. 

While involuntary and full retirement corresponded with a drop in levels of life 

satisfaction, involuntary retirement followed by bridge employment resulted in 

stable levels of life satisfaction over the retirement transition. The mitigating 

impact of bridge employment on the satisfaction levels of involuntary retirees 

was found to persist even when age-related decreases in levels of self-efficacy 

and major life experiences such as the loss of a partner or problems with health 

were accounted for. For voluntary retirees, life satisfaction even seemed to 

increase slightly in the case of bridge employment. The sizes of these effects were 

somewhat small, but this could be explained by the fact that variation between 

individuals in terms of general satisfaction values is generally limited (Frijters & 

Beatton, 2012). These results support the idea that continuity in familiar life 

patterns facilitates the stability of life satisfaction (Atchley, 1999).   

 

To further understand the relationship between bridge employment and life 

satisfaction, a follow-up study was conducted to investigate the specific 

conditions under which bridge employment had either positive or negative 

consequences for well-being in later life. How retirement is experienced is not 

determined a priori; some retirees may enjoy the freedom and flexibility they find 

in retirement, while others experience it as a crisis event associated with a loss in 

financial and social resources (Quine, et al., 2007). The same applies to 

participation in bridge jobs after retirement; it may be perceived either positively 

or negatively, depending on the motives for participation in bridge employment. 

The question of whether different motives for bridge employment impact life 

satisfaction differently is addressed in Chapter 5. 

 

The motive most often mentioned as the driving force for bridge employment was 

enjoyment. A substantial minority reported working to meet financial needs, 

while others were motivated to work in order to maintain a form of social contact. 

Boredom was rarely mentioned as a primary reason for participation in a bridge 

job. The results indicate that retirees who participated in bridge jobs for 

enjoyment experienced an increase in levels of life satisfaction during the 

retirement transition. By contrast, retirees who re-entered the labor force to meet 

financial needs were found to experience decreases in levels of life satisfaction. 

No substantial changes in life satisfaction were found among bridge employees 

who were driven to work in retirement by a social motive. For some bridge 

employees, then, participation in a bridge job resulted in lower levels of 

satisfaction, and the results in Chapter 5 also indicated that those who searched 

for but were unsuccessful in securing bridge employment also experienced 
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decreases in life satisfaction. It is clear that restricted choice in retirement, 

through either feeling forced into or forced out of the labor force, is crucial to 

understanding changes in well-being after retirement. 

 

 

6.3. Scientific relevance 

 

The main aim of this study was to broaden the understanding of bridge 

employment by emphasizing a notion of restricted choice. The following 

important considerations have guided the research design: 

 

a. An acknowledgement that the characteristics of a country’s pension 

context may determine who participates in bridge employment; 

b. An acknowledgement that the decision-making process regarding bridge 

employment and its consequences for well-being in later life may be 

impacted by the experiences that accompany initial career exit; 

c. An acknowledgement that some individuals may have no access at all to 

paid work after retirement.  

 

This approach will be further reflected upon in this section. 

 

Restricted choice regarding bridge employment 

 

A general conclusion that can be drawn from this dissertation is that the decisions 

made during the retirement process and their outcomes for well-being in later life 

are influenced by the social environments in which those retirement processes are 

embedded. This supports the basic principles of life course theory (Settersten, 

2003; Szinovacz, 2003). While the choice between full retirement and bridge 

employment is often implicitly considered to be freely made, Szinovacz (2003) 

draws from life course theory to suggest that “decision-making barriers and 

opportunities constitute the most fundamental layer of the decision process” 

(p.21). These barriers and opportunities may arise from a variety of social 

contexts, such as national contexts, the organizational domain, and the family 

domain (Elder, 1994; Settersten, 2005; Szinovacz, 2003). In this dissertation, 

attention has been paid to both contextual factors and factors at the level of the 

individual in order to explain bridge employment. Specifically, the results imply 

that both national characteristics (such as levels of pension expenditure and 

national norms regarding the combination of work and retirement) and individual 

retirement experiences (such as involuntary retirement and unsuccessful searches 

for bridge employment) enable or constrain behavioral and attitudinal outcomes 

in post-retirement years.   
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At the level of national contexts, this dissertation provides support for the idea 

that a more encompassing understanding of bridge employment is obtained when 

contextual explanations are considered (consideration a). Where the existing 

literature focuses on the impact of individual characteristics and circumstances, 

there is little knowledge on how the characteristics of different countries and their 

pension contexts affect bridge employment decisions. In the current dissertation, 

attention has therefore been given to the economic and sociological 

characteristics of national pension contexts in order to gain a better idea of why 

both female and male retirees continue to work in bridge employment. When the 

individual determinants of bridge employment are accounted for, greater national 

expenditure on public pensions is associated with a low likelihood that retirees 

will work in bridge employment, while strong normative support for a 

combination of work and pension is associated with a relatively high likelihood 

that people will work in bridge jobs after retirement. This supports the idea that in 

addition to the traditional economic explanation of retirement behavior, societal 

norms about working for pay after retirement make a difference in explaining 

bridge employment (Zhan & Wang, 2015). This finding also accords to the 

proposition of Liefbroer and Billari (2010) that the sequencing and timing of life 

events, such as those in retirement trajectories, are guided by existing social 

norms. 

 

However, the cross-sectional nature of the research in Chapter 2 unfortunately 

hinders the causal interpretation of the results. Changes in retirement behavior 

could be the result of changing normative views on retirement, but it may also be 

the other way around, with the increasing trend towards bridge employment itself 

establishing a norm for the combination of work and retirement. In the 

Netherlands, the trend towards the re-entry of retirees into the labor force in 

bridge jobs began at the start of the 21st century (Henkens, 2011), somewhat 

before the major retirement reforms that abolished early retirement were 

implemented. However, the topic of the extension of working lives became 

increasingly important in the political and public agenda halfway through the 

1990s. This seems to indicate that changing norms most likely preceded changing 

retirement behavior. However, more research on the relationship between social 

norms and bridge jobs over time is needed, in order to gain a better understanding 

of the inter-relationship between norms and behavior (Morgan & Kunkel, 1998). 

 

In regards to decision-making at an individual level, this dissertation supports the 

notion that both decisions about bridge employment and the consequences of 

bridge employment for well-being in later life are impacted by the circumstances 

and experiences involved in the initial career exit (consideration b). The 

dissertation also draws attention to the fact that some individuals may have no 

access to paid work after retirement (consideration c). Similarly to the transition 

to retirement, the transition to bridge employment may not be abrupt, but is more 
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likely to be a process characterized by several stages in which older adults form 

an intention to work in bridge employment (Von Bonsdorff, et al., 2009), actually 

start searching for a bridge job (Adams & Rau, 2004), and are eventually 

successful or unsuccessful in finding one. The findings of this dissertation point 

to barriers at several points in this transitional process; choices are restricted at 

initial exit from career job, during the search for a bridge job, and during 

employment in a bridge job. 

 

In line with knowledge obtained from previous studies (Szinovacz & Davey, 

2005; Van Solinge & Henkens, 2007), this dissertation shows that withdrawal 

from a career job can be experienced as either voluntary or involuntary. It has 

been suggested in the literature that retirees who have experienced such an 

involuntary or sudden career exit may be particularly interested in returning to the 

labor force (Armstrong-Stassen, Schlosser, & Zinni, 2012; Wang, et al., 2008). A 

return to employment may make them feel able to regain control over 

(Heckhausen & Schulz, 1995) and find continuity in the work domain (Atchley, 

1999). Moreover, the loss of work may be compensated by taking a new job, 

which offers renewed access to work-related rewards, such as income, social 

contacts, and a structured use of time (Lim & Feldman, 2003). However, the 

interest of both voluntary and involuntary retirees in re-entering the labor force, 

and even their efforts to find a job, do not necessarily translate into actual 

participation. Some retirees remain unsuccessful in finding a bridge job, which 

may point to a state of ‘involuntary full retirement’. This dissertation points to a 

process of cumulative disadvantage in this respect (O'Rand, 1996); those who had 

experienced involuntary career exit were over-represented among the group who 

had searched for a bridge job but were unsuccessful in finding one. Put more 

succinctly, involuntary retirees tend to end up in involuntary full retirement. This 

points to the existence of serious restrictions in access to paid work after 

retirement (Ekerdt, 2010). 

 

From the theoretical perspective of continuity theory, it could be suggested that 

access to paid work is crucial for well-being in later life. More specifically, the 

uptake of bridge employment after involuntary career exit can be a tool to 

facilitate continuity in the work domain, which then stabilizes levels of well-

being (Atchley, 1999). The findings of this dissertation point in this direction and 

show that involuntary retirees are amongst those who could most benefit from 

bridge employment in terms of their satisfaction with life. Participation in bridge 

employment appears to mitigate the negative impact on levels of life satisfaction 

that accompanies involuntary career exit. Interestingly, as mentioned above, 

involuntary retirees tend to be unsuccessful in finding a bridge job and are thus 

unlikely to benefit from this buffering capacity of bridge employment. 
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While participation in bridge employment was found to be beneficial for 

involuntary retirees –  if they manage to find a job – the results of this dissertation 

also show that not all workers who participate in bridge jobs experience the 

benefit of stable or increased levels of well-being. On the one hand, bridge 

employment that is entered for enjoyment purposes was found to stabilize or even 

enhance life satisfaction. On the other hand, participation in bridge jobs due to the 

necessity of meeting financial needs was found to lower life satisfaction. This 

latter group of retirees would probably have liked to replace the work role with 

other meaningful activities (Szinovacz, 2003), but were unable to do so due to 

financial constraints. This aligns to the basic principles of role theory (Ashforth & 

Mael, 1989); continuity in the work domain appears beneficial only in cases 

where it involves continuation in a role that is intrinsically rewarding to the 

individual (Kim & Feldman, 2000). Those retirees committed to the work domain 

and who enjoy working benefit from their participation in bridge jobs, which 

could be referred to as a form of ‘voluntary bridge employment’. At the same 

time, feeling forced to continue working to meet financial needs may be seen as a 

form of ‘involuntary bridge employment’. 

 

In sum, the results of this dissertation suggest that the voluntary or involuntary 

nature of retirement (Van Solinge & Henkens, 2007) not only applies to the 

experience of initial career exit, but also applies to the concepts of bridge 

employment and full retirement. Older workers can experience forms of 

voluntary or involuntary career exit, voluntary or involuntary full retirement, and 

voluntary or involuntary participation in bridge jobs. To what extent these 

transitional stages are perceived to be restricted or not may have important 

implications for levels of well-being among retirees. This illustrates the 

importance of the notion of restricted choice to an adequate understanding of 

participation in, and consequences of, bridge employment. 

 

Directions for future research 

 

Results of previous empirical studies in the US show consistently that bridge 

employment is particularly common among highly educated and healthy 

individuals who participate in paid jobs after retirement because they are 

particularly committed to their jobs or the work domain in general (S. Kim & 

Feldman, 2000; Ruhm, 1994; Wang, et al., 2008). Bridge employment is 

generally portrayed as a voluntary decision, guided by personal desires and 

interest (Gobeski & Beehr, 2009), rather than the result of financial pressure or 

low wealth accumulation (Maestas, 2010). By contrast, some studies point to the 

existence of a U-shaped relationship between the availability of financial 

resources and bridge employment; both low and high income groups tend to be 

oriented towards bridge employment after their retirement (Giandrea, Cahill, & 

Quinn, 2009). The results contained in this dissertation lead to the conclusion that 
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two groups of retirees exist in the Netherlands; those who experience little 

constraint in their decisions regarding retirement and bridge employment, and 

those who experience serious restrictions. In fact, some retirees feel forced to 

participate in bridge jobs for financial reasons. In addition, there is a category of 

retirees who would like to participate in bridge employment but are unsuccessful 

in finding bridge jobs. 

 

In this respect, Flynn (2010, p. 317) refers to a division between the ‘haves and 

have-nots’ in the UK. He counterposes a group of privileged older workers with a 

high level of autonomy in their retirement process against disadvantaged older 

workers who are pushed into or out of the work force in later life. In the US, 

following the work of Titmuss (1955), reference has even been made to two 

different ‘nations’ in old age, consisting of a small proportion of well-off older 

workers versus a larger group of poorer older workers (Falkingham & Johnson, 

1992; Titmuss, 1955). It is argued that inequalities in living standards between 

these two groups increase further in the period after work. This could potentially 

influence how retirement trajectories unfold – i.e., whether or not retirees need to 

supplement their retirement income with earnings from paid work and whether 

they have a certain level of autonomy over their work-related decisions. 

 

Such strict divisions between haves and have-nots, or between two different 

nations of older adults, do not seem to apply to the current situation in the 

Netherlands. Soede (2012) pointed to the financial generosity of the Dutch 

pension system. He concluded that the relative position of the majority of Dutch 

retirees has even improved over recent years compared with other age groups and 

that poverty in old age was very rare in the Netherlands (Soede, 2012). Similarly, 

the results of the present dissertation indicate that for a large majority of retirees 

in the Netherlands, there is no strong financial incentive to work after retirement. 

Instead, retirees are mainly driven by intrinsic motives to participate in bridge 

jobs. Hence, the decision on whether to participate in bridge employment seems 

to have been voluntary for the majority of Dutch bridge employees. However, as 

is the case in other European countries, the Dutch pension landscape is changing; 

increasing insecurity about the level of pension benefits as well as increasing 

diversity in life courses may translate into a growing diversity in the level of 

income and the likelihood that retirees participate in paid work after retirement. A 

relevant question for further research is how the nature of bridge employment, 

and the accompanying barriers and restrictions, will change in the near future as a 

result of changing pension landscapes. 

 

Another relevant research direction in this respect concerns the possibility that 

various processes of social selectivity over the life course as a whole may 

determine decisions on bridge employment (Ekerdt, 2010). In line with life 

course theory, we can expect that not only recent experiences of retirement but 
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also life events that occurred in the past in the work or family domain may 

determine retirement decisions. As argued by Raymo, Warren, Sweeney, Hauser, 

and Ho (2011), the accumulation of earlier employment experiences may have 

important implications for the timing of retirement. This also applies to 

circumstances in the family domain before retirement that may interfere with 

decisions that relate to work and retirement (Damman, Henkens, & Kalmijn, 

2015). It can be assumed that earlier life events, such as job promotions, periods 

without paid work, and the timing of family formation and family dissolution, 

affect intentions, opportunities, and actual participation in bridge jobs. To date, 

empirical proof of the impact of such factors on decisions about bridge 

employment is almost absent in the relevant research. The results of this 

dissertation point to the importance of divorce in relation to participation in 

bridge employment for women. Those women who have experienced a divorce 

tend to work in bridge jobs, which has been associated with their economic 

vulnerability in US-based studies (Pleau, 2010). Some other groups of older 

workers also deserve particular attention. For instance, further research could pay 

special attention to internationally mobile workers and migrant workers, who may 

not have full social security coverage, or to entrepreneurs, who are not 

automatically covered by occupational pension plans. These groups of workers 

may face specific financial challenges in retirement. Inadequate retirement 

planning and insufficient private pension resources may drive these groups of 

workers towards bridge employment after retirement. 

 

Finally, it would be beneficial to explore further the quality of bridge jobs. Lain 

(2012) showed that in the UK working retirees were likely to be disproportionally 

segregated into ‘lopac’ occupations; “these were low paid, required few 

qualifications and were often part-time” (p. 78). A related aspect of interest in 

securing a better understanding of bridge employment is the level of general 

insecurity in the work domain for retirees. For instance, previous research has 

shown that a substantial share of Dutch bridge employees work on a temporary 

basis (Dingemans, et al., 2013). The low quality and/or insecurity of bridge jobs 

may be perceived differently by different groups of retirees. Under generous 

pension conditions, such as is currently the case in the Netherlands (Soede, 2012), 

reductions in work hours or work demands are not necessarily evaluated 

negatively, and may even be desirable. Older workers may accept demotion and 

lower hourly wages if this ensures that their work environment accommodates 

their health concerns (Lytle, Clancy, Foley, & Cotter, 2015) or if it facilitates 

gradual career exit and working on their own terms (Ulrich & Brott, 2005). By 

contrast, low quality and insecure work may be detrimental in less generous 

pension environments and for specific disadvantaged groups of retirees who feel 

forced to continue working by economic circumstances. Participation in low 

quality and insecure jobs may be perceived as a threat to the stability of both 

financial and mental well-being in later life. Further research could explore 
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whether bridge job quality makes a difference in levels of well-being after 

retirement and how this may differ for various subgroups of bridge employees. 

 

 

6.4. Societal relevance 

 

Bridge employment is a relatively new phenomenon in the pension landscape and 

it has much in common with more general ideas about extending the working 

lives of older adults. Nevertheless, to date policy reforms that aim to extend 

working lives have been mainly focused on labor force participation prior to 

public pension age. The abolition of early retirement arrangements stimulates 

labor force participation up to public pension age. At the same time, the public 

pension age in the Netherlands is gradually rising from the traditional retirement 

age of 65, to 67 in 2021. As a result, transition to retirement now takes place at a 

more advanced age. This study has investigated a cohort of retirees who 

participated in bridge jobs before these pension reforms were fully implemented. 

A substantial share of this cohort of retirees has opted for bridge employment. In 

the sample under study, about a quarter of Dutch older adults who retired between 

2001 and 2011 worked after their retirement. 

 

Until recently, this phenomenon of working after retirement had received little 

attention in political and policy discourses. However, the anticipated 

consequences of population aging has encouraged the Dutch government, as well 

as governments in other western societies, to consider the labor force 

participation of non-traditional groups of workers, such as working retirees 

(Maestas & Zissimopoulos, 2010). In September 2015, the Dutch government 

passed a new law increasing the labor force participation of older adults who have 

passed public pension age through a reduction in the barriers preventing 

employers from hiring retirees, particularly in relation to levels of employment 

protection (Centraal Planbureau, 2014; Dutch Government, 2012, 2014b). This 

means that job security is reduced for these workers and the period that 

employers are required to pay wages to retirees who can no longer work due to 

sickness is shortened. 

 

This new law is not without its critics (Raad van State, 2012). Specifically, the 

notion of working after public pension age has been questioned for its potential to 

displace non-retired adults. Although the Dutch government argues that the new 

law does not displace younger workers, opponents argue that the employment of 

non-retired older workers in particular could be harmed. Among older workers, 

non-retirees and retirees may be comparable in skills and experiences, and thus 

suitable for the same jobs. As a result, the recruitment of retirees may hinder the 

recruitment of non-retired older workers. In particular due to the current global 

economic and financial crisis, unemployment levels among older workers have 
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risen over recent years, adding to the high levels of long-term unemployment for 

Dutch older workers (De Graaf-Zijl, Van der Horst, & Van Vuuren, 2015). 

Unemployment may have severe consequences for older non-retired workers 

especially because they are likely to be at the back end of the labor queue and less 

likely to be recruited by employers as new personnel (Karren & Sherman, 2012). 

 

Actual decisions to deploy retirees are made at the organizational level 

(Karpinska, et al., 2011). From an employer perspective, it is argued that retirees 

can satisfy the increasing demands of organizations for a flexible labor force 

(Beck, 2013; Blossfeld, et al., 2009). They have the security of a basic pension 

income, which makes them more flexible, and potentially more willing to accept 

forms of demotion, low paid jobs, or insecure employment. Additionally, this 

dissertation shows that the majority of bridge employees are intrinsically 

motivated to work. Together with their high levels of work experience, the high 

motivation of retiree workers may make them an interesting labor pool for 

organizations, in particular if shortages in the labor market occur in the future due 

to an aging population. 

 

At the individual level, the general conclusion that follows from this dissertation 

is that, for most individuals, bridge employment is a positive activity in 

retirement, done mainly for intrinsic reasons. However, whereas enjoyment was 

the main reason to work in bridge jobs among the cohort investigated in this 

study, an increasing number of retirees in the future may experience pressure to 

work in order to secure their own economic welfare. This may have consequences 

for the well-being of future retirees. The results of this dissertation have shown 

that life satisfaction is reduced among those who work in bridge jobs for financial 

reasons. Life satisfaction may further decrease when these retirees end up in low 

quality and insecure jobs (as has been shown for the UK context; Lain, 2012). 

Furthermore, increasing pressures to participate in paid work may interfere with 

policies of the Dutch government to further increase individual responsibilities in 

the personal domain (‘participatiesamenleving’; Dutch Government, 2014a). We 

require further insight into how bridge employment interacts with other unpaid 

productive activities and how this relates to the well-being and health of older 

adults after retirement. 

 

 

6.5. Concluding remarks 

 

This dissertation has presented several empirical studies on the determinants of 

bridge employment and its implications for well-being in later life. The findings 

show that retirement is no longer necessarily a simple one-way exit from the 

labor force. Instead, there is a large diversity in the circumstances that surround 

exit from a main career job, in opportunities to find new paid jobs after 
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retirement, and in the motives that guide the decision to participate in bridge 

employment. Of crucial importance seem to be the experiences that accompany 

the initial career exit; arguably these experiences set the stage for how retirement 

trajectories further unfold. As demonstrated in this dissertation, increasing variety 

in retirement processes has clear implications for levels of well-being among 

retirees. 

 

To what extent the results are generalizable to future cohorts of retirees is unclear. 

First, the generalizability of the results to specific societal groups, such as 

entrepreneurs, migrant workers, and workers from small firms, is hindered due to 

the under-representation of these groups in the data considered. Second, the data 

for this study have been collected in a period in which early retirement was the 

norm; the majority of older adults retired far before the public pension age of 65 

and made use of generous early retirement arrangements. With the abolishment of 

early retirement schemes and the increasing public pension age, it is valid to ask 

whether future cohorts of older adults will continue to work after public pension 

age. Among bridge employees in the NIDI Work and Retirement Panel, it was 

uncommon to continue working after the public pension age (Henkens, Van 

Solinge, & Van Dalen, 2013). Most early retirees re-entered the labor force 

directly after career exit and then left their bridge job before the age of 65. Full 

and permanent retirement seems to be normatively legitimized at this age. 

 

Pension landscapes are, however, in a state of flux. Upcoming cohorts, not only 

in the Netherlands but also in other European countries, will increasingly be 

confronted with more insecure and less generous pension benefits that encourage 

them to extend their working careers. Due to lifelong experiences of disadvantage 

or lengthy disruptions in employment, an increasing number of retirees may need 

to supplement their pension benefits with paid employment to make ends meet. 

The trend towards increasing labor force participation for older adults after public 

pension age suggests that the role of paid work will gain in importance among 

retirees in future years – as a result of intrinsic motives, but also increasingly 

driven by financial motives. Taken together, it remains to be seen in future 

research how changes in the pension landscape will influence reasons for 

participation in, and access to, bridge employment, and how increasing variety in 

retirement processes will affect the well-being of retirees in later life. 
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Appendix A: Additional tables for chapter 2 

 

 

Table A1. Country ID’s.  

ID Country 

EE Estonia 

SI Slovenia 

PT Portugal 

HU Hungary 

PL Poland 

CZ Czech Republic 

BE Belgium 

C Switzerland 

DK Denmark 

FR France 

IT Italy 

ES Spain 

NL Netherlands 

SE Sweden 

DE Germany 

AU Austria 

Source: SHARE, www.share-project.org. 
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Table A2. Multilevel logit model to predict bridge employment among retirees (pooled 

model, including a dummy for gender differences). 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4a Model 5a 

 Logit SE Logit  SE Logit  SE Logit SE Logit SE 

Individual level             

             

Female  -0.36** 0.05 -0.41 ** 0.05 -0.41 ** 0.05 -0.42** 0.05 -0.42** 0.05 

             

Age             

   60–63 (ref)             

   64–67  -0.52** 0.06 -0.53 ** 0.06 -0.53 ** 0.06 -0.56** 0.06 -0.56** 0.06 

   68–71 -0.80** 0.06 -0.80 ** 0.06 -0.80 ** 0.06 -0.80** 0.07 -0.81** 0.07 

   72–75 -1.46** 0.08 -1.47 ** 0.08 -1.47 ** 0.08 -1.46** 0.08 -1.46** 0.08 

Educational attainment              

   Low (ref)             

   Middle 0.27** 0.08 0.26 ** 0.08 0.26 ** 0.08 0.34** 0.09 0.33** 0.09 

   High 0.95** 0.09 0.95 ** 0.09 0.95 ** 0.09 1.03** 0.09 1.02** 0.09 

Health status 0.41** 0.02 0.42 ** 0.02 0.42 ** 0.02 0.43** 0.03 0.43** 0.03 

Receipt of occupational 

   pension 

-0.29** 0.08 -0.30 ** 0.08 -0.29 ** 0.08 -0.32** 0.09 -0.31** 0.09 

Marital status              

   Married (ref)             

   Never married   0.17  0.12 0.17  0.12 0.14 0.13 0.14 0.13 

   Divorced   0.42 ** 0.07 0.42 ** 0.07 0.41** 0.08 0.41** 0.08 

   Widowed   0.29 ** 0.08 0.29 ** 0.08 0.29** 0.08 0.29** 0.08 

Daily informal care tasks   -0.09  0.09 -0.09  0.09 -0.11 0.10 -0.11 0.10 

(Grand)Children             

   No children (ref)             

   Children, no  

      grandchildren  

  0.28 * 0.11 0.28 * 0.11 0.31* 0.12 0.31* 0.12 

   Grandchildren,  

      no daily care 

  0.21 * 0.10 0.21 * 0.10 0.26* 0.11 0.25* 0.11 

   Grandchildren,  

      daily care 

  0.06  0.13 0.06  0.13 0.12 0.14 0.12 0.14 

             

Country level             

Expenditure on pensions      -0.44 * 0.19   -0.37** 0.13 

Norm: Work past 

retirement 

        0.23** 0.07 0.20** 0.06 

Var (intercept) 0.58** 0.21 0.57 ** 0.21 0.42 ** 0.16 0.31** 0.12 0.20* 0.08 

Source: SHARE, wave 4, 2011. Level 1: 0 = 22488. Level 2: 0 = 16. 

* p ≤ 0.05; ** p ≤.0.01. 

a. Switzerland excluded: Level 1: 0 = 21258. Level 2: 0 = 15. 
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Appendix B: Additional tables for chapter 4 

 

 

Table B1. Estimates from the mixed effects models on standardized measure of self-

efficacy a. 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 

 β  SE β  SE β  SE 

Constant -0.21 ** 0.06 -0.21 ** 0.06 -0.21 ** 0.06 

Age  -0.15 ** 0.00 -0.15 ** 0.02 -0.15 ** 0.02 

Retirement decision:           

   Working in career job (reference)         

   Voluntarily retired -0.01  0.03       

   Involuntarily retired -0.10 * 0.04       

Bridge employment:           

   Working in career job (reference)          

   Bridge job    -0.00  0.05    

   Fully retired    -0.05  0.03    

          

Combined effects:           

   Working in career job (reference)           

   Voluntarily retired – fully retired       -0.02  0.04 

   Voluntarily retired – bridge job       0.03  0.06 

   Involuntarily retired – fully retired       -0.10 * 0.05 

   Involuntarily retired – bridge job       -0.09  0.08 

          

Women (versus men) -0.09  0.05 -0.09  0.05 -0.09  0.05 

High occupational level (pre- 

   retirement) (versus middle/low) 

0.29 ** 0.05 0.29 ** 0.05 0.29 ** 0.05 

Public sector (versus private) -0.06  0.04 -0.06  0.04 -0.06  0.04 

Living with a partner 0.12 ** 0.04 0.13 ** 0.04 0.12 ** 0.04 

Health problems -0.12 ** 0.03 -0.12 ** 0.03 -0.12 ** 0.03 

Personal monthly income 0.06 ** 0.02 0.06 ** 0.02 0.06 ** 0.02 

sd (age) 0.16 ** 0.03 0.16 ** 0.03 0.16 ** 0.03 

sd (constant) 0.67 ** 0.02 0.67 ** 0.02 0.67 ** 0.02 

sd (residual) 0.59 ** 0.01 0.59 ** 0.01 0.59 ** 0.01 

r (age, constant) 0.14  0.08 0.14  0.08 0.14  0.08 

Source: NIDI Work and Retirement Panel (2001–2011), N = 4419, person-period file. 
* p ≤ 0.05; ** p ≤ 0.01. 

a We used an accelerated cohort design in which information on age and the study wave of 

observation are combined (Singer & Willett, 2003). Self-efficacy, as well as age and personal 
monthly income. The coefficients of the dummy variables can be interpreted as Cohen’s d effect 

sizes. 

Note: The Hausman test revealed that the estimates of these analyses might be biased (chi-square = 
143.24, p < 0.001, for Model 3) 
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Nederlandse samenvatting (summary in Dutch) 

 

Betaald werk na pensioen: determinanten en gevolgen 

 

Pensionering betekende lange tijd een abrupt en definitief afscheid van de 

arbeidsmarkt. Tegenwoordig zien we echter steeds meer ouderen die na hun 

pensionering op de een of andere manier actief blijven in betaald werk. Ze 

werken bijvoorbeeld als flexibele kracht bij hun oude werkgever, beginnen bij 

een nieuwe werkgever of starten hun eigen bedrijf. Deze ontwikkeling past 

binnen het veranderende pensioenlandschap in Nederland. Oudere werknemers 

worden steeds meer aangemoedigd om langer door te werken. Daarnaast neemt 

de onzekerheid over het pensioeninkomen toe. Toch is er nog maar weinig 

aandacht voor werken na pensioen. In dit proefschrift wordt onderzocht (i) wie er 

doorwerken na pensioen en (ii) wat de gevolgen zijn voor het welbevinden. 

Doorwerken na pensioen is daarbij gedefinieerd als werken in een betaalde baan, 

terwijl men ook pensioeninkomen ontvangt.  

 

Het verkrijgen van meer inzicht in doorwerken na pensionering is om meerdere 

redenen relevant. Allereerst is langer doorwerken in het licht van de vergrijzende 

samenleving steeds belangrijker om het pensioensysteem betaalbaar te houden en 

om mogelijke toekomstige tekorten aan arbeidskrachten te kunnen opvangen. 

Ook vanuit een organisatieperspectief is doorwerken na pensioen van belang. 

Organisaties krijgen steeds meer te maken met een flexibilisering van vraag en 

aanbod en zetten daarom in toenemende mate gepensioneerden in als 

oproepkracht of voor onregelmatige diensten. Als we beter begrijpen wat 

gepensioneerden motiveert om door te werken kan dit mogelijk helpen om 

ervaren en flexibele krachten op de arbeidsmarkt te houden. Als laatste zien we 

dat pensionering steeds vaker een proces is waarin individuele oudere 

werknemers geleidelijk afscheid nemen van de arbeidsmarkt. Of ouderen erin 

slagen om hun voorkeuren voor doorwerken na pensioen in de praktijk te 

brengen heeft mogelijk gevolgen voor het welbevinden na pensioen. Kennis over 

wie er doorwerken na pensioen en wie er ongewild aan de zijlijn staan is van 

belang om kwetsbare groepen gepensioneerden aan te kunnen wijzen en zo 

mogelijk te kunnen ondersteunen. 

 

De aandacht wordt in dit proefschrift specifiek gericht op Nederland, waarvoor 

gedetailleerde informatie over pensionering beschikbaar is in het NIDI Werk en 

Pensioen Panel. In 2001 vond de eerste ronde van dataverzameling plaats waarbij 

oudere werknemers van 50 jaar en ouder van drie grote ondernemingen in de 

private sector en de rijksoverheid werden benaderd. Ze werden 10 jaar lang 

gevolgd in hun transitie naar pensioen met nieuwe rondes van dataverzameling in 

2006 en 2011. Er zijn vragen gesteld over ervaringen rondom de transitie naar 
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pensioen, of men daarna nog actief is geweest in betaalde arbeid, en hoe men het 

leven voor en na pensioen ervaart.  

 

Om Nederland in een breder perspectief te kunnen plaatsen, wordt ook een 

vergelijking gemaakt tussen verschillende landen in Europa in de mate van 

doorwerken na pensioen. Daarvoor is gebruik gemaakt van data uit het SHARE-

project, oftewel de ‘Survey of Health, Ageing and Retirement in Europe’. In 

2011 werden Europeanen van 50 jaar en ouder in 16 verschillende landen 

bevraagd over allerlei aspecten, waaronder hun werkstatus en 

pensioneringsproces. Deze data maakt het mogelijk om doorwerken na pensioen 

in alle 16 landen op dezelfde manier te meten en om te onderzoeken hoe 

doorwerken samenhangt met de individuele kenmerken van ouderen en 

omstandigheden in de nationale pensioencontext. 

 

Onderzoeksaanpak en resultaten 

 

De vragen over de determinanten en gevolgen van doorwerken na pensioen zijn 

in dit proefschrift geplaatst binnen de centrale gedachtegang van het 

levensloopperspectief: doorwerken na pensioen vindt niet plaats in een sociaal 

vacuüm, maar is ingebed in bredere sociale contexten, zoals de werkcontext en 

het familiedomein. Door deze invloeden van buitenaf kunnen mogelijkheden tot 

doorwerken wordt gecreëerd, maar kunnen ook barrières worden opgeworpen die 

doorwerken na pensioen belemmeren. In dit proefschrift wordt specifiek 

aandacht besteed aan de beperkte keuzevrijheid voor doorwerken na pensioen en 

de gevolgen daarvan voor welbevinden. 

 

De volgende drie aspecten staan daarbij centraal: 

 

a. Kenmerken van de nationale pensioencontext spelen mogelijk een 

belangrijke rol in wie er doorwerken na pensioen. 

 

b. Wie doorwerkt na pensioen en wat de gevolgen daarvan zijn hangt 

mogelijk samen met hoe de initiële pensioenstransitie wordt ervaren.  

 

c. Sommige individuen hebben geen toegang tot een betaalde baan na 

pensioen. 

 

In hoofdstuk 2 van dit proefschrift wordt bestudeerd in welke mate doorwerken 

na pensioen is gerelateerd aan omstandigheden in de nationale pensioencontext. 

Eerder onderzoek dat is gebaseerd op levenslooptheorie wijst erop dat het tijdstip 

van pensionering en de route naar pensioen (de gekozen pensioenregelingen) 

sterk afhankelijk zijn van het land waar de pensioentransitie plaatsvindt. Op 
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dezelfde manier kan worden verwacht dat de mate van doorwerken na pensioen 

gerelateerd is aan specifieke kenmerken van de pensioencontext. Hier is tot op 

heden nog maar weinig over bekend. In dit proefschrift worden 16 Europese 

landen vergeleken om de variatie tussen pensioencontexten te kunnen 

bestuderen. In de literatuur wordt wel gesteld dat zowel economische als sociale 

kenmerken van de nationale pensioencontext samenhangen met de keuze rondom 

doorwerken na pensioen. In dit proefschrift wordt dit onderzocht door specifiek 

te kijken of publieke uitgaven aan pensioenen en normatieve steun voor werken 

na de publieke pensioenleeftijd een invloed hebben op de kans om door te 

werken na pensioen.  

 

De resultaten laten zien dat ongeveer één op de tien gepensioneerden in de 

onderzochte Europese landen doorwerkt na pensioen. Maar het aandeel 

doorwerkers blijkt sterk te verschillen tussen de landen. In landen zoals Estland, 

Zweden en Denemarken komt doorwerken na pensioen relatief vaak voor – zeker 

in vergelijking met landen zoals Spanje en Slovenië waar doorwerken echt een 

uitzondering is. Deze variatie tussen landen in doorwerken na pensioen vertoont 

een samenhang met de onderzochte kenmerken van de nationale 

pensioencontext. Hoe meer landen uitgeven aan pensioenen, hoe minder vaak 

gepensioneerden in die landen doorwerken. Normatieve steun voor werken na de 

publieke pensioenleeftijd blijkt samen te hangen met een hogere kans op 

doorwerken na pensioen.  

 

Op individueel niveau wordt in hoofdstuk 2 met name aandacht besteed aan 

verschillen tussen mannen en vrouwen. Over het algemeen werken mannen vaker 

door na hun pensioen dan vrouwen. Terwijl het sekseverschil klein is in Estland 

en Oostenrijk, is er een groot verschil waar te nemen in doorwerken onder 

mannen en vrouwen in bijvoorbeeld Nederland en Denemarken. Deze 

sekseverschillen kunnen niet verklaard worden door verschillen in gezondheid, 

opleidingsniveau of leeftijd. Voor zowel mannen als vrouwen geldt dat hoe hoger 

men is opgeleid en hoe gezonder en jonger men is (binnen de groep van 

ouderen), hoe meer kans er is op doorwerken na pensioen. Verschillen tussen 

mannen en vrouwen in burgerlijke staat blijken wel van belang te zijn. Terwijl er 

voor mannen geen invloed uit lijkt te gaan van burgerlijke staat op doorwerken, 

zien we voor vrouwen dat met name gescheiden vrouwen doorwerken na 

pensioen. In Amerikaans onderzoek is hetzelfde resultaat gevonden en is 

gesuggereerd dat dit te maken heeft met de economisch kwetsbare positie van 

gescheiden vrouwen na pensionering. 

 

In hoofdstuk 3 wordt dieper ingegaan op doorwerken na pensioen in Nederland. 

Er wordt niet alleen de vraag gesteld wie participeert in betaalde arbeid na 

pensioen en wie niet, maar er wordt ook expliciet bestudeerd wie niet succesvol 
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was in het vinden van een betaalde baan. Terwijl sommige gepensioneerden 

allerlei mogelijkheden percipiëren om te werken na pensioen, hebben anderen 

grote moeite om hun voorkeur voor doorwerken in praktijk te brengen. In het 

NIDI Werk en Pensioen Panel is aan de gepensioneerden onder de respondenten 

gevraagd of zij nog hebben gezocht naar betaald werk na het afscheid van hun 

carrièrebaan. Vervolgens is gevraagd of men ook daadwerkelijk actief is geweest 

in betaald werk na pensioen. Op die manier was het mogelijk om drie groepen te 

onderscheiden: (1) gepensioneerden die niet meer hebben gezocht of 

deelgenomen in betaald werk na pensioen; (2) gepensioneerden die actief zijn 

geweest in betaald werk na pensioen; en (3) gepensioneerden die hebben gezocht 

naar betaald werk, maar dit niet hebben kunnen vinden. Deze groepen zijn 

respectievelijk aangeduid met de termen ‘volledig pensioen’, ‘doorwerkers’ en 

‘gezocht, maar niet gevonden’. Deze laatste groep laat zien dat volledig pensioen 

dus niet per se een vrijwillige keuze is. 

 

Ongeveer tweederde van de (vervroegd) gepensioneerden in het NIDI-onderzoek 

gaat volledig met pensioen zonder nog te zoeken of te participeren in betaald 

werk. Daarnaast participeert één op de vier gepensioneerden op de arbeidsmarkt 

na hun pensioen en zien we dat zeven procent van de gepensioneerden naar een 

betaalde baan heeft gezocht, maar deze niet heeft gevonden. Dit betekent dat met 

iedere drie à vier doorwerkers, één gepensioneerde ongewild aan de zijlijn staat. 

De resultaten laten zien dat het zoeken maar niet vinden van betaald werk na 

pensioen niet per se samenhangt met sociaaleconomische factoren, zoals het 

baanniveau voor pensioen of gezondheid. De belangrijkste verklaring voor het 

niet kunnen vinden van betaald werk na pensioen is het onvrijwillig uittreden uit 

de carrièrebaan. Terwijl veel onderzoek pensionering ziet als een vrijwillige 

keuze, wordt nu steeds meer in de pensioenliteratuur aangenomen dat het ook 

een onvrijwillig karakter kan hebben. Sommigen ervaren druk vanuit de 

organisatie of druk vanuit de partner; anderen kampen met 

gezondheidsproblemen. De resultaten in dit proefschrift laten zien dat een 

gedwongen vertrek uit de carrièrebaan leidt tot moeilijkheden om weer terug te 

keren in betaalde arbeid na pensioen. Dit duidt op een opeenstapeling van 

negatieve gebeurtenissen op het gebied van werk aan het einde van de 

arbeidsloopbaan. 

 

Als we doorwerkers vergelijken met diegenen die volledig met pensioen zijn 

gegaan (zonder nog te werken of te zoeken naar werk) blijkt dat doorwerkers 

vaker mannen zijn, personen met een hoog beroepsniveau voor pensioen en 

gezonde personen. Toch blijkt dat er ook onder personen met een laag 

beroepsniveau voor pensioen en personen met gezondheidsproblemen wordt 

doorgewerkt. Zo werkte bijvoorbeeld zeven procent van de personen in een laag 

beroepsniveau door na pensioen. De invloed van factoren uit het familiedomein, 
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zoals de werkstatus van de partner en de zorg voor kleinkinderen, is minder 

duidelijk. Als laatste blijken sociaalpsychologische factoren van invloed. Oudere 

werknemers die al voor pensioen geleidelijk afscheid nemen van hun werk – ze 

houden bijvoorbeeld nieuwe ontwikkelingen in hun vakgebied minder goed bij – 

keren vaak niet terug in betaalde arbeid na pensioen. Bovendien blijkt 

doorwerken na pensioen een brug te ver voor mensen die verwachten dat ze geen 

redelijke kansen hebben op de arbeidsmarkt; zij gaan relatief vaak volledig met 

pensioen na uittrede van de carrièrebaan en keren daarna niet meer terug op de 

arbeidsmarkt. 

 

In de hoofdstukken 4 en 5 is vervolgens bestudeerd wat de gevolgen van 

doorwerken na pensioen zijn voor het welbevinden. Onderzoek naar 

pensionering heeft uitgewezen dat onvrijwillig afscheid van de carrièrebaan in 

veel gevallen leidt tot een daling van het welbevinden. De aanname is dat men in 

dat geval de controle verliest over de positie op de arbeidsmarkt en het tijdstip 

van pensionering. Een terugkeer in betaalde arbeid na een onvrijwillige 

pensionering zou een manier kunnen zijn om een daling in welbevinden te 

voorkomen. Door weer actief te worden in een betaalde baan wordt een gevoel 

van controle teruggewonnen en kan het tijdstip van volledig en definitief 

afscheid nemen van betaald werk worden uitgesteld. Verschillende 

wetenschappelijke theorieën – zoals continuïteitstheorie en roltheorie – wijzen in 

deze richting, maar empirisch bewijs was nog niet geleverd.  

 

Uit de resultaten in hoofdstuk 4 blijkt duidelijk dat onvrijwillig pensioen een 

negatieve invloed heeft op het welbevinden van ouderen. Herintreden na 

onvrijwillige pensionering kan deze negatieve effecten voor een belangrijk deel 

weer teniet doen. Ouderen die vrijwillig zijn uitgetreden lijken een lichte 

toename in hun welbevinden te ervaren. In hoofdstuk 4 is ook bestudeerd of 

doorwerken na pensioen dezelfde positieve uitwerking heeft op het gevoel van 

controle (self-efficacy) over het leven na onvrijwillige pensionering. Dit blijkt 

niet het geval. In de plaats daarvan laten de resultaten zien dat het gevoel van 

controle dat ouderen ervaren vooral samenhangt met leeftijd. Met het verstrijken 

van de jaren neemt het gevoel van controle over het leven af. Blijkbaar moeten 

andere verklaringen worden gezocht voor het verband tussen doorwerken na 

onvrijwillig pensioen en het welbevinden dan veranderingen in het gevoel van 

controle. Mogelijk is het meer een kwestie van terugwinnen van 

werkgerelateerde hulpbronnen, zoals inkomen, sociale contacten en een indeling 

van tijd.  

 

In hoofdstuk 5 wordt de relatie tussen doorwerken na pensioen en welbevinden 

verder bestudeerd. Doorwerken lijkt positief uit te pakken voor het welbevinden 

na pensioen, maar is dat voor iedereen zo? Er wordt ingegaan op de vraag in 
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hoeverre verschillende motieven voor doorwerken en de toegang tot een betaalde 

baan na pensioen invloed hebben op het welbevinden. In de NIDI data is 

informatie beschikbaar over de belangrijkste motieven om door te werken na 

pensioen. De resultaten laten zien dat de meeste gepensioneerden die doorwerken 

dat doen vanuit een intrinsieke motivatie; zij vinden het leuk om te werken en 

zijn nog niet klaar voor de rol als fulltime gepensioneerde. Een substantiële 

minderheid geeft aan vooral door te werken om financiële redenen of voor de 

sociale contacten. Slechts een enkeling geeft aan uit verveling weer terug te zijn 

gekeerd op de arbeidsmarkt. 

 

Uit dit proefschrift blijkt dat diegenen die doorwerken omdat ze werken leuk 

vinden een lichte toename in de tevredenheid met het leven ervaren. Anderzijds 

ervaren diegenen die nog werken uit financiële noodzaak een daling in de 

tevredenheid met het leven. Zij hadden liever definitief afscheid genomen van de 

arbeidsmarkt, maar voelen zich genoodzaakt vanwege financiële motieven om 

toch nog actief te blijven in een betaalde baan; dit zou men kunnen interpreten 

als een vorm van onvrijwillig doorwerken. Er worden geen substantiële 

veranderingen gevonden in de tevredenheid met het leven van mensen die 

doorwerken om sociale redenen of andere redenen (inclusief verveling). Terwijl 

sommige gepensioneerden onvrijwillig doorwerken om in levensonderhoud te 

voorzien, zijn anderen hard op zoek naar betaald werk maar kunnen dit niet 

vinden. Ook voor hen wordt na pensioen een negatieve verandering in de 

tevredenheid met het leven gevonden ten opzichte van de situatie voor pensioen.  

 

Conclusie en discussie 

 

Het overkoepelende doel van dit proefschrift was om te onderzoeken wie er 

doorwerken na pensioen en wat de gevolgen daarvan zijn voor het welbevinden. 

Uit dit proefschrift wordt duidelijk dat keuzes in het pensioneringsproces niet 

altijd vrijwillig zijn. Sommige ouderen voelen zich gedwongen om hun 

carrièrebaan te verlaten en met pensioen te gaan; anderen voelen zich – vanwege 

financiële motieven – gedwongen om weer te gaan werken na hun pensioen. 

Weer anderen zouden best door willen werken na pensionering, maar slagen hier 

niet in. Deze gedwongen keuzes blijken negatieve gevolgen te hebben voor het 

welbevinden na pensioen. Een opvallende conclusie van dit proefschrift is dat het 

welbevinden van onvrijwillig gepensioneerden erop vooruit gaat als zij weer aan 

het werk gaan na pensioen, maar dat het juist voor deze groep vaak lastig blijkt te 

zijn om weer betaald werk te vinden.  

 

De gegevens voor dit proefschrift zijn verzameld in een tijdsperiode waarin 

vervroegde uittreding met een genereus pensioen nog zeer gangbaar was. Voor 

de ouderen in het onderzoek was doorwerken na pensioen vaak een positieve 
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vervolgstap in de arbeidscarrière met positieve gevolgen voor het welbevinden 

na pensioen. In de toekomst wacht ons waarschijnlijk een meer divers beeld. Met 

de toenemende flexibilisering op de arbeidsmarkt en versobering van het 

pensioen is het goed mogelijk dat een steeds grotere groep ouderen ook na 

pensioen zal moeten doorwerken om voldoende inkomen te verwerven. Wanneer 

doorwerken steeds meer een noodzaak wordt, kan dit negatieve gevolgen hebben 

voor het welbevinden na pensioen. 

 

Vooralsnog is het niet duidelijk wat de veranderingen in het Nederlandse 

pensioenstelsel betekenen voor doorwerken na de pensioenleeftijd. Ondanks dat 

langer doorwerken al een aantal jaren op de politieke agenda staat in Nederland, 

is pas vrij recent het beleid op het gebied van werken na de AOW-leeftijd 

gewijzigd. Het doel van de wijzigingen is om het aantrekkelijker te maken voor 

werkgevers om gepensioneerden in dienst te nemen en zo de arbeidsparticipatie 

van ouderen ook na de pensioenleeftijd te stimuleren. Een mogelijk nadelig 

effect van deze beleidswijzigingen is dat dit kan leiden tot verdringing van 

andere groepen werknemers – met name oudere werknemers die de 

pensioengerechtigde leeftijd nog niet hebben bereikt. Gepensioneerde en niet-

gepensioneerde oudere werknemers hebben vaak vergelijkbare ervaringen en 

vaardigheden en zijn daardoor mogelijk belangrijke concurrenten in de zoektocht 

naar betaald werk. Gepensioneerden worden door werkgevers steeds vaker als 

een aantrekkelijke doelgroep gezien, omdat zij kunnen voorzien in een 

toenemende behoefte aan een flexibel werknemersbestand. Ze hebben een 

basisinkomen dat hen meer flexibel maakt en dat er bovendien voor zorgt dat zij 

eerder geneigd zijn om demotie te accepteren. 

 

Vervolgonderzoek is hard nodig om in kaart te brengen hoe de veranderingen in 

het pensioenlandschap de transitie naar pensioen en de beslissing om al dan niet 

door te werken na pensioen beïnvloeden. Naar verwachting krijgt betaalde arbeid 

een steeds belangrijke plaats in het leven van ouderen en hebben beslissingen op 

dit gebied een grote invloed op het welzijn na pensioen. De resultaten van dit 

onderzoek maken duidelijk dat het daarbij belangrijk is om aandacht te besteden 

aan de vrijwilligheid van pensioenbeslissingen. Voor de één is doorwerken een 

kans is om zich verder te ontplooien, voor de ander is het een gedwongen keuze 

of een onbereikbaar doel.
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doorlopen van een promotietraject. Ik ben erg dankbaar voor de hulp en support, 

de steun, en de broodnodige gezelligheid, die ik van bijzondere mensen om mij 

heen heb mogen ontvangen; zij hebben mijn promotietraject vele malen 

leerzamer en leuker gemaakt! 

 

Ik ben erg dankbaar voor het gevoel van vertrouwen dat ik van mijn begeleiders 

vanaf het begin af aan heb mogen ontvangen. Kène en Hanna, jullie vertrouwen 

in mij was vaak groter dan mijn zelfvertrouwen en dat heeft me geholpen om 
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van je kan leren. Hanna, je scherpe en kritische blik, je ervaring, en de gezellige 

en soms serieuze gesprekken hebben mij enorm geholpen om zowel in mijn werk 

als privé te groeien. Ik had me geen betere promotoren kunnen wensen en ik kijk 

uit naar onze verdere samenwerking nu ik als postdoc bij het NIDI kan blijven 

werken!  

 

Daarnaast voel ik mij gezegend dat ik binnen de altijd stimulerende en zeer 

prettige omgeving van het NIDI mijn proefschrift heb mogen schrijven. Zelfs in 

moeilijke tijden is de onderlinge support, verbondenheid, en gezelligheid nooit 

weg geweest. Ik wil mijn (oud)collega’s van de themagroep ‘Werk en Pensioen’, 

Harry, Jaap, Kasia, Levi, Maria, Marleen, Matthijs, Vesela en Wieteke, bedanken 

voor de fijne werksfeer. Ik heb veel van jullie geleerd. Marleen, jou wil ik graag 

in het bijzonder bedanken voor je openheid en de bereidheid om mij altijd weer 

een stapje verder te helpen.  

 

En natuurlijk wil ik ook alle ‘NIDI-wandel-maatjes’ bedanken. Wat zou het werk 

soms saai zijn geweest zonder de gezellige wandelingetjes rondom het Binnenhof 

tijdens onze lunchpauzes. Anne, Judith en Leonie, ik ben erg blij dat we een deel 

van onze promotietrajecten samen hebben mogen delen. We hebben samen veel 

gelachen, maar ook serieuze onderzoeksproblemen opgelost (of in ieder geval 

een poging gedaan). Anne en Judith, onze summer school in Oslo was voor mij 

een bijzondere en waardevolle ervaring, voor een groot deel ook doordat ik het 

met jullie heb mogen delen. Dank daarvoor! Leonie, meestal waren we hard aan 

het werk, maar soms deelden we niet alleen een kamer, maar ook het gevoel dat 

we even geen zin hadden. Een kopje thee of tosti deed dan wonderen. Ik ben erg 
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blij dat je mijn paranimf wil zijn. 

 

Ook de steun, support en belangstelling die ik van familie, vrienden en kennissen 

heb mogen ontvangen de afgelopen jaren heb ik als ontzettend waardevol 

ervaren. Allereerst, Ank, ik vond het brainstormen voor de omslag van dit 

proefschrift erg gezellig en het resultaat is boven verwachting! Anja, Pascal en 

mijn volleybalmaatjes, jullie hebben mij geholpen om mentaal en fysiek in 

topconditie te komen. Zonder jullie trainingen zou ik veel minder fit aan de 

laatste fase van mijn promotieproject zijn begonnen.  

 

Annefleur, Auke, Elske, Inge, Iris, Maaike, Moniek H, Moniek K, Nienke, 

Sandra en Yannicke, jullie vriendschappen geven mijn leven kleur. Als soms de 

kleur even ver te zoeken was, waren jullie er altijd om mij weer op te beuren. Ik 

voel me enorm gezegend met zulke lieve, mooie en gezellige mensen om mij 

heen. Auke, de laatste jaren delen we ‘lief en leed’ met elkaar en jouw support 

tijdens mijn promotietraject is van onschatbare waarde geweest! Ik ben erg 

dankbaar dat we elkaar hebben leren kennen en voel me vele malen sterker 

tijdens de verdediging van mijn proefschrift met jou, als paranimf, aan mijn zij.  

 

Mijn grootste supporters zijn mijn partner Bas, mijn ouders en mijn zus Ineke. 

De weg naar wie ik nu ben was soms hobbelig, maar met jullie altijd ‘doable’ en 

vooral fijn en gezellig. Jullie zijn de grote voorbeelden in mijn leven. Mijn dank 

aan jullie is te groot om in woorden te vatten.  

 

Last, but not least, wil ik iedereen bedanken die het hele eind naar Groningen is 

gereisd om mijn promotie bij te wonen. Wie had kunnen denken dat ik ‘helemaal 

aan de andere kant van het land’ zou gaan promoveren. Mijn waardering is groot! 

 

 

 

Ellen Dingemans 

Kaatsheuvel, december 2015 
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