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Maintaining a Focus on Opportunitiesat Work: The Interplay between

Age, Job Complexity, and the Use of Selection, Optimization, and Compensation Strategies

Abstract
The concept ofocus on opportunitiedescribes how many new goals, options, and pditisibi
employees believe to have in their personal futtingork. This study investigated the specific
and shared effects of age, job complexity, andueeof successful aging strategies called
selection, optimization, and compensation (SOQ@yredicting focus on opportunities. Results of
data collected from 133 employees of one compamatmage = 38 yearSD= 13, range 16-65
years) showed that age was negatively, and job Exityand use of SOC strategies were
positively related to focus on opportunities. Id@idn, older employees in high-complexity jobs
and older employees in low-complexity jobs withthigse of SOC strategies were better able to
maintain a focus on opportunities than older emgadsyin low-complexity jobs with low use of

SOC strategies.

Keywords focus on opportunities; age; job complexity; seten, optimization, compensation
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Maintaining a Focus on Opportunitiesat Work: The Interplay between
Age, Job Complexity, and the Use of Selection, Optimization, and Compensation Strategies
“Persons of all ages are influenced by the mannewrhich they see the future”
— Kurt Lewin (1939, p. 878)

The aging of the workforces in most industrializedintries has led to increased research
efforts to understand the role of age in the warktext (Farr & Ringseis, 2002; Hedge, Borman,
& Lammlein, 2006; Kanfer & Ackerman, 2004; ShultzA&lams, 2007; Warr, 2001). For a long
time, aging at work had been primarily associatétl functional deficits and losses in
motivation and productivity (i.e., the "decrementadory of aging,” cf. Giniger, Dispenzieri, &
Eisenberg, 1983; Rhodes, 1983). Demographic chargpscially the aging of the baby boom
generation, and the advancement of a more diffiatedtview on aging among developmental
researchers (P. B. Baltes & Baltes, 1990; BirreBchaie, 2006; Lachman, 2001; Levinson,
1986) have given rise to a research literaturealsat emphasizes the strengths, resources,
contributions, and perspectives of older employetbfoll & Wells, 1998; Kanfer &

Ackerman, 2004; Moberg, 2001; S. J. Peterson & &pk005; Robson, Hansson, Abalos, &
Booth, 2006). An important goal of this positiveyplsology perspective on aging at work is to
identify factors that help older employees to maim& positive outlook on their personal futures
in the workplace (S. J. Peterson & Spiker, 2005).

Zacher and Frese (2009) recently extended thiafitee by adapting the concept of
future time perspective (FTP) from adult developtaard life span psychology research to the
work context. Generally, FTP describes individuglstceptions, beliefs, and expectations
concerning their personal future (Carstensen, 2Ga6e & John, 2007). Zacher and Frese (2009)

suggested thatccupationalFTP can be conceived in terms of two distinct dimensjda)
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perceptions of the length of one’s persarahaining timeat work and (b) beliefs about how
many new goals, options, and possibilities one halle in the personal future at work (i.e.,
focus on opportunitigsThey showed that age was negatively relatesth dimensions of
occupational FTP. In addition, two important resesrof the work context, job complexity (i.e.,
the extent to which the work is difficult, requiregh-level skills, and is mentally demanding;
Morgeson & Humphrey, 2006) and job control (i.be humber of decision possibilities at work;
Frese, 1987a), were positively related to focusuortunities. Job complexity and job control
also moderated the negative relationship betweeraad focus on opportunities, such that older
employees in high-complexity and high-control jotere better able to maintain a focus on
opportunities than older employees in low-compleaitd low-control jobs.

However, Zacher and Frese’s (2009) study was ldriiecause it examined only the
moderating influences of situational or “externadSources of the work context. It did not
provide an answer to the question whether olderd@eps may use certain action regulation
strategies to maintain a focus on opportunitiegiohaegulation strategies optimize the
investment of personal or “internal” resourcesdbiave goals and help maintain and enhance
functioning in the face of changes and challen§essg & Zapf, 1994; Freund & Baltes, 2000).
Thus, they may be useful to counteract the detrialeffects of age-related influences on focus
on opportunities. An important set of action reg¢jolastrategies in this regard are successful
aging strategies. Successful aging strategiesvewsglf-regulatory actions that help individuals
to achieve a positive balance between age-reldtadges in capabilities, resources, and
preferences and the possibilities and constranugigied by their (work) environment (Robson
& Hansson, 2007). A well-known theory of successiyihg is the selection, optimization, and

compensation (SOC) model by P. B. Baltes and B&lt@30, see also P. B. Baltes, 1997; Freund
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& Baltes, 2000, 2002; Riediger, Li, & Lindenberg2006). The SOC model proposes that the
synchronized use of SOC behaviors facilitates fiteral allocation of personal resources,
maintenance and enhancement of functioning indbe 6f challenges, and adaptation to the loss
of resources. A number of empirical studies hawshthat the use of SOC strategies has
beneficial effects when applied in the work cont@tele & Wiese, 2008; Abraham & Hansson,
1995; Bajor & Baltes, 2003; B. B. Baltes & Heyddaahir, 2003; Wiese, Freund, & Baltes,
2000, 2002). In addition, Young, Baltes, and Ri2@07) recently suggested and found that the
use SOC strategies is particularly effective whetlermal resources provided by the work
environment (e.g., supervisor support, family-fdgnpolicies) are low.

Based on this research, we suggest that Zachdfrasd’s (2009) findings leave room
for three alternative interpretations. First, ityniee that the use of SOC strategies is impossible
in jobs that provide few external resources, and tioes not have beneficial effects. Second, it
may be that the use of SOC strategies is possiliteese jobs, but does not help older employees
to maintain a focus on opportunities. Finally, tise of SOC strategies may help older
employees to compensate for low external resousces), that a focus on opportunities is
maintained. Given these alternative possibilitiegher research is needed. The goal of this
study is to investigate the interplay between ggecomplexity, and the use of SOC strategies
in predicting focus on opportunities. We aim to aglve research on the role of age in the work
context by presenting the first study that simwdtaunsly examines the buffering effects of
resources provided by the work environment and eygas’ self-initiated action regulation
strategies on the negative relationship betweeraage criterion of successful aging at work.

Our model and hypotheses are shown in Figure dhdnt, we expect that age is

negatively, and job complexity and the use of S@@&tegies are positively related to focus on
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opportunities (Hypotheses 1 to 3). Consistent wabher and Frese (2009), we propose that the
negative relationship between age and focus onrtyopbes is weaker for employees in high-
complexity jobs than for employees in low-complgxdbs (Hypothesis 4). Based on Young et
al.’s research (2007), we propose that the posiglagionship between the use of SOC strategies
and focus on opportunities is stronger for emplsyadow-complexity jobs than for employees
in high-complexity jobs (Hypothesis 5). Finally, weggest that the negative relationship
between age and focus on opportunities is stroiogemployees in low-complexity jobs with
low use of SOC strategies than for employees inrdomplexity jobs with high use of SOC
strategies and for employees in high-complexitysjiBypothesis 6). Before we outline the
theoretical justifications for these hypotheseswefly describe the relevance of focus on
opportunities as a criterion of successful aging@tk and the SOC model.
Focus on Opportunities as a Criterion of Succesafiing at Work

Several years before successful aging first beaatopic for work and organizational
psychologists (Abraham & Hansson, 1995; HanssoKoekkoek, Neece, & Patterson, 1997),
gerontologists and developmental psychologists teelbaver the difficult questions of how to
define successful aging and which criteria shoeldiged to measure it (P. B. Baltes & Baltes,
1990; Rowe & Kahn, 1987; Ryff, 1989; Schulz & Heakken, 1996). Early theories suggested
that successful aging involves that individualedgage from an active lifestyle and prepare
themselves for impending death (Cumming & HenngI)9or that individuals maintain similar
levels of activity as in previous life stages (Hgwirst, 1961). The most important criteria of
successful aging proposed by these theories wees faelings of happiness and satisfaction

with one’s present and past life (Havighurst, 1963)
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Ryff (1989) was probably the first theorist to sagthat criteria of successful aging
must go beyond age-neutral measures of successfg (e.g., satisfaction, happiness, or affect
balance), and instead include more age-sensitiasunes inquiring about perceived possibilities
for continued personal growth, progress, and adyaeat. According to Ryff (1989), early
theories of successful aging tended to “equatdigedsunctioning with maintenance of previous
attitudes and behaviors rather than successfultia¢igo of new challenges and developmental
tasks ... there is a pervasive stability bias enell-being literature, which excludes the
individual's potential for further development, fsedalization, and growth” (Ryff, 1989, p. 38).
Ryff (1989) recognized that the specific contentubfire goals, plans, and options of younger
adults may be different from those of older addlis to changing capabilities, preferences, role
constellations, and achievements across the lda.ggowever, she pointed out that many older
individuals would identify new opportunities foreimselves that go beyond those in earlier life
stages. Generally, having future goals, plans,pmsgibilities is an important component of
individuals’ sense of purpose, directedness, arahimg at all points in the life span (Maier &
Brunstein, 2001; McGregor & Little, 1998; Sheldork&sser, 2001). Yet, according to Ryff
(1989), maintaining perceptions of future opportiesiis a key challenge of successful
development especially at higher ages, when indalglexperience several age-related changes
in capabilities, resources, social roles, and pesiees, and face age-related restrictions and
constraints (Neugarten, Moore, & Lowe, 1965).

In this study, we use focus on opportunities — ihatow many new goals, options, and
possibilities employees believe to have in thenspeal future at work (Robson et al., 2006;
Zacher & Frese, 2009) — as the dependent variadause we consider it an important domain-

specific criterion of successful aging. We propthedt focus on opportunities is a better criterion
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of successful aging at work than traditional jolit@édles such as job satisfaction and
organizational commitment (Harrison, Newman, & R@®06; Weiss, 2002) because it refers to
employees’ perceptions of continued possibilit@sdevelopment, progress, growth, and
advancement in their future at work. The differebheeveen traditional job attitudes and focus
on opportunities is captured by the distinctionAsetn hedonic and eudaimonic well-being
(Keyes, Shmotkin, & Ryff, 2002; Ryan & Deci, 200/rzesniewski, Dutton, & Debebe, 2003).
Job satisfaction and organizational commitmentifethe category of hedonic well-being, as
they describe individuals’ balance of positive aedjative thoughts and feelings at work (Grant,
Christianson, & Price, 2007; Warr, 1990, 1992)cdntrast, focus on opportunities is better
captured by the eudaimonic approach to well-beinigch addresses issues of growth and
advancement, fulfillment, and the realization ofgmtial.

Focus on opportunities can also be characterizeah agje-related, contextualized form of
optimism. In past research, optimism has most diesn conceptualized as a stable, trait-like
individual difference characteristic (Scheier & @ar, 1985; Seligman, 1998; Strutton &
Lumpkin, 1992). For example, Scheier and Carve8%})@efined optimism as a general
disposition to expect positive outcomes. Howeveararilexible forms of optimism also exist (C.
Peterson, 2000; Youssef & Luthans, 2007). Focuspportunities is certainly malleable to some
extent as the correlations with age and work charstics suggest (Cate & John, 2007; Zacher
& Frese, 2009). Moreover, the theoretical and ercglititerature is as of yet unclear how far
optimism can be removed from reality and still havygositive function (Schneider, 2001; S. E.
Taylor & Brown, 1988). With regard to focus on opjpmities, Foo, Uy, and Baron (2009)
showed that entrepreneurs’ flexible focus on futysportunities positively predicted venture

effort beyond what is immediately required. On olieer hand, a recent study on unrealistic
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optimism emphasized the negative function of itdotrepreneurs, as entrepreneurs’ unrealistic
trait optimism was negatively related to new veatperformance (Hmieleski & Baron, 2009).
The Model of Selection, Optimization, and CompeosdSOC)

The SOC model proposes that the synchronized usel@ftion, optimization, and
compensation behaviors leads to successful aging. (Baltes, 1997; P. B. Baltes & Baltes,
1990; Freund & Baltes, 2000, 2002; Riediger et241Q6). This proposition is based on the
assumptions that individuals’ internal and exteneaburces are generally limited and that losses
more and more outweigh gains with increasing age.use of SOC strategies helps to minimize
age-related losses and maximize age-related gemnestollowing definitions rely on Freund and
Baltes (2002), who used an action-theoretical fnaark characterizing the three interrelated
SOC components as goal-related acti@®ectionnvolves setting goals and deciding on goal
priorities. Goal selection may be guided by perspneferences (elective selection) or occur due
to a loss of internal or external resources (lasseld selection). In the work context, employees
may choose to focus more on those aspects ofwloek that they consider the most interesting
and challenging or they might abandon goals the&t tannot accomplish anymof@ptimization
refers to the obtainment, improvement, and cootdthase of personal resources to achieve
important goals. Specific optimization behaviorslule practicing, modeling successful others,
and investing more time and effort into goal purdeor example, employees might show
increased effort and persistence on prescribed &akn if they find them unchallenging or too
difficult. Finally, compensatiomefers to the acquisition and use of alternatieans to reach
goals and to maintain functioning in the face dtiator anticipated resource losses. For
example, older employees might compensate for deesein physical strength by taking

additional breaks or asking co-workers for help.



Focus on Opportunities 10

A central proposition of the SOC model is that #@C behaviors are shown in a
synchronized or coordinated way (P. B. Baltes &&»11990; Marsiske, Lang, Baltes, & Baltes,
1995). Thus, the use of any one strategy also mesjthe application of the other two strategies
in order to promote successful aging (Marsiskd.efl895). Moreover, little use of any one SOC
strategy can be compensated by a higher use otliee SOC strategies; for example, a person
who uses less selection of goals, may compensatbytiusing a higher amount of optimization
of resources and better compensation of alternatragegies to reach the goals. The use of
“selective optimization with compensation” was ceived as “one single ‘integrative’ process
of adaptive mastery” (Baltes & Freund, 1998, p.)582as Young et al. (2007) argued
“selection, optimization, and compensation behaviarshould be considered as a functional
set” (p. 514). As the three SOC components arehatgdy empirically related (Freund & Baltes,
2002), it is appropriate to investigate them by bommg them into an overall SOC strategies
score (e.g., B. B. Baltes & Heydens-Gahir, 200ppJ& Smith, 2006).

Empirical studies have supported the general assomihat the use of SOC strategies is
associated with positive outcomes and developmeandtgbtation. The use of SOC strategies was
positively related to subjective well-being both amnd outside work (Abele & Wiese, 2008;
Freund & Baltes, 1998, 2002; Wiese et al., 2000220The use of SOC strategies was also
positively related to the maintenance of imporjabtcompetencies and goal attainment
(Abraham & Hansson, 1995), and to supervisor-ratedk performance (Bajor & Baltes, 2003).
B. B. Baltes and Heydens-Gahir (2003) and Youra).§2007) reported that the use of SOC
strategies in both work and family domains resuiteféwer job and family stressors and
subsequently lower amounts of work-to-family- aathily-to-work-conflict.

Hypotheses Development
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Age, Job Complexity, and Focus on Opportunities

Despite the suggestion of adult development rebeess¢hat many individuals will
identify new goals, options, and possibilities tieemselves as they grow older (Cate & John,
2007; Lang & Carstensen, 2002; Ryff, 1989), we ekfigat age is generally negatively related
to focus on opportunities. One main reason forassumption is that older employees face more
age-related situational constraints at work thamger employees, which in turn may lead to a
lower focus on opportunities. For example, oldepkayees receive less supervisory and
organizational support for learning and career graent (Mirvis & Hall, 1996; Sterns &
Subich, 2002), and many jobs are not well-desidgonedeet older employees’ altered resources
(e.g., declines in physical strength and increasegperiential knowledge) and preferences
(e.g., increased preferences for tasks that invadllaboration and promote positive affect, Farr
& Ringseis, 2002; Fried, Grant, Levi, Hadani, & ®ik, 2007; Griffiths, 1999; Kanfer &
Ackerman, 2004). The second main reason for owmaggon is that certain personal resources,
which may be important for a focus on opportunjtaa® increasingly depleted with age. For
example, older employees perceive less remainmg iin their occupational future in which they
can realize their goals and plans (Zacher & Fr28@9). In addition, older employees are less
change-oriented (Warr, Miles, & Platts, 2001) aeskImotivated to engage in learning activities
(Colquitt, LePine, & Noe, 2000; Warr & Birdi, 199&vidence for our assumptions comes from
a study by Maurer, Weiss, and Barbeite (2003) vdumdl that employee age negatively affected
both individual variables (e.g., learning prepaesh) and situational variables (e.g., support for
development) that predispose employees for devedapactivities.

Hypothesis 1Age is negatively related to focus on opportusitie
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We expect that an important characteristic of tieekveontext, job complexity, is
positively related to focus on opportunitideb complexityefers to “the extent to which the
tasks on a job are complex and difficult to perfarnwvork that involves complex tasks requires
the use of numerous high-level skills and is moeatally demanding and challenging”
(Morgeson & Humphrey, 2006, p. 1323). High-compigjobs involve different elements that
have to be considered (e.g., work goals, plansfeedback signals) and provide employees with
many decision necessities (Frese, 1987b). Hightyatex jobs require the full use and
development of knowledge, skills, and abilities gkavski & Hults, 1986), and demand more
collaboration and transfer of experience among od<ars (Man & Lam, 2003). Job complexity
is generally thought to have positive effects atividual and work outcomes (Frese, 1982,
Morgeson & Humphrey, 2006). For example, studieglsown that job complexity is
positively related to an active life orientationolh & Schooler, 1983a, 1983b), intellectual
flexibility (Kohn & Schooler, 1978), mental healf@aplan, Cobb, French, Van Harrison, &
Pinneau, 1975; Kornhauser, 1965), work motivatidagkman & Oldham, 1976), personal
initiative (Fay & Kamps, 2006; Frese, Garst, & F2§07), as well as work satisfaction and
performance (Fried & Ferris, 1987). Thus, high goinplexity is an important situational
resource for employees (Frese, 1989). In conti@stjob complexity is a central feature of a
Tayloristic approach to work design (F. W. Taylt®11), which involves that tasks are divided
into very simple and repetitive subtasks that eaered quickly. Tayloristic jobs are associated
with negative employee outcomes such as lower patsoitiative, readiness to change, and
interest in work innovation (Fay & Kamps, 2006).

Individuals use their perception of the currentaion to draw inferences about their

perception of opportunities in the future (Markus\N&rius, 1986; Markus & Wurf, 1987). We
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expect that job complexity is positively relateda@ous on opportunities because employees in
high-complexity jobs infer from their current jobralitions that they will also have many work-
related opportunities in the future (e.g., the fmokses to use their abilities and to learn new
things). In contrast, low-complexity jobs involvenple, narrowly prescribed tasks with a short-
term perspective (Fay & Kamps, 2006), and shoudetiore not promote expectations of future
work-related opportunities. In addition, the pasteffects of job complexity on important
employee resources such as an active life oriemtaintellectual flexibility, mental health, and
work motivation should contribute to more positperceptions of future work-related
opportunities. Individuals possess accurate satistkedge of their abilities and resources
(Ackerman, Beier, & Bowen, 2002; Hobfoll & Wells998). Thus, employees who feel they
possess many abilities and resources should coribelaselves to be better prepared for their
future at work, which in turn should lead to mowosipive evaluations of their future work
opportunities.
Hypothesis 2Job complexity is positively related to focus guportunities.

The Use of SOC Strategies and Focus on Opportsnitie

We suggest that employees with high use of SCfiegfies have a stronger focus on
opportunities than employees with low use of SQ&tsgies. The use of SOC strategies may
positively influence focus on opportunities in thgossible ways. First, the use of SOC
strategies enables individuals to adapt succegdtulthanges in personal resources (P. B. Baltes
& Baltes, 1990; Freund & Baltes, 2002). Employeds Wigh use of SOC strategies should be
better able to adapt to a reduction of resourcatsatfect their work (e.g., time constraints, healt
problems). When losses in personal resources oesployees with high use of SOC strategies

restructure their goal hierarchies, optimize gaabpit, and compensate for losses such that they
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maintain important job competencies (Abraham & Kans 1995). This should in turn have a
positive impact on their focus on opportunitiescémtrast, employees with low use of SOC
strategies do not adapt well to a reduction ofueses, which in turn should reduce their focus
on opportunities.

Second, individuals with high use of SOC strategies adapt better to environmental
changes and demands (P. B. Baltes & Baltes, 198008 & Baltes, 2002). Employees with
high use of SOC strategies should deal more suttlgssith work demands and changes at
work (e.g., introduction of a new production sys}dracause they adapt their behaviors
accordingly. Successful adaptation to work-relatechands and changes should not only
increase employees’ work performance (Bajor & Bal&001), but also their focus on
opportunities.

Finally, high use of SOC strategies goes hand indlveith more autonomous goal setting
(Bajor & Baltes, 2001), investment of energy intabachievement (Freund & Baltes, 1998),
and flexibility in adjusting goals to the environmi@nd vice versa (Freund & Baltes, 2002).
Employees who set many work-related goals by themsgflexibly adjust them to their work
demands and conditions, and invest energy to aghieir goals, should also perceive more
work-related opportunities in the future becauss e more active in terms of influencing
their own development and creating future oppotiesifor themselves.

Hypothesis 3The use of SOC strategies is positively relateid¢as on opportunities.
The Interplay between Age, Job Complexity, andJgeof SOC Strategies

We argue that job complexity is an especially inigoir situational resource for older

employees to maintain a focus on work-related apdies. High-complexity jobs offer older

employees many possibilities to capitalize on agdated gains, such as the possibility to use
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their increased work-related knowledge and expeedKanfer & Ackerman, 2004). Highly
complex jobs also allow older employees to collab®mand to share and transfer their
knowledge and experience with their co-workers (Maram, 2003). In contrast, jobs low in
complexity do not offer older employees many pabsés to use and transfer their experiential
knowledge (Fay & Kamps, 2006). Thus, the attribatielsigh-complexity jobs should provide a
better fit with older employees’ changed capaleditand preferences than the attributes of low-
complexity jobs. This enhanced fit should in tusipgholder employees to maintain a focus on
work-related opportunities, because they can expeattheir jobs will continue to provide them
with work that fits their capabilities and prefeces in the future.

Furthermore, older employees in high-complexitysjabbe better able to maintain
cognitive functioning (Avolio & Waldman, 1987, 198and intellectual flexibility (Schooler,
Mulatu, & Oates, 1999). These cognitive resourtesiksl positively influence older employees’
self-efficacy for learning and development (Colgeital., 2000), which in turn should increase
their participation in development activities (Mauet al., 2003). Employees in highly complex
jobs are also able to perceive their abilities lamolwledge accurately (Ackerman et al., 2002)
and may infer from these perceptions how many welited opportunities exist for them in the
future. Thus, older employees in complex jobs sthowit only be better able to maintain
cognitive resources, they should also perceivettieat have these resources. This should in turn
lead to enhanced expectations of future work-rdlafgortunities (e.g., expectations related to
participation in trainings or to changing jobs).

Hypothesis 4Job complexity moderates the negative relationsbipveen age and focus on
opportunities, such that the relationship is wed&eemployees in high-complexity jobs

than for employees in low-complexity jobs.
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SOC researchers have proposed that the effecisaid¢he use of SOC strategies
depends on the general availability of internal extérnal resources to individuals (B. B. Baltes
& Dickson, 2001; Freund & Baltes, 2002; Jopp & 3mR006; Wiese et al., 2000, 2002).
Specifically, the use of SOC strategies is thoughite most effective when individuals’
resources are low, because in these situationgptimaization of resource allocation and efforts
to maintain and enhance functioning are relativetye important than in situations in which
individuals have many resources available to supgpem (Jopp & Smith, 2006; Young et al.,
2007). Young et al. (2007) recently showed thatuse of SOC strategies was most effective in
terms of reducing job and family stressors whermel resources provided by the work
environment (i.e., supervisor support and familg#fdly policies) were low. In contrast, the use
of SOC strategies did not predict job and familgssors among employees with many external
resources provided by their environment.

Consistent with this research literature, we artpat the use of SOC strategies is more
strongly positively related to focus on opportwstivhen job complexity is low than when job
complexity is high. Actively adapting to personablavork-related changes and demands
through the use of SOC strategies should increagpdogees’ focus on opportunities in low-
complexity jobs because these jobs do not providgl@yees with many possibilities to learn
and develop in the first place (Kozlowski & Hull€986). Thus, it should have a positive effect
on perceptions of future opportunities at work wieemployees actively adapt to changes and
demands by themselves. For example, an assemblwbrker might adapt to the introduction of
a new production system by engaging in self-stddarhing activities about changes that affect
his or her work behavior and by deliberately attengpto maintain his or her work performance

despite the changes at work. In contrast, employelesv-complexity jobs who do not actively
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adapt their behaviors to work-related changes andathds should be less prepared for their
future at work, as their jobs do not provide theithwnany possibilities to learn and develop in
the first place. For them, low use of SOC strategieould result in a lower focus on
opportunities.

Employees with high use of SOC strategies shouslo s¢t themselves more work-related
goals, adapt these goals to their work environraadtvice versa, and invest effort to pursue
their goals (Freund & Baltes, 2002). Low-complexdigs do not readily provide employees with
many different work-related goals and possibilitepursue their goals (Fay & Kamps, 2006),
but the use of SOC strategies may help to focuspmortunities in spite of these constraints. For
example, an assembly line worker who sets him-eosdif the goal to learn about a new work
process and who successfully pursues this goaltdgbp constraints of low-complexity jobs
should perceive more work-related opportunitiethafuture. In contrast, employees in low-
complexity jobs who do not set themselves goalsilshivave a weaker focus on opportunities
because their jobs do not provide them with maffemint goals, options, and possibilities.

Employees in high-complexity jobs do not need te 8©C strategies in order to perceive
work-related opportunities because their jobs mlewhem with the prerequisites for a strong
focus on opportunities in the first place. The 0680C strategies should therefore be less
effective with regard to focus on opportunitiedigh- versus low complexity jobs.

Hypothesis 5Job complexity moderates the positive relationfigipveen the use of SOC
strategies and focus on opportunities, such tleatdtationship is stronger for employees in
low-complexity jobs than for employees in high-cdexity jobs.

Finally, we argue that the use of SOC strategiesase effective for older employees in

low-complexity jobs in terms of maintaining a foaus opportunities than for older employees in
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high-complexity jobs. We suggest that there arepassible reasons for this assumption. First,
employees in low-complexity jobs with high use @G strategies should be better able to adapt
to age-relatedchanges which are not readily compensated fdrasd jobs. Actively adapting to
age-related changes should positively affect odteployees’ functioning and help to maintain a
focus on opportunities. In contrast, older empley@dow-complexity jobs with low use of SOC
strategies should not maintain a focus on oppdrasbecause their jobs do not readily provide
them with compensation and support possibilitiesafpe-related changes. For example, an older
assembly line worker who does not successfully eitagecreases in physical strength by using
SOC strategies (e.g., he or she might invest nffoet)eshould perceive less opportunities in his
or her work-related future than an older worker wioes adapt.
Second, older employees in low-complexity jobs vhith use of SOC strategies should

also continue to set and pursue many work-relatedsgautonomously (Freund & Baltes, 2002).
Employees in low-complexity jobs generally perceeeer goals and opportunities for
themselves, especially at higher ages (Zacher &&12009). We suggest that the use of SOC
strategies buffers the negative effects of bothjtmwcomplexity and higher age on focus on
opportunities, because it facilitates continuousrsggof work goals. In contrast to low-
complexity jobs, high-complexity jobs provide oldanployees with many possibilities to
capitalize on age-related gains in personal ressuie.g., to use their increased experiential
knowledge). Thus, it should be less important fdenemployees in high-complexity jobs to
make use of SOC strategies in order to maintaotas on opportunities.

Hypothesis 6There is a three way-interaction between age¢gwbplexity, and the use of

SOC strategies, such that the negative relatiortsttyween age and focus on opportunities is

stronger for employees in low-complexity jobs witkv use of SOC strategies than for
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employees in low-complexity jobs with high use @G strategies and for employees in
high-complexity jobs.
Method
Participants and Procedure

Data for this study came from 133 full-time emplegemployed by a manufacturing
company in central Germany. 114 of the participé®8s7%) were male and 19 (14.3%) were
female. Mean age was 38 yed®®(E 13.05) and ranged from 16 to 65 years. MoreiSpalty,

41 employees (30.8%) were 30 years or youngernf8ayees (36.8%) were between 31 and 45
years, and 44 employees (33.1%) were 46 or older.average participant held a German
middle-school degree, which is usually attainediadothe age of 16. Across different age
cohorts in the current German working populatidrgu 20.5 percent hold this degree
(Autorengruppe Bildungsberichterstattung, 2008) ré/epecifically, 45 (33.8%) participants had
a general education degree, 70 (52.6%) had a msdtileol degree, 9 (6.8%) had a degree that
allows for admission into a technical college (bgtly two more years of school after the middle
school degree), and nine (6.8%) had a high schemies. No participant had a university
degree.

Participants worked in a number of different jolmotighout the company. The job
descriptions provided by the participants includeathine operators, secretaries, trainee
instructors, locksmiths, electricians, cutters, emats requirements planners, fitters, maintenance
and constructing engineers, industrial mechannohystrial clerks, commercial clerks,
accounting clerks, logisticians, metal employeesyise technicians, janitors, shift foreman,
welders, and toolmakers. On average, participaadsbieen employed for 21.28 years in their

lives (SD=13.39, range 1-47 years), and were employekgin turrent job for 13.61 yearSD
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= 9.80, range 1-42 years). We checked for outireegye, work experience, and job tenure
variables but did not find any. Age was highly etated with work experience € .96,p < .01)
and job tenurer(= .75,p < .01).

The company in which the study was conducted preslutetal parts for the automotive
industry and, in total, employs approximately 5@@poyees in three weekly rotating shifts (170
employees per shift). Union representatives ottirapany distributed survey announcements
two weeks before the survey sessions in the compamyly asking employees for voluntary
participation. On each of two work days, which weeparated by one week, five one-hour long
survey sessions were conducted by the first authaitraining room on the company site.
Employees from two different morning shifts wereeeally able to participate on these two
days. In groups of five to 15, volunteering emplesy/érom different units throughout the
company were called in by union representativeledraining room to fill out the
guestionnaire. Besides the measures used forttldg,2he questionnaire contained a number of
additional questions about employees’ retiremesmiplnd options. After completion of the
guestionnaires, participants deposited them indalig and anonymously in a mailbox in the
training room. After the survey sessions, onlydbéhors had access to the completed
guestionnaires. Overall results were presentedngpany and union representatives two weeks
later. In total, 143 employees participated inghevey sessions and returned questionnaires.
Taking into consideration that only approximatefA0®mployees from the two different
morning shifts had the chance to participate instinely, the response rate was 42 percent. Due
to missing data in ten questionnaires, we were t@olise the complete data provided by 133
employees.

Measures
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Focus on opportunitiesas measured with four items from Carstensen amdyls (1996;
see also Lang & Carstensen, 2002) German FTP sdaileh we adapted by adding the word
“occupational” to each item (Zacher & Frese, 200%k items are listed in the Appendix. Cate
and John (2007) showed that the original four itémagled highly on a focus on opportunities
factor, which was distinct from a focus on limitats factor. Zacher and Frese (2009) showed
that focus on opportunities could be distinguisirech perceptions of remaining time at work.
Participants answered the items on a 5-point sealging from 1 does not apply at glito 5
(applies complete)y Cronbach’s alpha of the scale was .91.

Job complexityvas measured with four items from a well-valida@erman scale
(Semmer, 1982; Zapf, 1993), which is widely-use@German-speaking countries (Frese et al.,
2007; Frese, Kring, Soose, & Zempel, 1996; Greb®emmer, & Elfering, 2005; Ohly,
Sonnentag, & Pluntke, 2006). The items are listetthé Appendix. The content of these items
corresponds to Morgeson and Humphrey’s (2006) dieimof job complexity as they assess the
difficulty and complexity of tasks and decisionsaatrk as well as the cognitive demands placed
on the employees by their work (i.e., making fudewf their knowledge and skills, learning new
things at work). Participants answered the itema &rpoint scale ranging from tefy little) to
5 (very much Cronbach’s alpha of the job complexity scale W& Semmer (1982) showed
that job complexity ratings of job incumbents anteenal observers were highly correlated-(
.67). Thus, there is evidence that job complexatseported with little subjective bias. To
provide further evidence that the self-ratingsodf complexity correspond to actual job
complexity in our sample, we compared the job dpsons of the employees scoring lowest and
highest on our job complexity measure. The ninedecriptions (out of 13) provided by the

employees scoring amongst the lowest 10% on oucgafiplexity measure were machine
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operator (4x), metal worker (2x), usher (2x), prcttin helper, and clerical assistant. These job
descriptions do not refer to jobs that involve maagnplex and challenging tasks or require the
use of high-level knowledge and skills. The 10 g@scriptions (out of 13) provided by the
employees scoring amongst the highest 10% on durgmplexity measure were industrial
mechanic (2x), industrial electrician (2x), membg&shop council (2x), project manager,
mechanical engineer, shift supervisor, and humsouree manager. These job descriptions refer
to jobs that involve rather complex tasks and negtine use high-level knowledge and skills.
Use of selection, optimization, and compensati@(pstrategiesvas measured with an
adapted version of the German 12-item scale degdlby Baltes, Baltes, Freund, and Lang
(1999; see also Freund & Baltes, 2002). We adapeedriginal scale in two ways in order to
minimize survey time and to place less cognitivendeds on our participants. First, instead of
asking participants to think about their work wiarswering the general SOC items, we adapted
the scale by adding the words “at work” to eachit&econd, we used only the 12 response
options reflecting typical SOC behaviors (targétsin the original scale and not the alternative
response options reflecting non-SOC behaviorsrédigirs). The 12 items are listed in the
Appendix. The adapted items were answered on ari-pcale ranging from Idpes not apply
at all) to 5 @pplies complete)y Previous studies have adapted the short SO€ sralsimilar
manner and demonstrated its usefulness (Ziegel&dnppke, 2007a, 2007b). As we were
interested in the use of SOC behaviors as a fumaltieet, we computed an overall SOC score.
This has also been done in many previous studigs & B. Baltes & Heydens-Gabhir, 2003;
Jopp & Smith, 2006; Young et al., 2007). Cronbaciha of the scale was .77. Averaging
across items implies that two employees mightlgetstme overall score on our SOC measure

if, for example, one employee scores high on seledtut low on optimization and
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compensation, whereas the other employee scoresrately high on all three SOC
components. As discussed in the introduction, Si@0ry emphasizes the synchronization and
coordination between the three SOC components (Skaret al., 1995); thus, it is very likely
(and the good alpha reliability obtained in our prseems to confirm this assumption) that
employees tend to score either high, medium, ordowvall of the three SOC components.

Control variables. Physical healtvas measured with six items from the German SF-12
health survey (Bullinger & Kirchberger, 1998; Wakk@sinski, & Keller, 1996). The items cover
different health domains such as bodily pain angslal functioning. As recommended by the
scale authors, participants answered the item®oruniform 2- to 6-point scales. The
composite score for physical health is computedgiaiSPSS syntax provided by the scale
authors (Bullinger & Kirchberger, 1998). The SFHas been shown to be a highly reliable,
valid, and practical measure for physical healtlaf¥\et al., 1996). Cronbach’s alpha of the
scale was .8Zositive affectvas measured with five items from Mackinnon etsg1999) short
version of the positive and negative affect sCRSNAS). Participants rated on a 5-point scale
ranging from 1ifot at al) to 5 (¢ery much how inspired, alert, excited, enthusiastic, and
determined they generally are. Cronbach’s alphthe&cale was .76.

Finally, participants indicated their chronologiegle, job and organizational tenure, job
description, as well as their gender (fhaleand 1 sfemalg, and their highest German
educational degree attained (diedegreel =general education degre2 =middle school
degree 3 =advanced technical college entrance qualificatidr=high school degree /

A-leve| and 5 =college / university degrge

Analyses
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We used a hierarchical moderated regression asdtysest our hypotheses. As
recommended, all predictor variables were meanecedtprior to the analysis (Aiken & West,
1991; Cohen, Cohen, West, & Aiken, 2003). In tihst fstep, we entered gender, education,
positive affect, and physical health as controlalzes. In the second step, we entered age, job
complexity, and the use of SOC strategies. Inhired step, we entered the three two-way
interaction terms, and in the fourth step, we ett¢he three-way interaction between age, job
complexity, and the use of SOC strategies. To &urinobe the hypothesized interaction effects,
we computed the simple slopes according to the edstbutlined by Aiken and West (1991) for
two-way interactions and by Preacher, Curran, asuaeB (2006) for three-way interactions.
Specifically, we calculated the simple slopes gfessing focus on opportunities on age at one
standard deviation above and below the mean vale® complexity and the use of SOC
strategies. Finally, for the hypothesized three-mdgraction, we tested whether there were
significant differences between the four simplgskusing the procedures developed by
Dawson and Richter (2006).

We controlled for gender, education, positive dffaad physical health in this study.
Research showed that gender, education, and phiisigh are related to individuals’ decisions
to engage in work activities after retirement (Be&iazer, Nielson, & Farmer, 2000; Griffin &
Hesketh, 2008), and thus may also influence tlogin$ on opportunities (Zacher & Frese, 2009).
Education may also be a potential confound becawustermines job level (Ganzeboom, De
Graaf, Treiman, & De Leeuw, 1992), and at the same it may have an effect on focus on
opportunities that is theoretically independenjpbfcomplexity (e.g., when a person gets a high-
level, highly complex job and has a high focus ppartunities because of high education — in

this case there is no effect of job complexity édtication is confounded with job complexity).
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Finally, we controlled for positive affect in ord@r deal with the potential problem of common
method bias when using self-report scales (PodgdWaetcKenzie, Lee, & Podsakoff, 2003).
Results

Table 1 shows the descriptive statistics and inteetations of the study variables. Focus
on opportunities was negatively correlated with @ge-.72,p < .01) and positively correlated
with physical healthr(= .23,p < .01). Age was also significantly correlated wpthysical health
(r =-.34,p<.01) and job complexity = .28,p < .01). Job complexity was also positively
correlated with the use of SOC strategies (20,p < .05). The use of SOC strategies was
negatively related to education< -.23,p < .01), and positively related to positive affect
(r=.25,p<.01).

Table 2 shows the results of the hierarchical mateerregression analysis. Of the control
variables, only physical health had a positive sigdificant effect on focus on opportunities in
the first step of the regression analygis(22,p < .05). Together, the control variables
explained eight percent of the variance in focusgportunities.

In line with Hypothesis 1, Table 2 shows that ageificantly and negatively predicted
focus on opportunitieg(= -.77,p < .01). Hypothesis 2 was also supported by a ipesind
marginally significant effect of job complexity dacus on opportunitieg(= .13,p < .10).
Hypothesis 3 was supported by a significantly pesieffect of the use of SOC strategies on
focus on opportunitieg(= .16,p < .05).

According to Hypothesis 4, job complexity modesdtge negative relationship between
age and focus on opportunities, such that theloelstip is weaker for employees in high-
complexity jobs than for employees in low-complgjdbs. As shown in Table 2, the interaction

effect of age and job complexity significantly piedd focus on opportunities when it was
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entered into the third step of the regression amalf = .15,p < .05). Results of a simple slope
analysis for two-way interactions (Aiken & West, 919 indicated that the relationship between
age and focus on opportunities was weaker amondpgegs in high-complexity job8(= -.04,
SE=.01, =-.60,t = -5.53,p < .01) than among employees in low-complexity j(Bs -.07,
SE=.01,p=-.94,t = -9.55,p < .01). The significant interaction effect is desytd in Figure 2.
Together, these results support Hypothesis 4.

Hypothesis 5 states that job complexity moderdtegbsitive relationship between the
use of SOC strategies and focus on opportunitiesy ghat the relationship is stronger for
employees in low-complexity jobs than for employaekigh-complexity jobs. Table 2 shows
that the interaction between the use of SOC stiegeand job complexity had a significant effect
on focus on opportunitieg € -.20,p < .01). Consistent with our expectations, a sinsfipe
analysis indicated that the relationship betweeruse of SOC strategies and focus on
opportunities was positive and significant for eaygles in low-complexity job8(= .74,SE=
A7,p=.37,t=4.26,p < .01). In contrast, there was no significant ietahip between the use
of SOC strategies and focus on opportunities fgplegees in high-complexity jobs
(B=-.08,SE= .17, =-.04,t = -.48,p = .632). This interaction effect is displayed igie 3.
Together, these results support Hypothesis 5.

According to Hypothesis 6, there is a three-wagriattion between age, job complexity,
and the use of SOC strategies, such that the negaiationship between age and focus on
opportunities is stronger for employees in low-céerjty jobs with low use of SOC strategies
than for employees in low-complexity jobs with higée of SOC strategies and for employees in
high-complexity jobs. Table 2 shows that the thregrinteraction effect of age, job complexity,

and the use of SOC strategies was significant veiméered into the fourth step of the regression
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analysis g = -.18,p < .05). Consistent with our expectations, a sinsfie analysis for three-
way interactions (Preacher et al., 2006) indic#bed the relationship between age and focus on
opportunities was more strongly negative for emeésyin low-complexity jobs with low use of
SOC strategie(= -.08,SE= .01, = -1.07,t = -9.19,p < .01) than for employees in low-
complexity jobs with high use of SOC strategiBs=(-.05,SE= .01, =-.73,t = -4.56,p < .01).

A two-tailed significance test for three-way intetian slopes (Dawson & Richter, 2006)
indicated that there was a marginally significalffedence between these simple slopes 1.85,
p=.067).

Providing further support for our assumptions, ghmeple slope analysis also showed that
the negative relationship between age and focugpportunities was stronger for employees in
low-complexity jobs with low use of SOC strategilran for employees in high-complexity jobs
with high use of SOC strategies (simple sldpe: -.05,SE= .01, =-.71,t = -6.60,p < .01).
The two simple slopes of these two groups werefggntly different ¢ = 2.24,p < .05). In
addition, the negative relationship between agefacls on opportunities was stronger for
employees in low-complexity jobs with low use of GGtrategies than for employees in high-
complexity jobs with low use of SOC strategies (derslopeB =-.02,SE=.01,=-31,t=-
1.84,p = .068). The simple slopes of these two groups \ake@ significantly differentt= 3.37,
p < .01). The moderating influence of the use of Xr@tegies on the negative relationship
between age and focus on opportunities for empkyemw-complexity jobs and for employees
in high-complexity jobs, respectively, is showrFigure 4. Together, these results support
Hypothesis 6.

Even though not hypothesized, we note for the shkempleteness that the simple slope

comparisons also indicated that the simple slopesrhiployees in high-complexity jobs with
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high versus low use of SOC strategies differediBggmtly (t = -2.10,p < .05). The simple
slopes for employees with high use of SOC straseigidigh versus low complexity jobs did not
differ (t = .08,ns). The simple slope for employees in low-complejalys with high use of SOC
strategies differed marginally significantly frolmetsimple slope for employees in high-
complexity jobs with low use of SOC strategies (.76,p = .082).

Finally, we conducted a separate hierarchical naiddrregression analysis in which we
additionally controlled for the squared effectsagg, job complexity, and the use of SOC
strategies. This is important in order to test Wkethe interaction effects are due to the linear
relationships among the three predictor variabBxstina, 1993). The results showed that
including the squared effects in the regressiofyaisadid neither change the main effects, nor
did it change the two-way and three-way interacéiffects of age, job complexity, and the use
of SOC strategies on focus on opportunities. Irtedd two further separate regression
analyses, one in which we did not control for pbgkhealth and positive affect, and one in
which we did not control for any of the control hdnles, yielded the same patterns of results as
the regression analysis reported in Table 2.

Discussion

The concept of focus on opportunities describes lamny new goals, options, and
possibilities employees perceive to have in themspnal work-related future (Zacher & Frese,
2009). Considering that maintaining a focus on ofymities represents a key challenge at higher
ages (Cate & John, 2007; Ryff, 1989), focus on ofpmities can be conceived as an important
criterion of successful aging at work. Zacher aresE (2009) recently showed that age was
negatively, and job complexity was positively retato focus on opportunities, and that high job

complexity enabled older employees to maintaincaisoon work-related opportunities.
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However, their study did not answer the questioetivér older employees in low-complexity
jobs might use certain action regulation stratetpe®aintain a focus on opportunities. Thus, the
goal of this study was to examine the interplayMeein age, job complexity, and the successful
aging strategies called SOC (P. B. Baltes & Balt&890) in predicting focus on opportunities.
Our study was a constructive replication of Zacat Frese’s (2009) findings and
extended their research in several important wiayst, our study showed that the use of SOC
strategies was positively related to focus on opities. We suggest that high use of SOC
strategies enhances employees’ perceptions offajportunities at work because employees
who use SOC strategies adapt more successfullgrious changes in personal resources and
work-related demands, and engage more often imaatous goal setting, goal adaptation to
external circumstances, and goal pursuit (FreuRbRes, 2002). The positive relationship
between the use of SOC strategies and focus onrtog@es provides first empirical support for
our proposition that focus on opportunities ismportant criterion of successful aging at work.
Second, we found that the use of SOC strategiepusitively related to focus on
opportunities in low-complexity jobs and unrelatedocus on opportunities in high-complexity
jobs (see Figure 3). This finding is consistentwvptopositions of SOC researchers (Wiese et al.,
2000, 2002; Young et al., 2007) who suggest treue of SOC strategies is particularly
effective when external resources provided by tbekvenvironment are low. We argue that the
use of SOC strategies is positively related to $omu opportunities in low-complexity jobs
because these jobs do not readily provide employ@gbhsnany compensation and support
possibilities for changes in personal resourcesvanit-related demands as well as many
possibilities related to goal setting, adaptatanng pursuit. Thus, the more employees in low-

complexity jobs make active use of SOC strategiesstronger is their focus on opportunities.
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In contrast, the use of SOC strategies may beelésstive in high-complexity jobs because
these jobs provide employees with the prerequiitea strong focus on opportunities in the
first place (e.g., they readily provide employeethyossibilities to learn new things and to
share knowledge and skills).

Finally, we found that older employees in low-coaxity jobs with low use of SOC
strategies were less successful in terms of maintaa focus on opportunities than older
employees in low-complexity jobs with high use @G strategies, and than older employees in
high-complexity jobs with either high or low use®DC strategies. Figure 4 shows that the
relationship between age and focus on opportuniteesdisproportionately negative when both
external resources provided by the work environnfiezit job complexity) and employees’ use
of SOC strategies (which is assumed to optimizerthestment of personal resources) were low
(Figure 4, left panel, solid line). In contraste thegative relationship between age and focus on
opportunities was weaker for employees in low-caripy jobs with high use of SOC strategies
(Figure 4, left panel, dotted line), and for em@ey in high-complexity jobs with either high or
low use of SOC strategies (Figure 4, right par@idsand dotted lines).

We suggest that the use of SOC strategies is pkatig effective among older
employees in low-complexity jobs because the useQ€ strategies helps to counteract the
detrimental effects of higher age as well as of jolwcomplexity on focus on opportunities.
Active use of SOC strategies leads to successaptation to age-related changes in personal
resources and to work demands that become incghagiifficult at higher ages. Successful
adaptation should be particularly important in loemplexity jobs, which provide fewer
compensation and support possibilities for oldepleyees than high-complexity jobs. In

addition, the use of SOC strategies facilitated getting, adaptation, and pursuit among
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employees. This effect of the use of SOC strategjiesild be especially important for older
employees in low-complexity jobs who generally pére the lowest amount of work-related
future goals, options, and possibilities (Zachdfr&se, 2009). In contrast, the use of SOC
strategies may be less effective in high-complexibs in terms of maintaining a focus on
opportunities because these jobs readily provideradmployees with many compensation and
support possibilities as well as many work-relajedls and options in the future (e.g., to transfer
their experiential knowledge).
Limitations and Future Research

This study has a number of limitations that neebealiscussed. First, cross-sectional
designs do neither allow for definite conclusiohsu intraindividual change processes over
time (i.e., aging) nor do they allow for conclussaabout pure cohort/generation effects.
Whereas part of the age-related differences fonrair study may be due to the actual physical
aging process of employees, another part of oultteesnay be due to more social, generational
differences between birth cohorts (Smola & SutfiQ)2). In addition, there may have been
selection effects such that employees with poolthea a weak focus on opportunities retired
early (i.e., the "healthy worker effect,” Frese &smer, 1986). Our study design does not allow
us to disentangle these underlying causes of taeldigrences found in our sample. Thus,
future research needs to employ longitudinal arlbdesequential designs to avoid problems
associated with the interpretability of cross-sa@i findings on age in the work context (P. B.
Baltes & Nesselroade, 1979; Hofer & Sliwinski, 2D06

The cross-sectional design also does not allowataoigrpretations of the mechanisms
between job complexity and the use of SOC strasegiethe one hand and focus on

opportunities on the other hand. Even though wedeshether job complexity and the use of
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SOC strategies would positively predict focus oparfunities, the effects might also be valid in
the other direction. However, our findings are ¢stenit with the theoretical perspective of
occupational socialization (Frese, 1982), accorttinghich work characteristics have important
effects on employees’ attitudes, beliefs, and peisty. They are also consistent with the
proposition of SOC theory that the use of SOC atias positively influences employee
outcomes (Abele & Wiese, 2008; Wiese et al., 2@002; Young et al., 2007). With regard to
our two- and three-way interaction effects, itlsoavery unlikely that focus on opportunities
could predict the exact combinations of age, jommglexity, and the use of SOC strategies that
were found in this study.

A second limitation of this study is that our degame solely from self-report
guestionnaires. It might be argued that common atetias has led to inflated correlations
among the study variables, leading to problems thighinterpretability of our findings.

However, the zero-order correlations between jobmexity, the use of SOC strategies, and
focus on opportunities were generally rather snialdddition, we controlled for positive affect

as recommended by Podsakoff et al. (2003) as ataiteemedy for the problem of common
method bias. Common method bias also does notecag@fiactual interaction effects (Evans,
1985; Schriesheim & DeNisi, 1981). The objectivfyemployees’ ratings of their job

complexity and their use of SOC strategies mighertheless be questioned. Even though
research has shown that there is a high agreereeméén the self-report measure of job
complexity used in this study and ratings of exaéobservers (Semmer, 1982), it is necessary to
replicate the present findings using a combinatibself-report and more objective measures
(Semmer, Grebner, & Elfering, 2004). In additiotyational interviews or behavioral measures

of SOC may be more valid than self-report meas{lrietindenberger, Freund, & Baltes, 2001).
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Third, we conceptualized and measured job complexihsistent with Morgeson and
Humphrey’'s (2006) broad definition in terms of th#ficulty of the work tasks and the cognitive
demands the work places on employees. Thus, driglikely that our job complexity measure
generalizes to other samples as well as othergaiptexity measures used in the literature.
However, similar to other measures of job compigxaur measure of job complexity does not
distinguish between jobs that place high demandtuahintelligence (i.e., fast information
processing demands which become more difficulbfder employees) and jobs that place high
demands on crystallized intelligence (i.e., accuatad knowledge and skills which are an
advantage of older employees). In practice, higbiypplex jobs involve a combination of high
demands on both fluid and crystallized intelligefi€anfer & Ackerman, 2004). As fluid and
crystallized intelligence are related to age, fettgsearch should distinguish between jobs’
information processing demands and demands fomadetied knowledge and skills.

Fourth, the present study investigataerall use of SOC strategies and not the use of the
specific SOC components (i.e., selection, optinmratand compensation). Our analytic
approach is consistent with several other studiegark and organizational psychology (e.g., B.
B. Baltes & Heydens-Gahir, 2003; Young et al., 2005 well as the original conceptualization
of SOC as a synchronized ensemble of strategieB®. [Baltes & Baltes, 1990; Marsiske et al.,
1995). However, SOC researchers have recentlysalggested that the components may show
differential relationships with outcomes dependamgperson- and context-related characteristics
(Freund & Baltes, 2002; Jopp & Smith, 2006). Inigeging the direct and moderating effects of
each SOC component separately was not appropni#tésistudy as the short SOC scale
measures each component only with three itemspeewous studies have reported very low

internal consistency estimates when using thessumes (cf. Bajor & Baltes, 2003; Wiese et al.,
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2002). In addition, our goal in this study was twinvestigate differential relationships of each
of the SOC components, but to examine the gen#eaitiweness of the use of SOC strategies
among older employees in low-complexity jobs. Hoarewe acknowledge that using the
overall measure may limit the practical implicasaof this study, as it would be interesting to
know whether the relationships found are considtaréach SOC component. Thus, future
research may want to use the 48-item SOC scalerfér& Baltes, 2002) to investigate whether
younger and older employees differ in their useasfain strategies, and whether some strategies
are more effective for one of these age groupsudifferent job conditions.

Fifth, the characteristics of our study’s sampleymender it difficult to generalize the
present findings to the general working populatioar sample consisted of only 133 employees
and all data came from only one company. In additost of the participants (86%) in the
sample were male, none of the participants hadlegeoor university degree, and only one third
of the sample was older than 46 years. Howevepitgethese potential limitations of the current
sample, at least a partial set of the hypotheses &lso been found to be valid in Zacher and
Frese’s (2009) study which was based on a divensple of working age adults from different
organizations and occupations.

Finally, it might be questioned whether employee®w-complexity jobs have the
possibility at all to make use of SOC strategiesldw-complexity jobs provide employees with
only limited decision necessities, employees mayeable to develop and use SOC strategies.
We believe that there are a number of reasongehder this objection unproblematic.
Specifically, the zero-order correlation betwedn gomplexity and the use of SOC strategies
was rather smalk (= .20), indicating that employees in high-compigyobs used SOC

strategies only to some extent more often than eyegls in low-complexity jobs. Further, we
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believe that all jobs in our sample — from ope@@machine to clerical work — provided at least
a small degree of complexity that allows employeesdapt their work behavior to changes in
personal resources and work-related demands agmthemnce their personal functioning. Similar
to research suggesting that virtually every wotlaion provides some degree of freedom to
improve it (cf. Frese, 1982), we suggest that dgancomplexity jobs allow employees to adapt
their work behavior. It is also important to ndtattwe did not propose that employees in low-
complexity jobs with high use of SOC strategiesegalty have a stronger focus on opportunities
than employees in high-complexity jobs. Insteadangied that the use of SOC strategies
enables older employees in low-complexity jobs tontain arelatively high focus on
opportunities compared to older employees in lowwslexity jobs with low use of SOC
strategies. Finally, we did not argue that emplsyadow-complexity jobs are able to directly
change their work tasks and conditions throughugeeof SOC strategies, but that they are better
able to adapt their own work behaviors to changgsersonal resources and work demands.
Implications for Theory and Practice

With this study, we aimed to advance research emdte of age in the work context by
presenting the first study that simultaneously exasthe buffering effects of resources
provided by the work environment and employees’afsmiccessful aging strategies on the
negative effects of age on a criterion of succesgfing at work. The results of this study may
contribute to further theory development in at téa® important ways. First, the concept of
focus on opportunities should be included in futtwaceptualizations of criteria of successful
aging at work (Hansson et al., 1997; Robson eR@06), because it is an age-sensitive
(compared to an age-neutral) variable that is petytrelated to job complexity and the use of

SOC strategies. Successful aging at work involwes Wwell individuals achieve a positive
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balance between their age-related resources afetgmees and the possibilities and constraints
provided by their work environment (Robson et2006). We suggest that a strong focus on
opportunities among older employees indicatesttiggt have achieved such a positive balance
as they still perceive opportunities for growthpgress, and advancement in their remaining
time at work. In addition, based on Schneider9@0vork on optimism and reality, we propose
that focus on opportunities does not represerdl@despptimistic bias (i.e., a form of self-
deception that is deliberately disregarding repliyt a flexible form of realistic optimism, that
is, a tendency to maintain a positive outlook witthie constraints of perceived reality.
Schneider (2001) suggested that “... the hopes grichiens associated with realistic optimism
are coupled witla focus on possible opportunitiesincrease the likelihood of desirable and
personally meaningful outcomes contingent on sinat constraints” (Schneider, 2001, p. 253,
italics added). Thus, in contrast to unrealistiiram which likely leads to negative outcomes
(Hmieleski & Baron, 2009), focus on opportunitiesde assumed to be associated with positive
outcomes (Foo et al., 2009). However, future regearnght challenge our proposition and
examine potential pitfalls of an unrealisticallghifocus on opportunities among older
employees, who realistically may not have many ojmities. For example, such studies could
test whether a low focus on opportunities amongrmoénployees is actually more adaptive.
Second, this study contributes to the growing neseliterature on SOC (Riediger et al.,
2006) by investigating the interplay between agegxternal resource provided by the work
context (i.e., job complexity), and the use of S€ategies for the first time. Even though a
number of studies have provided evidence for pasgifects of using SOC strategies in the
work context (Abraham & Hansson, 1995; Bajor & Ba]t2003; B. B. Baltes & Heydens-Gabhir,

2003; Wiese et al., 2000, 2002), they did not itigase how context characteristics interact with
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age and the use of SOC strategies. Consideringt@tare successfayingstrategies, it is
important that future developments of SOC theorthenwork context make more complex
predictions about how the interplay of age, envimental resources, and the use of SOC
strategies may influence work-related outcomes.example, a recent study by Young et al.
(2007) investigated interactions between the useQ strategies and age on work stressors, but
not the three-way interaction between the use of Sttategies, age, and work-related resources.
In terms of environmental resources, Farr, Tesinkl, Klein (1998) suggested a useful taxonomy
of context influences on older employees includinfjural norms and practices (e.g., retirement
regulations), organizational practices (e.g., trjrior older employees), as well as work
characteristics (e.g., job complexity). Future tieoof successful aging at work could predict
how these environmental resources interact withaagkthe use of SOC strategies.

Our findings may have a number of practical implaras for employees and
organizations facing an increasingly aging workéor€irst, the use of SOC strategies seems to
be particularly effective for older employees iwtoomplexity jobs because it enables them to
maintain a relatively strong focus on opportunitiesiployees in low-complexity jobs should
therefore become acquainted with the SOC modelafessful aging and start practicing SOC
strategies already at younger ages. The use ofs$@tegies may not only help to maintain a
focus on opportunities, but has also been shovieaibto several other important work
outcomes such as work performance, reduction oajabfamily stressors, as well as work-
family-conflict (Bajor & Baltes, 2003; B. B. Balt& Heydens-Gahir, 2003).

Organizational practitioners who want to suppodeolemployees in terms of
maintaining a focus on opportunities have two défe options. First, they could redesign jobs

in ways that increase job complexity, for instarmeproviding employees with more substantial
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and challenging decision necessities at their wamkl, enabling them to use, share, and develop
their knowledge, skills, and abilities. These chemm work design should provide employees
with important external resources that signal thieat they can also expect to have work-related
opportunities in the future. In addition, job comty may increase and maintain focus on
opportunities through its positive effects on emyples’ cognitive and emotional functioning
(Frese, 1982).

Second, in the case of low-complexity jobs thathodme changed easily, practitioners
could set up trainings on “successful developmémtémployees of all ages. In these trainings,
employees could learn about the theoretical backgi@nd practical use of SOC strategies. In
the theoretical part, trainers could explain theteot of SOC strategies and emphasize their
importance in terms of successful development amdkwrelated outcomes. Examples of how
trainers might explain SOC strategies to employa@sbe found in the SOC literature (e.g., see
the well-known example of the pianist RubinsteifPirB. Baltes, 1997). The practical part of
such training could emphasize how employees cal&tsand prioritize work-related goals in
their everyday work (e.g., by making lists), how\rcould optimize goal pursuit (e.g., by
investing more effort into important goals), andviithey could compensate for (age-related)
losses in important resources (e.qg., asking ofieertselp). In addition, it is important that
organizational practitioners cooperate with scetatio assess the effectiveness of such
“successful development” trainings. For exampleytbould implement randomized control
group designs in which a SOC strategies trainiogiglis compared to a control group which
participates in a different training (e.g., a traghon social competence). The effectiveness of
“successful development” trainings could later bsegsed using criteria such as work

performance, job and career satisfaction, and foouspportunities. So far, no empirical
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evidence on the practicability and effectivenesSOfC trainings exists (Riediger et al., 2006).
Nevertheless, the present study suggests thatiiaioings may be a useful way to enable older

employees in low-complexity jobs to maintain a f®@cun opportunities at work.
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Appendix

Focus on Opportunities Items (Adapted from Car&ter& Lang, 1996; Answer format: 5-point
scale from 1 =oes not apply at atb 5 =applies complete)y

1. Many opportunities await me in my occupational fatu

2. | expect that | will set many new goals in my ocatignal future.

3. My occupational future is filled with possibilities

4. | could do anything | want in my occupational fugur

Job Complexity Items (Adapted from Semmer, 1982swar format: 5-point scale from 1 =
very littleto 5 =very much

1. Do you receive tasks that are extraordinary antdqudarly difficult?

2. Do you often have to make very complicated decsianyour work?

3. Can you use all your knowledge and skills in yoork®

4. Can you learn new things in your work?

Use of SOC Strategies Items (Adapted from BaltedteB, Freund, & Lang, 1999; Answer
format: 5-point scale from 1 does not apply at atb 5 =applies complete|\ES = elective
selection, LS = loss-based selection, O = optinopalC = compensation)

1. At work, | concentrate all my energy on few thingsS)

2. At work, | always focus on the one most importapélgat a given time. (ES)

3. At work, | commit myself to one or two importantajs. (ES)
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4. When things at work don’t go as well as they hawthe past, | choose one or two important
goals. (LS)

5. When | can’t do something important at work the wdid before, | look for a new goal.
(LS)

6. When | can’'t do something at work as well as | used think about my priorities and what
exactly is important to me. (LS)

7. Atwork, | keep working on what | have planned Uhsiucceed. (O)

8. At work, | make every effort to achieve a given lg¢@)

9. If something matters to me at work, | devote myadlf and completely to it. (O)

10.When things at work don’t go as well as they used keep trying other ways until | can
achieve the same result | used to. (C)

11.When something at work isn’t working as well agsed to, | ask others for advice or help.
(©€)

12.When it becomes harder for me to get the sametsestlvork, | keep trying harder until |

can do it as well as before. (C)
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Table 1
Means (M), Standard Deviations (SD), and Interclatiens of Variables
Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8
1. Focus on opportunitie  2.84 .95 (.91)
2. Age 37.99 13.05 =72 -
3. Gender 14 .35 -11 .04 -
4. Education 1.86 .81 14 -.15 -.09 -
5. Positive affect 3.65 .55 .03 16 .02 -.09 (.76)
6. Physical health 50.12 8.44 23** -.34** .09 21% -.05 (.82)
7. Job complexity 3.33 .78 -.03 28** -.35%* .01 A1 -.10 (.76)
8. Use of SOC strategie:  3.21 48 .09 14 .01 -.23** 25%* -11 .20* (.77)

Note ListwiseN = 133. For gender, 0 = male and 1 = female. SQG€lection, optimization, and compensation. Religbdstimates )
are shown in parentheses on the diagonal.
*p<.05. *p<.01.
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Results of Hierarchical Moderated Regression Anallsedicting Focus on Opportunities

Dependent Variable: Focus on Opportunities

Step / Predictor variable B SE g B SE p B SE § B SE S

Step 1: Control Variables

Gender -33 .23 -12 -.08.18 -.03 -17 .17 -.06 -23 .17 -.09

Education A1 .10 .09 .09.07 .07 A13.07 117 A6 .07 .13*

Positive affect .09 .15 .05 18.11 .10t 25.10 .14* 24 10 .14

Physical health .03 .01 .22* -.00.01 -.01 -.00.01 -.03 -00 .01 -.02
Step 2: Main Effects

Age -06 .01 -77* -.06 .01 -.77* -05 .01 -.70*

Job complexity 16 .08 .13f% A12.09 .10 .08 .09 .06

Use of SOC strategies 32 .13 .16* 34 .12 17* 49 13 25
Step 3: Two-Way Interactions

Age * Job complexity .02 .01 .15* .02 .01 .17*

Age * Use of SOC strategies -.00 .01 -.01 -00 .01 -.02

Job complexity * Use of SOC strategies -49 .16 -.20** -34 .16 -.14*
Step 4: Three-way I nteraction

Age * Job complexity * .

Use of SOC strategies 04 .01 -18
AR? A9** .05** .02*
R2 .08* ST .62** .64**

Note.ListwiseN = 133. For gender, 0 = male, 1 = female. SOC =Hele optimization, and compensation.

mean-centered.
t<.10. *p<.05. *p<.01.

All predictariables were
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The Proposed Model and Hypotheses
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Figure 2

Focus on Opportunities 53

Moderation of the Relationship between Age and E@tuOpportunities by Job Complexity
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Figure 3
Moderation of the Relationship between Use of S@&egies and Focus on Opportunities by

Job Complexity
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Figure 4
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Moderation of the Relationship between Age and Ea@ruOpportunities by Use of SOC Strategies forlayags with Low Job

Complexity (Panel A) and for Employees with High Gmmplexity (Panel B)
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