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1
The aging workforces are drawing increasing scientific attention. With 
populations getting older (e.g., “Centraal Bureau voor de Statistiek,” 
2018) and retirement ages increasing, we are currently facing workforces 
that include a high number of older workers. In the 28 member states 
of the European Union the employment rate among persons aged 25-
54 years since 2001 has stayed practically the same, whereas it has 
increased markedly for persons in the age group 55-64 years (“European 
Commission,” n.d.). For instance, while in 2006 in Germany, 48% of 
the people in the age group 55 to 65 years were employed, in 2016, 
approximately 66% of the individuals in same age group were employed 
(“Statistisches Bundesamt,” 2018). With aging workforces, issues such as 
a good fit between older employees and their jobs and the strategies that 
older employees can use to maintain a good fit draw increasing attention. 
Scientists have taken up on these developments and tried to address issues 
such as successful aging and successful aging at work (De Lange, Kooij, & 
Van der Heijden, 2015; Kanfer & Ackerman, 2004; Kooij, 2015a). 

There are different definitions of successful aging at work. For instance, 
successful aging has been referred to as older employees’ subjective and 
objective indicators of occupational success, such as performance, health, 
and well-being, and the availability and use of internal and external 
facilitating factors, such as personal or contextual resources to maintain the 
subjective and objective indicators of occupational performance and well-
being with increasing age (Kooij, 2015b). Another definition of successful 
aging refers to intraindividual age-trajectories of work outcomes across 
the working lifespan and the extent to which those trajectories deviate 
positively or negatively from the average trajectory (Zacher, 2015). Within 
the framework of successful aging at work, many lifespan models have been 
applied to the work setting in order to explain why some older employees 
are more successful than others; hence, how some individuals manage to 
maintain their work performance and occupational well-being despite 
established declines in physical and cognitive resources (Salthouse, 1996). 
These models mostly focus on resource availability for the pursuit of selected 
goals and the active role of individuals in shaping their own occupational 
development and eventually increasing the fit between themselves and their 
work or their employing organization (e.g., Kooij 2015a). 
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The selection, optimization, and compensation (SOC) model (P. B. 
Baltes, 1997; P. B. Baltes & Baltes, 1990) is one such model that has been 
developed within the lifespan psychology framework and was later applied 
to the work context (B. B. Baltes & Dickson, 2001). Generally, the SOC 
model states that individuals can maintain well-being and functioning 
throughout the entire lifespan by actively engaging in the strategies of 
(loss-based or elective) selection, optimization, and compensation. In 
the present dissertation, I1 focus on the use of selection, optimization, 
and compensation strategies at work and their beneficial effects on 
performance and well-being outcomes. Furthermore, I intend to answer 
the question whether older employees benefit more from the use of SOC 
strategies than younger employees as originally stated by SOC theory. 
The underlying idea is that older employees should be able to benefit 
most from the use of SOC strategies because the strategies allow them 
to overcome their age-related resource declines and maintain satisfying 
levels of occupational functioning and well-being (P. B. Baltes, 1987).

According to the SOC model (P. B. Baltes, 1987, 1997; Freund & Baltes, 
1998), selecting specific goals, pursuing those goals, and compensating for 
resource losses that hinder goal pursuit, are essential strategies that can 
lead to goal achievement. As a meta-theory of successful life-management, 
the SOC model states that in situations that are marked by a mismatch 
between the available resources and selected goals, one needs to engage 
in elective selection (selecting goals based on preference), loss-based 
selection (reorganizing goals as a result of resource losses), optimization 
(goal pursuit), or compensation (use of alternative means to achieve 
selected goals in face of resource loss) to be able to maintain well-being 
and functioning (Freund & Baltes, 2000, 2007). In this context, resources 
are defined as any kind of means that one needs in order to achieve selected 
goals. With increasing age, the ratio between resource gains and resource 
losses becomes less positive and goals change (P. B. Baltes & Baltes, 
1990). For instance, while a person who has just entered the workforce 
needs to learn a very diverse set of skills – thus gains essential resources 
for managing the work requirements, an older employee close to the 
retirement age might be struggling to keep up their level of productivity as 
mental and physical abilities decline. In turn, there are not as many new 
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skills and resources that older individuals gain, compared to children and 
young adults. The SOC model states that despite these decreasing resource 
gains, older individuals can age successfully if they apply selection, 
optimization, and compensation strategies.

Several years after the development of the SOC model, the first 
calls emerged to employ the SOC model in the work setting (B. B. Baltes 
& Dickson, 2001). The underlying idea was that job requirements are 
resource consuming and in order to maintain occupational well-being 
and performance, one needs to invest the limited resources in the most 
adaptive manner to overcome signs of exhaustion and low performance. 
Additionally, the work context also poses several demands on employees, 
such as workload or time pressure. It was suggested that SOC strategies 
are beneficial for workers because they help to maintain or even improve 
performance and well-being in situations that are marked by a mismatch 
between work demands and resources. This idea is also in line with the 
job demands-resources model which states that the interplay between 
occupational demands and resources can lead to health and motivational 
outcomes that can in turn affect organizational outcomes (Demerouti, 
Bakker, Nachreiner, & Schaufeli, 2001). 

Also in the work context, resources are defined as physical and 
energetic assets that can be drawn on by a person in order to maintain 
or improve functioning (Hobfoll, 1989; Hobfoll & Shirom, 2001). 
Furthermore, resources are functional in achieving work goals and can 
stimulate personal growth (Bakker & Demerouti, 2008). Work demands 
are all aspects of a job that require constant effort and potentially lead 
to resource depletion. These can be high work load, time pressure, noise, 
lack of necessary work materials, and many more (Demerouti et al., 
2001). According to the conservation of resources theory (Hobfoll, 1989), 
resources can be replenished by acquiring new resources or activating 
unused resources. However, certain skills and strategies are needed that 
can help to manage demands and allocate resources adaptively. 

This dissertation focuses on the action-regulation model of selection, 
optimization, and compensation as a set of such strategies that help to 
manage resources in demanding situations. I test the general hypothesis 
that the use of SOC strategies can help workers maintain well-being 
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and performance by adaptively allocating their resources to work-goal 
relevant means. Furthermore, the current dissertation aims to overcome 
the shortcomings of past SOC studies with different methodologies (e.g., 
meta-analysis, diary study, prospective study) and at different levels of 
analysis (e.g., within vs. between-person) than most previous studies. By 
doing so, we develop a more coherent picture of SOC strategy use at work 
and are able to provide a research agenda for future studies.

The Selection, Optimization, Compensation Model
The SOC model has been developed within the lifespan and life-
management context as a model that can explain how humans manage 
life-situations that are marked by a scarcity of resources (P. B. Baltes, 1997; 
P. B. Baltes & Baltes, 1990). According to the SOC model, resource scarcity 
and high demands are most salient in later life stages during which the 
ratio between resources and demands becomes less positive, compared to 
young age, meaning that resource gains no longer offset resources losses, 
or to a lesser degree. Nevertheless, many older individuals manage to live 
successfully and maintain satisfactory levels of functioning (P. B. Baltes, 
1997). According to the SOC model, this mostly applies to individuals who 
select clear goals, pursue those goals, and compensate for resource losses 
if necessary, hence, individuals who engage in selection, optimization, and 
compensation strategies more often. 

After being re-defined within an action-theoretical framework, the 
SOC model as it is being assessed now, mostly focuses on goal-selection 
and goal-pursuit (Freund & Baltes, 2000). Elective selection entails the 
selection of clear goals that one wants to pursue, and this is mostly done 
based on the individual’s preference. Loss-based selection is a strategy that 
results from a resources loss and requires the reorganization of previously 
set goal hierarchies. Optimization represents goal pursuit, hence the 
investment of goal-relevant means (e.g., time, effort, money, attention) in 
goal achievement. Finally, compensation is another strategy that results 
from a resource loss and requires that one activates new or previously 
unused resources (Freund & Baltes, 1998). According to the SOC model, 
the use of these strategies is associated with beneficial outcomes and can 
lead to goal achievement. 
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In the past, the SOC model has been investigated in different domains 

and settings. These studies confirm that the use of SOC strategies is indeed 
beneficial in maintaining performance and well-being during adolescence 
(S. M. Zimmerman, Phelps, & Lerner, 2007), at work (e.g., Demerouti, 
Bakker, & Leiter, 2014; Schmitt, Zacher, & Frese, 2012; Venz, Pundt, & 
Sonnentag, 2018), and in later stages of life (e.g., Chou & Chi, 2002). 
This dissertation focuses on the use of SOC strategies in the workplace 
and investigates whether this lifespan model can also explain successful 
aging at work. Using a meta-analysis as a starting point, I develop 
research questions that target shortcomings of SOC research in the past. 
Furthermore, I focus on the role of age in the relationship between SOC 
and performance and well-being outcomes.

Development of Research Questions
In the past, several studies have investigated the use of SOC 
strategies at work but also in other settings, such as at school 
or in everyday life, especially in higher age. Each of the studies  
adds a great contribution to the SOC literature because they shed light 
on all the different contexts and manners that SOC strategies can be 
used. Nevertheless, the studies also show a number of methodological or 
theoretical shortcomings that might affect the way we perceive action-
regulation at work. In the present dissertation I develop a number of 
research questions that are aimed at advancing the SOC research and at 
the same time addressing some of the shortcomings observed in previous 
SOC studies. Figure 1 depicts an overarching framework of the central 
constructs investigated in this project and the main research questions of 
this project are addressed below. 
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1
1. In which context has the SOC model been developed and how 
does it apply to the work setting?

In Chapter 2, I address the theoretical background of the SOC model, 
elucidates its development in the lifespan domain, and places the model 
within the work context. This is achieved by reviewing theoretical and 
empirical work that has been conducted on the SOC model in the past 
decades. Besides providing information on the development of the SOC 
model and the measurement of SOC strategies, the second chapter 
also gives an overview of key findings on SOC strategy use and aging in 
different domains with a major focus on the work setting. For instance, we 
demonstrate that goal selection can differ by age which is one of the main 
premises of the SOC model. While young individuals often select goals that 
are directed at gains (e.g., learning new skills), older individuals mostly 
select goals that are directed at loss-prevention (e.g., not falling behind, 
maintaining the skills that they already have). Despite these oppositions 
in goal selection, we show that in the work setting, age differences in SOC 
strategy use are rather rare. This might be due to the fact that the oldest 
members of the old-age group in the work setting are roughly around 65 
years old and raising. While for the working population this might be a 
rather old age, for the general population, 65 years is not very old. It is 
possible that severe resource losses are not experienced at that age. This 
could explain the lack of a strong relationship between age and SOC use in 
the work context. This and other ideas are discussed in Chapter 2 which 
provides the theoretical basis for the subsequent chapters.

2. What are the most commonly assessed and empirically 
supported antecedents and outcomes of SOC strategy use in the 
work context?

The extant literature on SOC looks at a very broad range of antecedents 
and outcomes. Antecedents range from Big 5 personality characteristics 
(B. B. Baltes, Zhdanova, & Clark, 2011), over self-efficacy beliefs (Wiese & 
Heidemeier, 2012), to human resource management practices (Bal, Kooij, 
& De Jong, 2013). At first sight, there does not seem to be a systematic 
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approach in the selection of antecedents and outcomes. This might 
partly be due to the fact that the SOC model only recently started to gain 
popularity in the work context (the first study that assesses SOC strategy 
use at work was conducted in 1995 by Abraham and Hansson). Therefore, 
the goal of Chapter 3 is to provide an overview of the most commonly 
found antecedents and outcomes of SOC strategy use. 

In line with this goal, Chapter 3 of this dissertation presents a meta-
analysis with a systematic review regarding SOC-at-work in the past two 
decades. Through a systematic literature search, we gather all published 
and a great number of unpublished SOC-at-work studies until 2016. All 
variables that were assessed more than three times in the literature were 
included in a meta-analysis. In this chapter we show that age – one of 
the most commonly assessed antecedents of SOC strategy use – is only 
weakly associated with SOC strategy use in the work context. We further 
show that autonomy is a very important predictor of SOC, as it allows 
employees to invest their resources freely in the means that they consider 
relevant for goal-achievement. We further see that there is great support 
for the beneficial effects of SOC strategy use on performance outcomes, job 
engagement, and job satisfaction. In the systematic review we summarize 
all other studies that cannot be included in the meta-analysis. We end the 
chapter with a number of recommendations for future research based on 
the present shortcomings in the SOC-at-work literature. The following 
goals of this dissertation are developed based on the knowledge gained 
through the meta-analysis and the systematic review.

3. Are there any differences between habitual and daily SOC 
strategy use and do different strategies lead to different well-being 
outcomes?

One of the shortcoming that surface in Chapter 3 is that most of the 
reported studies look at the combined use of all SOC strategies (e.g., 
Bajor & Baltes, 2003; von Bonsdorff et al., 2014; Weigl, Müller, Hornung, 
Zacher, & Angerer, 2013) and not at elective selection, loss-based selection, 
optimization, and compensation separately. While there are also a number 
of studies that do report the use of each single strategy (e.g., Demerouti 
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et al., 2014; Riedel, Müller, & Ebener, 2015; Zacher, Chan, Bakker, & 
Demerouti, 2015), most studies assume that SOC strategies are a set of 
skills that can be considered as a whole. This idea seems to be partly in line 
with the SOC model as it considers all strategies as one single set and does 
not state any assumptions regarding each single strategy (Freund, 2008). 
However, theoretically, it has also been stated clearly that each strategy 
comprises a number of underlying sub-strategies that are very different in 
nature, which is also demonstrated in the items that are used to assess SOC 
strategy use (e.g., Compensation: When something in my life isn’t working 
as well as it used to, I ask others for advice or help; Elective Selection: I 
concentrate all my energy on few things.). The first shortcoming that is 
addressed in Chapter 4 is the conjoint consideration of SOC strategies. 

Another shortcoming in the SOC literature that will be addressed in 
Chapter 4 is that past studies mostly employed cross-sectional designs (e.g., 
Bajor & Baltes, 2003; B. B. Baltes & Heydens-Gahir, 2003; Wiese, Freund, 
& Baltes, 2000). In those studies, the common implicit assumption seems 
to be that SOC strategies should be considered as a trait rather than a state 
that is subject to change in response of daily fluctuations in demands, 
resources, or goals. 

Finally, in Chapter 4, we investigate SOC strategies simultaneously 
on a day-level and on a person-level. We test the hypotheses that different 
SOC strategies lead to different outcomes because they are initiated 
by different motivational drives (preference vs. loss and selection vs. 
pursuit). We employ a daily diary design and assess SOC strategy use, work 
fatigue and satisfaction over 10 workdays with two daily measurements. 
Our results suggest that there are indeed differences in SOC outcomes 
depending on the strategy that is being used. More specifically, we 
demonstrate that the experience of fatigue at the end of the workday is 
only affected by loss-based selection while satisfaction experienced at 
the end of the workday is negatively affected by loss-based selection and 
positively affected by optimization and compensation. However, we also 
found support for reversed model and these effects were mainly observed 
on the person-level. More specifically, our results suggest that individuals 
who experience higher levels of job satisfaction at lunch time also engage 
in more in all four SOC strategies. Interestingly, the experience of fatigue 
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at lunch time only affects the use loss-based strategies (i.e., loss-based 
selection and compensation). Our findings support the ideas that (1) SOC 
strategies can serve as a trait and as a state, (2) each SOC strategy can 
lead to different outcomes, and (3) that there is a reciprocal relationship 
between SOC strategy and occupational well-being. 

4. Through which mechanisms do SOC strategies exert their 
beneficial effects on performance and well-being outcomes?

In the final empirical chapter of this dissertation we apply the SOC model 
to university students, a group that has received rather little attention in 
SOC research in the past. While there are several studies investigating 
the beneficial effects of SOC use during childhood or adolescence (e.g., 
Gestsdottir & Lerner, 2008; Gestsdottir, Lewin-Bizan, von Eye, Lerner, & 
Lerner, 2009; S. M. Zimmerman et al., 2007), there is no study – to our 
knowledge – that focuses on the challenging first year of university. This is 
probably due to the theoretical claims of the SOC model which states that 
SOC strategies should be most beneficial in situations where there is a high 
increase or decrease in resources, such as childhood, where one gains a lot 
of resources, or late adulthood, where one loses more resources than one 
gains (P. B. Baltes, 1997; P. B. Baltes & Baltes, 1990). 

Furthermore, the extensive search of Chapter 3 does not bring 
forward any studies that can explain how exactly SOC strategies affect 
performance and well-being outcomes. Therefore, the goal of Chapter 5 
was to address the mechanisms through which SOC strategies exert their 
beneficial effects on performance and well-being outcomes in form of 
study grades and study satisfaction. More specifically, in two cohorts of 
first year Bachelor students, we test the hypothesis that the positive effect 
of SOC on study performance and satisfaction is mediated by self-efficacy 
beliefs. Actions were assumed to trigger beliefs which in turn contribute to 
student performance. Also in this chapter, the hypotheses were based on 
each specific strategy. Only the strategies that do not result from a resource 
loss (i.e., elective selection and optimization) were expected to positively 
affect performance and well-being outcomes. In this chapter we are able 
to show that indirect relations exist between optimization strategies and 
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favorable outcomes through self-efficacy beliefs.

Finally, in the last chapter of this dissertation, Chapter 6, the results 
of the studies described in Chapter 2-5 are discussed. Summarizing the 
main findings, we answer the research questions stated above and develop 
a SOC research agenda for future research. In short, the current series of 
studies contribute to the SOC literature by advancing SOC theory through 
new perspectives on the use of SOC strategies at different levels of analyses 
(i.e., daily vs. habitual use), in different settings (i.e., in the work and 
educational domain), and by working out the differential outcomes of 
individual SOC strategies rather than looking at them as an orchestrated 
set. 

Given the increasing numbers of older employees in the workforces, 
this dissertation can contribute to scientific and practitioners’ knowledge 
in two major ways. First, the present research will help to clarify whether 
the SOC model can indeed be considered as a model of successful aging 
and can therefore help to explain (successful) aging, not only across the 
lifespan but also in the work setting. Furthermore, the present dissertation 
can help practitioners by providing scientific support for strategies that can 
be taught and learned in interventions that help all workers – independent 
of their age – maintain occupational functioning and well-being. Based 
on statistical trends, the majority of our workforces will include a great 
number of older workers in the coming years. The present project is a first 
step to allow older workers stay successful participants in the workforce 
without compromising their own well-being nor negatively affecting 
organizational outcomes.
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