
 

Maintaining a focus on opportunities at work
Zacher, Hannes; Frese, Michael

Published in:
Journal of Organizational Behavior

DOI:
10.1002/job.683

Publication date:
2011

Document Version
Early version, also known as pre-print

Link to publication

Citation for pulished version (APA):
Zacher, H., & Frese, M. (2011). Maintaining a focus on opportunities at work: The interplay between age, job
complexity, and the use of selection, optimization, and compensation strategies. Journal of Organizational
Behavior, 32(2), 291-318. https://doi.org/10.1002/job.683

General rights
Copyright and moral rights for the publications made accessible in the public portal are retained by the authors and/or other copyright owners
and it is a condition of accessing publications that users recognise and abide by the legal requirements associated with these rights.

            • Users may download and print one copy of any publication from the public portal for the purpose of private study or research.
            • You may not further distribute the material or use it for any profit-making activity or commercial gain
            • You may freely distribute the URL identifying the publication in the public portal ?
Take down policy
If you believe that this document breaches copyright please contact us providing details, and we will remove access to the work immediately
and investigate your claim.

Download date: 17. Jan.. 2026

https://doi.org/10.1002/job.683
http://fox.leuphana.de/portal/en/publications/maintaining-a-focus-on-opportunities-at-work(b2acbcf3-e4fd-4d9f-8d47-89488188bf57).html
http://fox.leuphana.de/portal/de/persons/michael-frese(45bf21f3-0178-4748-911d-7314d1c87006).html
http://fox.leuphana.de/portal/de/publications/maintaining-a-focus-on-opportunities-at-work(b2acbcf3-e4fd-4d9f-8d47-89488188bf57).html
http://fox.leuphana.de/portal/de/publications/maintaining-a-focus-on-opportunities-at-work(b2acbcf3-e4fd-4d9f-8d47-89488188bf57).html
http://fox.leuphana.de/portal/de/journals/journal-of-organizational-behavior(0b1e96a1-a72b-4794-acf5-ef5ba9b0d042)/publications.html
http://fox.leuphana.de/portal/de/journals/journal-of-organizational-behavior(0b1e96a1-a72b-4794-acf5-ef5ba9b0d042)/publications.html
https://doi.org/10.1002/job.683


Focus on Opportunities     1 

Running head: FOCUS ON OPPORTUNITIES 

 

Maintaining a Focus on Opportunities at Work: The Interplay between 

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

 

Hannes Zacher 

Jacobs University Bremen 

 

Michael Frese 

National University of Singapore and Leuphana University Lüneburg 

 

This manuscript is in press at Journal of Organizational Behavior. It is a post-review pre-
publication version of the manuscript. Please refer to Journal of Organizational Behavior 
for the proof-read final version of the manuscript. 
 
Link: 
http://www3.interscience.wiley.com/journal/4691/home 

 

Cite as: 
Zacher, H. & Frese, M. (in press). Maintaining a focus on opportunities at work: The interplay 
between age, job complexity, and the use of selection, optimization, and compensation strategies. 
Journal of Organizational Behavior. 
 

 

Authors’ Notes 
Hannes Zacher, Jacobs Center on Lifelong Learning and Institutional Development, Jacobs 
University, Bremen, Germany. Michael Frese has a joint appointment at National University of 
Singapore, Business School, and Leuphana University, Lüneburg, Germany. We thank RWE AG 
(Essen), The Advisory House (Zurich), and IG Metall Mittelhessen (Giessen) for supporting this 
research. Correspondence concerning this article should be addressed to Hannes Zacher, Jacobs 
Center on Lifelong Learning and Institutional Development (JCLL), Jacobs University Bremen, 
Campus Ring 1, 28759 Bremen, Germany, E-Mail: h.zacher@jacobs-university.de. 



Focus on Opportunities     2 

Maintaining a Focus on Opportunities at Work: The Interplay between 

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

 

Abstract 

The concept of focus on opportunities describes how many new goals, options, and possibilities 

employees believe to have in their personal future at work. This study investigated the specific 

and shared effects of age, job complexity, and the use of successful aging strategies called 

selection, optimization, and compensation (SOC) in predicting focus on opportunities. Results of 

data collected from 133 employees of one company (mean age = 38 years, SD = 13, range 16-65 

years) showed that age was negatively, and job complexity and use of SOC strategies were 

positively related to focus on opportunities. In addition, older employees in high-complexity jobs 

and older employees in low-complexity jobs with high use of SOC strategies were better able to 

maintain a focus on opportunities than older employees in low-complexity jobs with low use of 

SOC strategies. 
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Maintaining a Focus on Opportunities at Work: The Interplay between 

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

“Persons of all ages are influenced by the manner in which they see the future” 

– Kurt Lewin (1939, p. 878) 

The aging of the workforces in most industrialized countries has led to increased research 

efforts to understand the role of age in the work context (Farr & Ringseis, 2002; Hedge, Borman, 

& Lammlein, 2006; Kanfer & Ackerman, 2004; Shultz & Adams, 2007; Warr, 2001). For a long 

time, aging at work had been primarily associated with functional deficits and losses in 

motivation and productivity (i.e., the "decremental theory of aging," cf. Giniger, Dispenzieri, & 

Eisenberg, 1983; Rhodes, 1983). Demographic changes, especially the aging of the baby boom 

generation, and the advancement of a more differentiated view on aging among developmental 

researchers (P. B. Baltes & Baltes, 1990; Birren & Schaie, 2006; Lachman, 2001; Levinson, 

1986) have given rise to a research literature that also emphasizes the strengths, resources, 

contributions, and perspectives of older employees (Hobfoll & Wells, 1998; Kanfer & 

Ackerman, 2004; Moberg, 2001; S. J. Peterson & Spiker, 2005; Robson, Hansson, Abalos, & 

Booth, 2006). An important goal of this positive psychology perspective on aging at work is to 

identify factors that help older employees to maintain a positive outlook on their personal futures 

in the workplace (S. J. Peterson & Spiker, 2005).  

Zacher and Frese (2009) recently extended this literature by adapting the concept of 

future time perspective (FTP) from adult development and life span psychology research to the 

work context. Generally, FTP describes individuals’ perceptions, beliefs, and expectations 

concerning their personal future (Carstensen, 2006; Cate & John, 2007). Zacher and Frese (2009) 

suggested that occupational FTP can be conceived in terms of two distinct dimensions, (a) 
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perceptions of the length of one’s personal remaining time at work and (b) beliefs about how 

many new goals, options, and possibilities one will have in the personal future at work (i.e., 

focus on opportunities). They showed that age was negatively related to both dimensions of 

occupational FTP. In addition, two important resources of the work context, job complexity (i.e., 

the extent to which the work is difficult, requires high-level skills, and is mentally demanding; 

Morgeson & Humphrey, 2006) and job control (i.e., the number of decision possibilities at work; 

Frese, 1987a), were positively related to focus on opportunities. Job complexity and job control 

also moderated the negative relationship between age and focus on opportunities, such that older 

employees in high-complexity and high-control jobs were better able to maintain a focus on 

opportunities than older employees in low-complexity and low-control jobs.  

However, Zacher and Frese’s (2009) study was limited because it examined only the 

moderating influences of situational or “external” resources of the work context. It did not 

provide an answer to the question whether older employees may use certain action regulation 

strategies to maintain a focus on opportunities. Action regulation strategies optimize the 

investment of personal or “internal” resources to achieve goals and help maintain and enhance 

functioning in the face of changes and challenges (Frese & Zapf, 1994; Freund & Baltes, 2000). 

Thus, they may be useful to counteract the detrimental effects of age-related influences on focus 

on opportunities. An important set of action regulation strategies in this regard are successful 

aging strategies. Successful aging strategies involve self-regulatory actions that help individuals 

to achieve a positive balance between age-related changes in capabilities, resources, and 

preferences and the possibilities and constraints provided by their (work) environment (Robson 

& Hansson, 2007). A well-known theory of successful aging is the selection, optimization, and 

compensation (SOC) model by P. B. Baltes and Baltes (1990, see also P. B. Baltes, 1997; Freund 
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& Baltes, 2000, 2002; Riediger, Li, & Lindenberger, 2006). The SOC model proposes that the 

synchronized use of SOC behaviors facilitates the optimal allocation of personal resources, 

maintenance and enhancement of functioning in the face of challenges, and adaptation to the loss 

of resources. A number of empirical studies have shown that the use of SOC strategies has 

beneficial effects when applied in the work context (Abele & Wiese, 2008; Abraham & Hansson, 

1995; Bajor & Baltes, 2003; B. B. Baltes & Heydens-Gahir, 2003; Wiese, Freund, & Baltes, 

2000, 2002). In addition, Young, Baltes, and Pratt (2007) recently suggested and found that the 

use SOC strategies is particularly effective when external resources provided by the work 

environment (e.g., supervisor support, family-friendly policies) are low. 

Based on this research, we suggest that Zacher and Frese’s (2009) findings leave room 

for three alternative interpretations. First, it may be that the use of SOC strategies is impossible 

in jobs that provide few external resources, and thus does not have beneficial effects. Second, it 

may be that the use of SOC strategies is possible in these jobs, but does not help older employees 

to maintain a focus on opportunities. Finally, the use of SOC strategies may help older 

employees to compensate for low external resources, such that a focus on opportunities is 

maintained. Given these alternative possibilities, further research is needed. The goal of this 

study is to investigate the interplay between age, job complexity, and the use of SOC strategies 

in predicting focus on opportunities. We aim to advance research on the role of age in the work 

context by presenting the first study that simultaneously examines the buffering effects of 

resources provided by the work environment and employees’ self-initiated action regulation 

strategies on the negative relationship between age and a criterion of successful aging at work.  

Our model and hypotheses are shown in Figure 1. In short, we expect that age is 

negatively, and job complexity and the use of SOC strategies are positively related to focus on 



Focus on Opportunities     6 

opportunities (Hypotheses 1 to 3). Consistent with Zacher and Frese (2009), we propose that the 

negative relationship between age and focus on opportunities is weaker for employees in high-

complexity jobs than for employees in low-complexity jobs (Hypothesis 4). Based on Young et 

al.’s research (2007), we propose that the positive relationship between the use of SOC strategies 

and focus on opportunities is stronger for employees in low-complexity jobs than for employees 

in high-complexity jobs (Hypothesis 5). Finally, we suggest that the negative relationship 

between age and focus on opportunities is stronger for employees in low-complexity jobs with 

low use of SOC strategies than for employees in low-complexity jobs with high use of SOC 

strategies and for employees in high-complexity jobs (Hypothesis 6). Before we outline the 

theoretical justifications for these hypotheses, we briefly describe the relevance of focus on 

opportunities as a criterion of successful aging at work and the SOC model. 

Focus on Opportunities as a Criterion of Successful Aging at Work 

Several years before successful aging first became a topic for work and organizational 

psychologists (Abraham & Hansson, 1995; Hansson, DeKoekkoek, Neece, & Patterson, 1997), 

gerontologists and developmental psychologists debated over the difficult questions of how to 

define successful aging and which criteria should be used to measure it (P. B. Baltes & Baltes, 

1990; Rowe & Kahn, 1987; Ryff, 1989; Schulz & Heckhausen, 1996). Early theories suggested 

that successful aging involves that individuals disengage from an active lifestyle and prepare 

themselves for impending death (Cumming & Henry, 1961), or that individuals maintain similar 

levels of activity as in previous life stages (Havighurst, 1961). The most important criteria of 

successful aging proposed by these theories were inner feelings 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 suggest that criteria of successful aging 

must go beyond age-neutral measures of successful living (e.g., satisfaction, happiness, or affect 

balance), and instead include more age-sensitive measures inquiring about perceived possibilities 

for continued personal growth, progress, and advancement. According to Ryff (1989), early 

theories of successful aging tended to “equate positive functioning with maintenance of previous 

attitudes and behaviors rather than successful negotiation of new challenges and developmental 

tasks ... there is a pervasive stability bias in the well-being literature, which excludes the 

individual’s potential for further development, self-realization, and growth” (Ryff, 1989, p. 38). 

Ryff (1989) recognized that the specific content of future goals, plans, and options of younger 

adults may be different from those of older adults due to changing capabilities, preferences, role 

constellations, and achievements across the life span. However, she pointed out that many older 

individuals would identify new opportunities for themselves that go beyond those in earlier life 

stages. Generally, having future goals, plans, and possibilities is an important component of 

individuals’ sense of purpose, directedness, and meaning at all points in the life span (Maier & 

Brunstein, 2001; McGregor & Little, 1998; Sheldon & Kasser, 2001). Yet, according to Ryff 

(1989), maintaining perceptions of future opportunities is a key challenge of successful 

development especially at higher ages, when individuals experience several age-related changes 

in capabilities, resources, social roles, and preferences, and face age-related restrictions and 

constraints (Neugarten, Moore, & Lowe, 1965).  

In this study, we use focus on opportunities – that is, how many new goals, options, and 

possibilities employees believe to have in their personal future at work (Robson et al., 2006; 

Zacher & Frese, 2009) – as the dependent variable because we consider it an important domain-

specific criterion of successful aging. We propose that focus on opportunities is a better criterion 
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of successful aging at work than traditional job attitudes such as job satisfaction and 

organizational commitment (Harrison, Newman, & Roth, 2006; Weiss, 2002) because it refers to 

employees’ perceptions of continued possibilities for development, progress, growth, and 

advancement in their future at work. The difference between traditional job attitudes and focus 

on opportunities is captured by the distinction between hedonic and eudaimonic well-being 

(Keyes, Shmotkin, & Ryff, 2002; Ryan & Deci, 2001; Wrzesniewski, Dutton, & Debebe, 2003). 

Job satisfaction and organizational commitment fall in the category of hedonic well-being, as 

they describe individuals’ balance of positive and negative thoughts and feelings at work (Grant, 

Christianson, & Price, 2007; Warr, 1990, 1992). In contrast, focus on opportunities is better 

captured by the eudaimonic approach to well-being, which addresses issues of growth and 

advancement, fulfillment, and the realization of potential. 

Focus on opportunities can also be characterized as an age-related, contextualized form of 

optimism. In past research, optimism has most often been conceptualized as a stable, trait-like 

individual difference characteristic (Scheier & Carver, 1985; Seligman, 1998; Strutton & 

Lumpkin, 1992). For example, Scheier and Carver (1985) defined optimism as a general 

disposition to expect positive outcomes. However, more flexible forms of optimism also exist (C. 

Peterson, 2000; Youssef & Luthans, 2007). Focus on opportunities is certainly malleable to some 

extent as the correlations with age and work characteristics suggest (Cate & John, 2007; Zacher 

& Frese, 2009). Moreover, the theoretical and empirical literature is as of yet unclear how far 

optimism can be removed from reality and still have a positive function (Schneider, 2001; S. E. 

Taylor & Brown, 1988). With regard to focus on opportunities, Foo, Uy, and Baron (2009) 

showed that entrepreneurs’ flexible focus on future opportunities positively predicted venture 

effort beyond what is immediately required. On the other hand, a recent study on unrealistic 
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optimism emphasized the negative function of it for entrepreneurs, as entrepreneurs’ unrealistic 

trait optimism was negatively related to new venture performance (Hmieleski & Baron, 2009). 

The Model of Selection, Optimization, and Compensation (SOC) 

The SOC model proposes that the synchronized use of selection, optimization, and 

compensation behaviors leads to successful aging (P. B. Baltes, 1997; P. B. Baltes & Baltes, 

1990; Freund & Baltes, 2000, 2002; Riediger et al., 2006). This proposition is based on the 

assumptions that individuals’ internal and external resources are generally limited and that losses 

more and more outweigh gains with increasing age. The use of SOC strategies helps to minimize 

age-related losses and maximize age-related gains. The following definitions rely on Freund and 

Baltes (2002), who used an action-theoretical framework characterizing the three interrelated 

SOC components as goal-related actions. Selection involves setting goals and deciding on goal 

priorities. Goal selection may be guided by personal preferences (elective selection) or occur due 

to a loss of internal or external resources (loss-based selection). In the work context, employees 

may choose to focus more on those aspects of their work that they consider the most interesting 

and challenging or they might abandon goals that they cannot accomplish anymore. Optimization 

refers to the obtainment, improvement, and coordinated use of personal resources to achieve 

important goals. Specific optimization behaviors include practicing, modeling successful others, 

and investing more time and effort into goal pursuit. For example, employees might show 

increased effort and persistence on prescribed tasks even if they find them unchallenging or too 

difficult. Finally, compensation refers to the acquisition and use of alternative means to reach 

goals and to maintain functioning in the face of actual or anticipated resource losses. For 

example, older employees might compensate for decreases in physical strength by taking 

additional breaks or asking co-workers for help. 
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A central proposition of the SOC model is that the SOC behaviors are shown in a 

synchronized or coordinated way (P. B. Baltes & Baltes, 1990; Marsiske, Lang, Baltes, & Baltes, 

1995). Thus, the use of any one strategy also requires the application of the other two strategies 

in order to promote successful aging (Marsiske et al., 1995). Moreover, little use of any one SOC 

strategy can be compensated by a higher use of the other SOC strategies; for example, a person 

who uses less selection of goals, may compensate this by using a higher amount of optimization 

of resources and better compensation of alternative strategies to reach the goals. The use of 

“selective optimization with compensation” was conceived as “one single ‘integrative’ process 

of adaptive mastery” (Baltes & Freund, 1998, p. 532), or as Young et al. (2007) argued 

“selection, optimization, and compensation behaviors … should be considered as a functional 

set” (p. 514). As the three SOC components are also highly empirically related (Freund & Baltes, 

2002), it is appropriate to investigate them by combining them into an overall SOC strategies 

score (e.g., B. B. Baltes & Heydens-Gahir, 2003; Jopp & Smith, 2006).  

Empirical studies have supported the general assumption that the use of SOC strategies is 

associated with positive outcomes and developmental adaptation. The use of SOC strategies was 

positively related to subjective well-being both in- and outside work (Abele & Wiese, 2008; 

Freund & Baltes, 1998, 2002; Wiese et al., 2000, 2002). The use of SOC strategies was also 

positively related to the maintenance of important job competencies and goal attainment 

(Abraham & Hansson, 1995), and to supervisor-rated work performance (Bajor & Baltes, 2003). 

B. B. Baltes and Heydens-Gahir (2003) and Young et al. (2007) reported that the use of SOC 

strategies in both work and family domains resulted in fewer job and family stressors and 

subsequently lower amounts of work-to-family- and family-to-work-conflict. 

Hypotheses Development 
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Age, Job Complexity, and Focus on Opportunities 

Despite the suggestion of adult development researchers that many individuals will 

identify new goals, options, and possibilities for themselves as they grow older (Cate & John, 

2007; Lang & Carstensen, 2002; Ryff, 1989), we expect that age is generally negatively related 

to focus on opportunities. One main reason for this assumption is that older employees face more 

age-related situational constraints at work than younger employees, which in turn may lead to a 

lower focus on opportunities. For example, older employees receive less supervisory and 

organizational support for learning and career development (Mirvis & Hall, 1996; Sterns & 

Subich, 2002), and many jobs are not well-designed to meet older employees’ altered resources 

(e.g., declines in physical strength and increases in experiential knowledge) and preferences 

(e.g., increased preferences for tasks that involve collaboration and promote positive affect, Farr 

& Ringseis, 2002; Fried, Grant, Levi, Hadani, & Slowik, 2007; Griffiths, 1999; Kanfer & 

Ackerman, 2004). The second main reason for our assumption is that certain personal resources, 

which may be important for a focus on opportunities, are increasingly depleted with age. For 

example, older employees perceive less remaining time in their occupational future in which they 

can realize their goals and plans (Zacher & Frese, 2009). In addition, older employees are less 

change-oriented (Warr, Miles, & Platts, 2001) and less motivated to engage in learning activities 

(Colquitt, LePine, & Noe, 2000; Warr & Birdi, 1998). Evidence for our assumptions comes from 

a study by Maurer, Weiss, and Barbeite (2003) who found that employee age negatively affected 

both individual variables (e.g., learning preparedness) and situational variables (e.g., support for 

development) that predispose employees for development activities.  

Hypothesis 1: Age is negatively related to focus on opportunities.  
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We expect that an important characteristic of the work context, job complexity, is 

positively related to focus on opportunities. Job complexity refers to “the extent to which the 

tasks on a job are complex and difficult to perform… work that involves complex tasks requires 

the use of numerous high-level skills and is more mentally demanding and challenging” 

(Morgeson & Humphrey, 2006, p. 1323). High-complexity jobs involve different elements that 

have to be considered (e.g., work goals, plans, and feedback signals) and provide employees with 

many decision necessities (Frese, 1987b). Highly complex jobs require the full use and 

development of knowledge, skills, and abilities (Kozlowski & Hults, 1986), and demand more 

collaboration and transfer of experience among co-workers (Man & Lam, 2003). Job complexity 

is generally thought to have positive effects on individual and work outcomes (Frese, 1982; 

Morgeson & Humphrey, 2006). For example, studies have shown that job complexity is 

positively related to an active life orientation (Kohn & Schooler, 1983a, 1983b), intellectual 

flexibility (Kohn & Schooler, 1978), mental health (Caplan, Cobb, French, Van Harrison, & 

Pinneau, 1975; Kornhauser, 1965), work motivation (Hackman & Oldham, 1976), personal 

initiative (Fay & Kamps, 2006; Frese, Garst, & Fay, 2007), as well as work satisfaction and 

performance (Fried & Ferris, 1987). Thus, high job complexity is an important situational 

resource for employees (Frese, 1989). In contrast, low job complexity is a central feature of a 

Tayloristic approach to work design (F. W. Taylor, 1911), which involves that tasks are divided 

into very simple and repetitive subtasks that are learned quickly. Tayloristic jobs are associated 

with negative employee outcomes such as lower personal initiative, readiness to change, and 

interest in work innovation (Fay & Kamps, 2006).  

Individuals use their perception of the current situation to draw inferences about their 

perception of opportunities in the future (Markus & Nurius, 1986; Markus & Wurf, 1987). We 



Focus on Opportunities     13 

expect that job complexity is positively related to focus on opportunities because employees in 

high-complexity jobs infer from their current job conditions that they will also have many work-

related opportunities in the future (e.g., the possibilities to use their abilities and to learn new 

things). In contrast, low-complexity jobs involve simple, narrowly prescribed tasks with a short-

term perspective (Fay & Kamps, 2006), and should therefore not promote expectations of future 

work-related opportunities. In addition, the positive effects of job complexity on important 

employee resources such as an active life orientation, intellectual flexibility, mental health, and 

work motivation should contribute to more positive perceptions of future work-related 

opportunities. Individuals possess accurate self-knowledge of their abilities and resources 

(Ackerman, Beier, & Bowen, 2002; Hobfoll & Wells, 1998). Thus, employees who feel they 

possess many abilities and resources should consider themselves to be better prepared for their 

future at work, which in turn should lead to more positive evaluations of their future work 

opportunities. 

Hypothesis 2: Job complexity is positively related to focus on opportunities. 

The Use of SOC Strategies and Focus on Opportunities 

 We suggest that employees with high use of SOC strategies have a stronger focus on 

opportunities than employees with low use of SOC strategies. The use of SOC strategies may 

positively influence focus on opportunities in three possible ways. First, the use of SOC 

strategies enables individuals to adapt successfully to changes in personal resources (P. B. Baltes 

& Baltes, 1990; Freund & Baltes, 2002). Employees with high use of SOC strategies should be 

better able to adapt to a reduction of resources that affect their work (e.g., time constraints, health 

problems). When losses in personal resources occur, employees with high use of SOC strategies 

restructure their goal hierarchies, optimize goal pursuit, and compensate for losses such that they 
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maintain important job competencies (Abraham & Hansson, 1995). This should in turn have a 

positive impact on their focus on opportunities. In contrast, employees with low use of SOC 

strategies do not adapt well to a reduction of resources, which in turn should reduce their focus 

on opportunities. 

Second, individuals with high use of SOC strategies also adapt better to environmental 

changes and demands (P. B. Baltes & Baltes, 1990; Freund & Baltes, 2002). Employees with 

high use of SOC strategies should deal more successfully with work demands and changes at 

work (e.g., introduction of a new production system) because they adapt their behaviors 

accordingly. Successful adaptation to work-related demands and changes should not only 

increase employees’ work performance (Bajor & Baltes, 2001), but also their focus on 

opportunities. 

Finally, high use of SOC strategies goes hand in hand with more autonomous goal setting 

(Bajor & Baltes, 2001), investment of energy into goal achievement (Freund & Baltes, 1998), 

and flexibility in adjusting goals to the environment and vice versa (Freund & Baltes, 2002). 

Employees who set many work-related goals by themselves, flexibly adjust them to their work 

demands and conditions, and invest energy to achieve their goals, should also perceive more 

work-related opportunities in the future because they are more active in terms of influencing 

their own development and creating future opportunities for themselves. 

Hypothesis 3: The use of SOC strategies is positively related to focus on opportunities. 

The Interplay between Age, Job Complexity, and the Use of SOC Strategies 

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

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

employees many possibilities to capitalize on age-related gains, such as the possibility to use 
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their increased work-related knowledge and experience (Kanfer & Ackerman, 2004). Highly 

complex jobs also allow older employees to collaborate and to share and transfer their 

knowledge and experience with their co-workers (Man & Lam, 2003). In contrast, jobs low in 

complexity do not offer older employees many possibilities to use and transfer their experiential 

knowledge (Fay & Kamps, 2006). Thus, the attributes of high-complexity jobs should provide a 

better fit with older employees’ changed capabilities and preferences than the attributes of low-

complexity jobs. This enhanced fit should in turn help older employees to maintain a focus on 

work-related opportunities, because they can expect that their jobs will continue to provide them 

with work that fits their capabilities and preferences in the future. 

Furthermore, older employees in high-complexity jobs are better able to maintain 

cognitive functioning (Avolio & Waldman, 1987, 1990) and intellectual flexibility (Schooler, 

Mulatu, & Oates, 1999). These cognitive resources should positively influence older employees’ 

self-efficacy for learning and development (Colquitt et al., 2000), which in turn should increase 

their participation in development activities (Maurer et al., 2003). Employees in highly complex 

jobs are also able to perceive their abilities and knowledge accurately (Ackerman et al., 2002) 

and may infer from these perceptions how many work-related opportunities exist for them in the 

future. Thus, older employees in complex jobs should not only be better able to maintain 

cognitive resources, they should also perceive that they have these resources. This should in turn 

lead to enhanced expectations of future work-related opportunities (e.g., expectations related to 

participation in trainings or to changing jobs). 

Hypothesis 4: Job complexity moderates the negative relationship between age and focus on 

opportunities, such that the relationship is weaker for employees in high-complexity jobs 

than for employees in low-complexity jobs. 
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 SOC researchers have proposed that the effectiveness of the use of SOC strategies 

depends on the general availability of internal and external resources to individuals (B. B. Baltes 

& Dickson, 2001; Freund & Baltes, 2002; Jopp & Smith, 2006; Wiese et al., 2000, 2002). 

Specifically, the use of SOC strategies is thought to be most effective when individuals’ 

resources are low, because in these situations the optimization of resource allocation and efforts 

to maintain and enhance functioning are relatively more important than in situations in which 

individuals have many resources available to support them (Jopp & Smith, 2006; Young et al., 

2007). Young et al. (2007) recently showed that the use of SOC strategies was most effective in 

terms of reducing job and family stressors when external resources provided by the work 

environment (i.e., supervisor support and family-friendly policies) were low. In contrast, the use 

of SOC strategies did not predict job and family stressors among employees with many external 

resources provided by their environment. 

Consistent with this research literature, we argue that the use of SOC strategies is more 

strongly positively related to focus on opportunities when job complexity is low than when job 

complexity is high. Actively adapting to personal and work-related changes and demands 

through the use of SOC strategies should increase employees’ focus on opportunities in low-

complexity jobs because these jobs do not provide employees with many possibilities to learn 

and develop in the first place (Kozlowski & Hults, 1986). Thus, it should have a positive effect 

on perceptions of future opportunities at work when employees actively adapt to changes and 

demands by themselves. For example, an assembly line worker might adapt to the introduction of 

a new production system by engaging in self-started learning activities about changes that affect 

his or her work behavior and by deliberately attempting to maintain his or her work performance 

despite the changes at work. In contrast, employees in low-complexity jobs who do not actively 
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adapt their behaviors to work-related changes and demands should be less prepared for their 

future at work, as their jobs do not provide them with many possibilities to learn and develop in 

the first place. For them, low use of SOC strategies should result in a lower focus on 

opportunities. 

Employees with high use of SOC strategies should also set themselves more work-related 

goals, adapt these goals to their work environment and vice versa, and invest effort to pursue 

their goals (Freund & Baltes, 2002). Low-complexity jobs do not readily provide employees with 

many different work-related goals and possibilities to pursue their goals (Fay & Kamps, 2006), 

but the use of SOC strategies may help to focus on opportunities in spite of these constraints. For 

example, an assembly line worker who sets him- or herself the goal to learn about a new work 

process and who successfully pursues this goal despite the constraints of low-complexity jobs 

should perceive more work-related opportunities in the future. In contrast, employees in low-

complexity jobs who do not set themselves goals should have a weaker focus on opportunities 

because their jobs do not provide them with many different goals, options, and possibilities.  

Employees in high-complexity jobs do not need to use SOC strategies in order to perceive 

work-related opportunities because their jobs provide them with the prerequisites for a strong 

focus on opportunities in the first place. The use of SOC strategies should therefore be less 

effective with regard to focus on opportunities in high- versus low complexity jobs. 

Hypothesis 5: Job complexity moderates the positive relationship between the use of SOC 

strategies and focus on opportunities, such that the relationship is stronger for employees in 

low-complexity jobs than for employees in high-complexity jobs. 

Finally, we argue that the use of SOC strategies is more effective for older employees in 

low-complexity jobs in terms of maintaining a focus on opportunities than for older employees in 
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high-complexity jobs. We suggest that there are two possible reasons for this assumption. First, 

employees in low-complexity jobs with high use of SOC strategies should be better able to adapt 

to age-related changes which are not readily compensated for in these jobs. Actively adapting to 

age-related changes should positively affect older employees’ functioning and help to maintain a 

focus on opportunities. In contrast, older employees in low-complexity jobs with low use of SOC 

strategies should not maintain a focus on opportunities because their jobs do not readily provide 

them with compensation and support possibilities for age-related changes. For example, an older 

assembly line worker who does not successfully adapt to decreases in physical strength by using 

SOC strategies (e.g., he or she might invest more effort) should perceive less opportunities in his 

or her work-related future than an older worker who does adapt. 

Second, older employees in low-complexity jobs with high use of SOC strategies should 

also continue to set and pursue many work-related goals autonomously (Freund & Baltes, 2002). 

Employees in low-complexity jobs generally perceive fewer goals and opportunities for 

themselves, especially at higher ages (Zacher & Frese, 2009). We suggest that the use of SOC 

strategies buffers the negative effects of both low job complexity and higher age on focus on 

opportunities, because it facilitates continuous setting of work goals. In contrast to low-

complexity jobs, high-complexity jobs provide older employees with many possibilities to 

capitalize on age-related gains in personal resources (e.g., to use their increased experiential 

knowledge). Thus, it should be less important for older employees in high-complexity jobs to 

make use of SOC strategies in order to maintain a focus on opportunities. 

Hypothesis 6: There is a three way-interaction between age, job complexity, and the use of 

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

stronger for employees in low-complexity jobs with low use of SOC strategies than for 
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employees in low-complexity jobs with high use of SOC strategies and for employees in 

high-complexity jobs. 

Method 

Participants and Procedure 

Data for this study came from 133 full-time employees employed by a manufacturing 

company in central Germany. 114 of the participants (85.7%) were male and 19 (14.3%) were 

female. Mean age was 38 years (SD = 13.05) and ranged from 16 to 65 years. More specifically, 

41 employees (30.8%) were 30 years or younger, 48 employees (36.8%) were between 31 and 45 

years, and 44 employees (33.1%) were 46 or older. The average participant held a German 

middle-school degree, which is usually attained around the age of 16. Across different age 

cohorts in the current German working population, about 20.5 percent hold this degree 

(Autorengruppe Bildungsberichterstattung, 2008). More specifically, 45 (33.8%) participants had 

a general education degree, 70 (52.6%) had a middle school degree, 9 (6.8%) had a degree that 

allows for admission into a technical college (typically two more years of school after the middle 

school degree), and nine (6.8%) had a high school degree. No participant had a university 

degree. 

Participants worked in a number of different jobs throughout the company. The job 

descriptions provided by the participants included machine operators, secretaries, trainee 

instructors, locksmiths, electricians, cutters, materials requirements planners, fitters, maintenance 

and constructing engineers, industrial mechanics, industrial clerks, commercial clerks, 

accounting clerks, logisticians, metal employees, service technicians, janitors, shift foreman, 

welders, and toolmakers. On average, participants had been employed for 21.28 years in their 

lives (SD = 13.39, range 1-47 years), and were employed in their current job for 13.61 years (SD 
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= 9.80, range 1-42 years). We checked for outliers in age, work experience, and job tenure 

variables but did not find any. Age was highly correlated with work experience (r = .96, p < .01) 

and job tenure (r = .75, p < .01). 

The company in which the study was conducted produces metal parts for the automotive 

industry and, in total, employs approximately 500 employees in three weekly rotating shifts (170 

employees per shift). Union representatives of the company distributed survey announcements 

two weeks before the survey sessions in the company, kindly asking employees for voluntary 

participation. On each of two work days, which were separated by one week, five one-hour long 

survey sessions were conducted by the first author in a training room on the company site. 

Employees from two different morning shifts were generally able to participate on these two 

days. In groups of five to 15, volunteering employees from different units throughout the 

company were called in by union representatives to the training room to fill out the 

questionnaire. Besides the measures used for this study, the questionnaire contained a number of 

additional questions about employees’ retirement plans and options. After completion of the 

questionnaires, participants deposited them individually and anonymously in a mailbox in the 

training room. After the survey sessions, only the authors had access to the completed 

questionnaires. Overall results were presented to company and union representatives two weeks 

later. In total, 143 employees participated in the survey sessions and returned questionnaires. 

Taking into consideration that only approximately 340 employees from the two different 

morning shifts had the chance to participate in the study, the response rate was 42 percent. Due 

to missing data in ten questionnaires, we were able to use the complete data provided by 133 

employees.  

Measures 
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Focus on opportunities was measured with four items from Carstensen and Lang’s (1996; 

see also Lang & Carstensen, 2002) German FTP scale, which we adapted by adding the word 

“occupational” to each item (Zacher & Frese, 2009). The items are listed in the Appendix. Cate 

and John (2007) showed that the original four items loaded highly on a focus on opportunities 

factor, which was distinct from a focus on limitations factor. Zacher and Frese (2009) showed 

that focus on opportunities could be distinguished from perceptions of remaining time at work. 

Participants answered the items on a 5-point scale ranging from 1 (does not apply at all) to 5 

(applies completely). Cronbach’s alpha of the scale was .91.  

Job complexity was measured with four items from a well-validated German scale 

(Semmer, 1982; Zapf, 1993), which is widely-used in German-speaking countries (Frese et al., 

2007; Frese, Kring, Soose, & Zempel, 1996; Grebner, Semmer, & Elfering, 2005; Ohly, 

Sonnentag, & Pluntke, 2006). The items are listed in the Appendix. The content of these items 

corresponds to Morgeson and Humphrey’s (2006) definition of job complexity as they assess the 

difficulty and complexity of tasks and decisions at work as well as the cognitive demands placed 

on the employees by their work (i.e., making full use of their knowledge and skills, learning new 

things at work). Participants answered the items on a 5-point scale ranging from 1 (very little) to 

5 (very much). Cronbach’s alpha of the job complexity scale was .76. Semmer (1982) showed 

that job complexity ratings of job incumbents and external observers were highly correlated (r = 

.67). Thus, there is evidence that job complexity is reported with little subjective bias. To 

provide further evidence that the self-ratings of job complexity correspond to actual job 

complexity in our sample, we compared the job descriptions of the employees scoring lowest and 

highest on our job complexity measure. The nine job descriptions (out of 13) provided by the 

employees scoring amongst the lowest 10% on our job complexity measure were machine 
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operator (4x), metal worker (2x), usher (2x), production helper, and clerical assistant. These job 

descriptions do not refer to jobs that involve many complex and challenging tasks or require the 

use of high-level knowledge and skills. The 10 job descriptions (out of 13) provided by the 

employees scoring amongst the highest 10% on our job complexity measure were industrial 

mechanic (2x), industrial electrician (2x), member of shop council (2x), project manager, 

mechanical engineer, shift supervisor, and human resource manager. These job descriptions refer 

to jobs that involve rather complex tasks and require the use high-level knowledge and skills. 

Use of selection, optimization, and compensation (SOC) strategies was measured with an 

adapted version of the German 12-item scale developed by Baltes, Baltes, Freund, and Lang 

(1999; see also Freund & Baltes, 2002). We adapted the original scale in two ways in order to 

minimize survey time and to place less cognitive demands on our participants. First, instead of 

asking participants to think about their work when answering the general SOC items, we adapted 

the scale by adding the words “at work” to each item. Second, we used only the 12 response 

options reflecting typical SOC behaviors (targets) from the original scale and not the alternative 

response options reflecting non-SOC behaviors (distractors). The 12 items are listed in the 

Appendix. The adapted items were answered on a 5-point scale ranging from 1 (does not apply 

at all) to 5 (applies completely). Previous studies have adapted the short SOC scale in a similar 

manner and demonstrated its usefulness (Ziegelmann & Lippke, 2007a, 2007b). As we were 

interested in the use of SOC behaviors as a functional set, we computed an overall SOC score. 

This has also been done in many previous studies (e.g., B. B. Baltes & Heydens-Gahir, 2003; 

Jopp & Smith, 2006; Young et al., 2007). Cronbach’s alpha of the scale was .77. Averaging 

across items implies that two employees might get the same overall score on our SOC measure 

if, for example, one employee scores high on selection but low on optimization and 
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compensation, whereas the other employee scores moderately high on all three SOC 

components. As discussed in the introduction, SOC theory emphasizes the synchronization and 

coordination between the three SOC components (Marsiske et al., 1995); thus, it is very likely 

(and the good alpha reliability obtained in our sample seems to confirm this assumption) that 

employees tend to score either high, medium, or low on all of the three SOC components. 

Control variables. Physical health was measured with six items from the German SF-12 

health survey (Bullinger & Kirchberger, 1998; Ware, Kosinski, & Keller, 1996). The items cover 

different health domains such as bodily pain and physical functioning. As recommended by the 

scale authors, participants answered the items on non-uniform 2- to 6-point scales. The 

composite score for physical health is computed using a SPSS syntax provided by the scale 

authors (Bullinger & Kirchberger, 1998). The SF-12 has been shown to be a highly reliable, 

valid, and practical measure for physical health (Ware et al., 1996). Cronbach’s alpha of the 

scale was .82. Positive affect was measured with five items from Mackinnon et al.’s (1999) short 

version of the positive and negative affect scales (PANAS). Participants rated on a 5-point scale 

ranging from 1 (not at all) to 5 (very much) how inspired, alert, excited, enthusiastic, and 

determined they generally are. Cronbach’s alpha of the scale was .76. 

Finally, participants indicated their chronological age, job and organizational tenure, job 

description, as well as their gender (0 = male and 1 = female), and their highest German 

educational degree attained (0 = no degree, 1 = general education degree, 2 = middle school 

degree, 3 = advanced technical college entrance qualification, 4 = high school degree /  

A-level, and 5 = college / university degree).  

Analyses 
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We used a hierarchical moderated regression analysis to test our hypotheses. As 

recommended, all predictor variables were mean-centered prior to the analysis (Aiken & West, 

1991; Cohen, Cohen, West, & Aiken, 2003). In the first step, we entered gender, education, 

positive affect, and physical health as control variables. In the second step, we entered age, job 

complexity, and the use of SOC strategies. In the third step, we entered the three two-way 

interaction terms, and in the fourth step, we entered the three-way interaction between age, job 

complexity, and the use of SOC strategies. To further probe the hypothesized interaction effects, 

we computed the simple slopes according to the methods outlined by Aiken and West (1991) for 

two-way interactions and by Preacher, Curran, and Bauer (2006) for three-way interactions. 

Specifically, we calculated the simple slopes of regressing focus on opportunities on age at one 

standard deviation above and below the mean values of job complexity and the use of SOC 

strategies. Finally, for the hypothesized three-way interaction, we tested whether there were 

significant differences between the four simple slopes using the procedures developed by 

Dawson and Richter (2006). 

We controlled for gender, education, positive affect, and physical health in this study. 

Research showed that gender, education, and physical health are related to individuals’ decisions 

to engage in work activities after retirement (Beehr, Glazer, Nielson, & Farmer, 2000; Griffin & 

Hesketh, 2008), and thus may also influence their focus on opportunities (Zacher & Frese, 2009). 

Education may also be a potential confound because it determines job level (Ganzeboom, De 

Graaf, Treiman, & De Leeuw, 1992), and at the same time it may have an effect on focus on 

opportunities that is theoretically independent of job complexity (e.g., when a person gets a high-

level, highly complex job and has a high focus on opportunities because of high education – in 

this case there is no effect of job complexity but education is confounded with job complexity). 
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Finally, we controlled for positive affect in order to deal with the potential problem of common 

method bias when using self-report scales (Podsakoff, MacKenzie, Lee, & Podsakoff, 2003). 

Results 

Table 1 shows the descriptive statistics and intercorrelations of the study variables. Focus 

on opportunities was negatively correlated with age (r = -.72, p < .01) and positively correlated 

with physical health (r = .23, p < .01). Age was also significantly correlated with physical health 

(r = -.34, p < .01) and job complexity (r = .28, p < .01). Job complexity was also positively 

correlated with the use of SOC strategies (r = .20, p < .05). The use of SOC strategies was 

negatively related to education (r = -.23, p < .01), and positively related to positive affect 

(r = .25, p < .01). 

Table 2 shows the results of the hierarchical moderated regression analysis. Of the control 

variables, only physical health had a positive and significant effect on focus on opportunities in 

the first step of the regression analysis (β = .22, p < .05). Together, the control variables 

explained eight percent of the variance in focus on opportunities.  

In line with Hypothesis 1, Table 2 shows that age significantly and negatively predicted 

focus on opportunities (β = -.77, p < .01). Hypothesis 2 was also supported by a positive and 

marginally significant effect of job complexity on focus on opportunities (β = .13, p < .10). 

Hypothesis 3 was supported by a significantly positive effect of the use of SOC strategies on 

focus on opportunities (β = .16, p < .05). 

 According to Hypothesis 4, job complexity moderates the negative relationship between 

age and focus on opportunities, such that the relationship is weaker for employees in high-

complexity jobs than for employees in low-complexity jobs. As shown in Table 2, the interaction 

effect of age and job complexity significantly predicted focus on opportunities when it was 
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entered into the third step of the regression analysis (β = .15, p < .05). Results of a simple slope 

analysis for two-way interactions (Aiken & West, 1991) indicated that the relationship between 

age and focus on opportunities was weaker among employees in high-complexity jobs (B = -.04, 

SE = .01, β = -.60, t = -5.53, p < .01) than among employees in low-complexity jobs (B = -.07, 

SE = .01, β = -.94, t = -9.55, p < .01). The significant interaction effect is displayed in Figure 2. 

Together, these results support Hypothesis 4. 

Hypothesis 5 states that job complexity moderates the positive relationship between the 

use of SOC strategies and focus on opportunities, such that the relationship is stronger for 

employees in low-complexity jobs than for employees in high-complexity jobs. Table 2 shows 

that the interaction between the use of SOC strategies and job complexity had a significant effect 

on focus on opportunities (β = -.20, p < .01). Consistent with our expectations, a simple slope 

analysis indicated that the relationship between the use of SOC strategies and focus on 

opportunities was positive and significant for employees in low-complexity jobs (B = .74, SE = 

.17, β = .37, t = 4.26, p < .01). In contrast, there was no significant relationship between the use 

of SOC strategies and focus on opportunities for employees in high-complexity jobs  

(B = -.08, SE = .17, β = -.04, t = -.48, p = .632). This interaction effect is displayed in Figure 3. 

Together, these results support Hypothesis 5. 

According to Hypothesis 6, there is a three-way interaction between age, job complexity, 

and the use of SOC strategies, such that the negative relationship between age and focus on 

opportunities is stronger for employees in low-complexity jobs with low use of SOC strategies 

than for employees in low-complexity jobs with high use of SOC strategies and for employees in 

high-complexity jobs. Table 2 shows that the three-way interaction effect of age, job complexity, 

and the use of SOC strategies was significant when entered into the fourth step of the regression 
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analysis (β = -.18, p < .05). Consistent with our expectations, a simple slope analysis for three-

way interactions (Preacher et al., 2006) indicated that the relationship between age and focus on 

opportunities was more strongly negative for employees in low-complexity jobs with low use of 

SOC strategies (B = -.08, SE = .01, β = -1.07, t = -9.19, p < .01) than for employees in low-

complexity jobs with high use of SOC strategies (B = -.05, SE = .01, β = -.73, t = -4.56, p < .01). 

A two-tailed significance test for three-way interaction slopes (Dawson & Richter, 2006) 

indicated that there was a marginally significant difference between these simple slopes (t = 1.85, 

p = .067).  

Providing further support for our assumptions, the simple slope analysis also showed that 

the negative relationship between age and focus on opportunities was stronger for employees in 

low-complexity jobs with low use of SOC strategies than for employees in high-complexity jobs 

with high use of SOC strategies (simple slope: B = -.05, SE = .01, β = -.71, t = -6.60, p < .01). 

The two simple slopes of these two groups were significantly different (t = 2.24, p < .05). In 

addition, the negative relationship between age and focus on opportunities was stronger for 

employees in low-complexity jobs with low use of SOC strategies than for employees in high-

complexity jobs with low use of SOC strategies (simple slope: B = -.02, SE = .01, β = -.31, t = -

1.84, p = .068). The simple slopes of these two groups were also significantly different (t = 3.37, 

p < .01). The moderating influence of the use of SOC strategies on the negative relationship 

between age and focus on opportunities for employees in low-complexity jobs and for employees 

in high-complexity jobs, respectively, is shown in Figure 4. Together, these results support 

Hypothesis 6. 

Even though not hypothesized, we note for the sake of completeness that the simple slope 

comparisons also indicated that the simple slopes for employees in high-complexity jobs with 
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high versus low use of SOC strategies differed significantly (t = -2.10, p < .05). The simple 

slopes for employees with high use of SOC strategies in high versus low complexity jobs did not 

differ (t = .08, ns). The simple slope for employees in low-complexity jobs with high use of SOC 

strategies differed marginally significantly from the simple slope for employees in high-

complexity jobs with low use of SOC strategies (t = 1.76, p = .082). 

Finally, we conducted a separate hierarchical moderated regression analysis in which we 

additionally controlled for the squared effects of age, job complexity, and the use of SOC 

strategies. This is important in order to test whether the interaction effects are due to the linear 

relationships among the three predictor variables (Cortina, 1993). The results showed that 

including the squared effects in the regression analysis did neither change the main effects, nor 

did it change the two-way and three-way interactive effects of age, job complexity, and the use 

of SOC strategies on focus on opportunities. In addition, two further separate regression 

analyses, one in which we did not control for physical health and positive affect, and one in 

which we did not control for any of the control variables, yielded the same patterns of results as 

the regression analysis reported in Table 2. 

Discussion 

The concept of focus on opportunities describes how many new goals, options, and 

possibilities employees perceive to have in their personal work-related future (Zacher & Frese, 

2009). Considering that maintaining a focus on opportunities represents a key challenge at higher 

ages (Cate & John, 2007; Ryff, 1989), focus on opportunities can be conceived as an important 

criterion of successful aging at work. Zacher and Frese (2009) recently showed that age was 

negatively, and job complexity was positively related to focus on opportunities, and that high job 

complexity enabled older employees to maintain a focus on work-related opportunities. 
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However, their study did not answer the question whether older employees in low-complexity 

jobs might use certain action regulation strategies to maintain a focus on opportunities. Thus, the 

goal of this study was to examine the interplay between age, job complexity, and the successful 

aging strategies called SOC (P. B. Baltes & Baltes, 1990) in predicting focus on opportunities.  

Our study was a constructive replication of Zacher and Frese’s (2009) findings and 

extended their research in several important ways: First, our study showed that the use of SOC 

strategies was positively related to focus on opportunities. We suggest that high use of SOC 

strategies enhances employees’ perceptions of future opportunities at work because employees 

who use SOC strategies adapt more successfully to various changes in personal resources and 

work-related demands, and engage more often in autonomous goal setting, goal adaptation to 

external circumstances, and goal pursuit (Freund & Baltes, 2002). The positive relationship 

between the use of SOC strategies and focus on opportunities provides first empirical support for 

our proposition that focus on opportunities is an important criterion of successful aging at work. 

Second, we found that the use of SOC strategies was positively related to focus on 

opportunities in low-complexity jobs and unrelated to focus on opportunities in high-complexity 

jobs (see Figure 3). This finding is consistent with propositions of SOC researchers (Wiese et al., 

2000, 2002; Young et al., 2007) who suggest that the use of SOC strategies is particularly 

effective when external resources provided by the work environment are low. We argue that the 

use of SOC strategies is positively related to focus on opportunities in low-complexity jobs 

because these jobs do not readily provide employees with many compensation and support 

possibilities for changes in personal resources and work-related demands as well as many 

possibilities related to goal setting, adaptation, and pursuit. Thus, the more employees in low-

complexity jobs make active use of SOC strategies, the stronger is their focus on opportunities. 
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In contrast, the use of SOC strategies may be less effective in high-complexity jobs because 

these jobs provide employees with the prerequisites for a strong focus on opportunities in the 

first place (e.g., they readily provide employees with possibilities to learn new things and to 

share knowledge and skills). 

Finally, we found that older employees in low-complexity jobs with low use of SOC 

strategies were less successful in terms of maintaining a focus on opportunities than older 

employees in low-complexity jobs with high use of SOC strategies, and than older employees in 

high-complexity jobs with either high or low use of SOC strategies. Figure 4 shows that the 

relationship between age and focus on opportunities was disproportionately negative when both 

external resources provided by the work environment (i.e., job complexity) and employees’ use 

of SOC strategies (which is assumed to optimize the investment of personal resources) were low 

(Figure 4, left panel, solid line). In contrast, the negative relationship between age and focus on 

opportunities was weaker for employees in low-complexity jobs with high use of SOC strategies 

(Figure 4, left panel, dotted line), and for employees in high-complexity jobs with either high or 

low use of SOC strategies (Figure 4, right panel, solid and dotted lines). 

We suggest that the use of SOC strategies is particularly effective among older 

employees in low-complexity jobs because the use of SOC strategies helps to counteract the 

detrimental effects of higher age as well as of low job complexity on focus on opportunities. 

Active use of SOC strategies leads to successful adaptation to age-related changes in personal 

resources and to work demands that become increasingly difficult at higher ages. Successful 

adaptation should be particularly important in low-complexity jobs, which provide fewer 

compensation and support possibilities for older employees than high-complexity jobs. In 

addition, the use of SOC strategies facilitates goal setting, adaptation, and pursuit among 
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employees. This effect of the use of SOC strategies should be especially important for older 

employees in low-complexity jobs who generally perceive the lowest amount of work-related 

future goals, options, and possibilities (Zacher & Frese, 2009). In contrast, the use of SOC 

strategies may be less effective in high-complexity jobs in terms of maintaining a focus on 

opportunities because these jobs readily provide older employees with many compensation and 

support possibilities as well as many work-related goals and options in the future (e.g., to transfer 

their experiential knowledge). 

Limitations and Future Research 

This study has a number of limitations that need to be discussed. First, cross-sectional 

designs do neither allow for definite conclusions about intraindividual change processes over 

time (i.e., aging) nor do they allow for conclusions about pure cohort/generation effects. 

Whereas part of the age-related differences found in our study may be due to the actual physical 

aging process of employees, another part of our results may be due to more social, generational 

differences between birth cohorts (Smola & Sutton, 2002). In addition, there may have been 

selection effects such that employees with poor health or a weak focus on opportunities retired 

early (i.e., the "healthy worker effect," Frese & Semmer, 1986). Our study design does not allow 

us to disentangle these underlying causes of the age differences found in our sample. Thus, 

future research needs to employ longitudinal and cohort-sequential designs to avoid problems 

associated with the interpretability of cross-sectional findings on age in the work context (P. B. 

Baltes & Nesselroade, 1979; Hofer & Sliwinski, 2006).  

The cross-sectional design also does not allow causal interpretations of the mechanisms 

between job complexity and the use of SOC strategies on the one hand and focus on 

opportunities on the other hand. Even though we tested whether job complexity and the use of 
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SOC strategies would positively predict focus on opportunities, the effects might also be valid in 

the other direction. However, our findings are consistent with the theoretical perspective of 

occupational socialization (Frese, 1982), according to which work characteristics have important 

effects on employees’ attitudes, beliefs, and personality. They are also consistent with the 

proposition of SOC theory that the use of SOC strategies positively influences employee 

outcomes (Abele & Wiese, 2008; Wiese et al., 2000, 2002; Young et al., 2007). With regard to 

our two- and three-way interaction effects, it is also very unlikely that focus on opportunities 

could predict the exact combinations of age, job complexity, and the use of SOC strategies that 

were found in this study. 

A second limitation of this study is that our data came solely from self-report 

questionnaires. It might be argued that common method bias has led to inflated correlations 

among the study variables, leading to problems with the interpretability of our findings. 

However, the zero-order correlations between job complexity, the use of SOC strategies, and 

focus on opportunities were generally rather small. In addition, we controlled for positive affect 

as recommended by Podsakoff et al. (2003) as a potential remedy for the problem of common 

method bias. Common method bias also does not create artifactual interaction effects (Evans, 

1985; Schriesheim & DeNisi, 1981). The objectivity of employees’ ratings of their job 

complexity and their use of SOC strategies might nevertheless be questioned. Even though 

research has shown that there is a high agreement between the self-report measure of job 

complexity used in this study and ratings of external observers (Semmer, 1982), it is necessary to 

replicate the present findings using a combination of self-report and more objective measures 

(Semmer, Grebner, & Elfering, 2004). In addition, situational interviews or behavioral measures 

of SOC may be more valid than self-report measures (Li, Lindenberger, Freund, & Baltes, 2001).  
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Third, we conceptualized and measured job complexity consistent with Morgeson and 

Humphrey’s (2006) broad definition in terms of the difficulty of the work tasks and the cognitive 

demands the work places on employees. Thus, it is very likely that our job complexity measure 

generalizes to other samples as well as other job complexity measures used in the literature. 

However, similar to other measures of job complexity, our measure of job complexity does not 

distinguish between jobs that place high demands on fluid intelligence (i.e., fast information 

processing demands which become more difficult for older employees) and jobs that place high 

demands on crystallized intelligence (i.e., accumulated knowledge and skills which are an 

advantage of older employees). In practice, highly complex jobs involve a combination of high 

demands on both fluid and crystallized intelligence (Kanfer & Ackerman, 2004). As fluid and 

crystallized intelligence are related to age, future research should distinguish between jobs’ 

information processing demands and demands for accumulated knowledge and skills.  

Fourth, the present study investigated overall use of SOC strategies and not the use of the 

specific SOC components (i.e., selection, optimization, and compensation). Our analytic 

approach is consistent with several other studies in work and organizational psychology (e.g., B. 

B. Baltes & Heydens-Gahir, 2003; Young et al., 2007) as well as the original conceptualization 

of SOC as a synchronized ensemble of strategies (P. B. Baltes & Baltes, 1990; Marsiske et al., 

1995). However, SOC researchers have recently also suggested that the components may show 

differential relationships with outcomes depending on person- and context-related characteristics 

(Freund & Baltes, 2002; Jopp & Smith, 2006). Investigating the direct and moderating effects of 

each SOC component separately was not appropriate in this study as the short SOC scale 

measures each component only with three items, and previous studies have reported very low 

internal consistency estimates when using these measures (cf. Bajor & Baltes, 2003; Wiese et al., 
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2002). In addition, our goal in this study was not to investigate differential relationships of each 

of the SOC components, but to examine the general effectiveness of the use of SOC strategies 

among older employees in low-complexity jobs. However, we acknowledge that using the 

overall measure may limit the practical implications of this study, as it would be interesting to 

know whether the relationships found are consistent for each SOC component. Thus, future 

research may want to use the 48-item SOC scale (Freund & Baltes, 2002) to investigate whether 

younger and older employees differ in their use of certain strategies, and whether some strategies 

are more effective for one of these age groups under different job conditions. 

Fifth, the characteristics of our study’s sample may render it difficult to generalize the 

present findings to the general working population. Our sample consisted of only 133 employees 

and all data came from only one company. In addition, most of the participants (86%) in the 

sample were male, none of the participants had a college or university degree, and only one third 

of the sample was older than 46 years. However, despite these potential limitations of the current 

sample, at least a partial set of the hypotheses have also been found to be valid in Zacher and 

Frese’s (2009) study which was based on a diverse sample of working age adults from different 

organizations and occupations. 

Finally, it might be questioned whether employees in low-complexity jobs have the 

possibility at all to make use of SOC strategies. As low-complexity jobs provide employees with 

only limited decision necessities, employees may not be able to develop and use SOC strategies. 

We believe that there are a number of reasons that render this objection unproblematic. 

Specifically, the zero-order correlation between job complexity and the use of SOC strategies 

was rather small (r = .20), indicating that employees in high-complexity jobs used SOC 

strategies only to some extent more often than employees in low-complexity jobs. Further, we 
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believe that all jobs in our sample – from operating a machine to clerical work – provided at least 

a small degree of complexity that allows employees to adapt their work behavior to changes in 

personal resources and work-related demands and to enhance their personal functioning. Similar 

to research suggesting that virtually every work situation provides some degree of freedom to 

improve it (cf. Frese, 1982), we suggest that even low-complexity jobs allow employees to adapt 

their work behavior. It is also important to note that we did not propose that employees in low-

complexity jobs with high use of SOC strategies generally have a stronger focus on opportunities 

than employees in high-complexity jobs. Instead, we argued that the use of SOC strategies 

enables older employees in low-complexity jobs to maintain a relatively high focus on 

opportunities compared to older employees in low-complexity jobs with low use of SOC 

strategies. Finally, we did not argue that employees in low-complexity jobs are able to directly 

change their work tasks and conditions through the use of SOC strategies, but that they are better 

able to adapt their own work behaviors to changes in personal resources and work demands. 

Implications for Theory and Practice 

With this study, we aimed to advance research on the role of age in the work context by 

presenting the first study that simultaneously examines the buffering effects of resources 

provided by the work environment and employees’ use of successful aging strategies on the 

negative effects of age on a criterion of successful aging at work. The results of this study may 

contribute to further theory development in at least two important ways. First, the concept of 

focus on opportunities should be included in future conceptualizations of criteria of successful 

aging at work (Hansson et al., 1997; Robson et al., 2006), because it is an age-sensitive 

(compared to an age-neutral) variable that is positively related to job complexity and the use of 

SOC strategies. Successful aging at work involves how well individuals achieve a positive 
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balance between their age-related resources and preferences and the possibilities and constraints 

provided by their work environment (Robson et al., 2006). We suggest that a strong focus on 

opportunities among older employees indicates that they have achieved such a positive balance 

as they still perceive opportunities for growth, progress, and advancement in their remaining 

time at work. In addition, based on Schneider’s (2001) work on optimism and reality, we propose 

that focus on opportunities does not represent a stable optimistic bias (i.e., a form of self-

deception that is deliberately disregarding reality) but a flexible form of realistic optimism, that 

is, a tendency to maintain a positive outlook within the constraints of perceived reality. 

Schneider (2001) suggested that “… the hopes and aspirations associated with realistic optimism 

are coupled with a focus on possible opportunities to increase the likelihood of desirable and 

personally meaningful outcomes contingent on situational constraints” (Schneider, 2001, p. 253, 

italics added). Thus, in contrast to unrealistic optimism which likely leads to negative outcomes 

(Hmieleski & Baron, 2009), focus on opportunities can be assumed to be associated with positive 

outcomes (Foo et al., 2009). However, future research might challenge our proposition and 

examine potential pitfalls of an unrealistically high focus on opportunities among older 

employees, who realistically may not have many opportunities. For example, such studies could 

test whether a low focus on opportunities among older employees is actually more adaptive. 

Second, this study contributes to the growing research literature on SOC (Riediger et al., 

2006) by investigating the interplay between age, an external resource provided by the work 

context (i.e., job complexity), and the use of SOC strategies for the first time. Even though a 

number of studies have provided evidence for positive effects of using SOC strategies in the 

work context (Abraham & Hansson, 1995; Bajor & Baltes, 2003; B. B. Baltes & Heydens-Gahir, 

2003; Wiese et al., 2000, 2002), they did not investigate how context characteristics interact with 
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age and the use of SOC strategies. Considering that SOC are successful aging strategies, it is 

important that future developments of SOC theory in the work context make more complex 

predictions about how the interplay of age, environmental resources, and the use of SOC 

strategies may influence work-related outcomes. For example, a recent study by Young et al. 

(2007) investigated interactions between the use of SOC strategies and age on work stressors, but 

not the three-way interaction between the use of SOC strategies, age, and work-related resources. 

In terms of environmental resources, Farr, Tesluk, and Klein (1998) suggested a useful taxonomy 

of context influences on older employees including cultural norms and practices (e.g., retirement 

regulations), organizational practices (e.g., training for older employees), as well as work 

characteristics (e.g., job complexity). Future theories of successful aging at work could predict 

how these environmental resources interact with age and the use of SOC strategies. 

Our findings may have a number of practical implications for employees and 

organizations facing an increasingly aging workforce. First, the use of SOC strategies seems to 

be particularly effective for older employees in low-complexity jobs because it enables them to 

maintain a relatively strong focus on opportunities. Employees in low-complexity jobs should 

therefore become acquainted with the SOC model of successful aging and start practicing SOC 

strategies already at younger ages. The use of SOC strategies may not only help to maintain a 

focus on opportunities, but has also been shown to lead to several other important work 

outcomes such as work performance, reduction of job and family stressors, as well as work-

family-conflict (Bajor & Baltes, 2003; B. B. Baltes & Heydens-Gahir, 2003).  

Organizational practitioners who want to support older employees in terms of 

maintaining a focus on opportunities have two different options. First, they could redesign jobs 

in ways that increase job complexity, for instance, by providing employees with more substantial 
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and challenging decision necessities at their work, and enabling them to use, share, and develop 

their knowledge, skills, and abilities. These changes in work design should provide employees 

with important external resources that signal them that they can also expect to have work-related 

opportunities in the future. In addition, job complexity may increase and maintain focus on 

opportunities through its positive effects on employees’ cognitive and emotional functioning 

(Frese, 1982).  

Second, in the case of low-complexity jobs that cannot be changed easily, practitioners 

could set up trainings on “successful development” for employees of all ages. In these trainings, 

employees could learn about the theoretical background and practical use of SOC strategies. In 

the theoretical part, trainers could explain the content of SOC strategies and emphasize their 

importance in terms of successful development and work-related outcomes. Examples of how 

trainers might explain SOC strategies to employees can be found in the SOC literature (e.g., see 

the well-known example of the pianist Rubinstein in P. B. Baltes, 1997). The practical part of 

such training could emphasize how employees could select and prioritize work-related goals in 

their everyday work (e.g., by making lists), how they could optimize goal pursuit (e.g., by 

investing more effort into important goals), and how they could compensate for (age-related) 

losses in important resources (e.g., asking others for help). In addition, it is important that 

organizational practitioners cooperate with scientists to assess the effectiveness of such 

“successful development” trainings. For example, they could implement randomized control 

group designs in which a SOC strategies training group is compared to a control group which 

participates in a different training (e.g., a training on social competence). The effectiveness of 

“successful development” trainings could later be assessed using criteria such as work 

performance, job and career satisfaction, and focus on opportunities. So far, no empirical 
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evidence on the practicability and effectiveness of SOC trainings exists (Riediger et al., 2006). 

Nevertheless, the present study suggests that such trainings may be a useful way to enable older 

employees in low-complexity jobs to maintain a focus on opportunities at work.  
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Appendix 

 

Focus on Opportunities Items (Adapted from Carstensen & Lang, 1996; Answer format: 5-point 

scale from 1 = does not apply at all to 5 = applies completely) 

1. Many opportunities await me in my occupational future. 

2. I expect that I will set many new goals in my occupational future. 

3. My occupational future is filled with possibilities. 

4. I could do anything I want in my occupational future. 

 

Job Complexity Items (Adapted from Semmer, 1982; Answer format: 5-point scale from 1 = 

very little to 5 = very much) 

1. Do you receive tasks that are extraordinary and particularly difficult? 

2. Do you often have to make very complicated decisions in your work? 

3. Can you use all your knowledge and skills in your work? 

4. Can you learn new things in your work? 

 

Use of SOC Strategies Items (Adapted from Baltes, Baltes, Freund, & Lang, 1999; Answer 

format: 5-point scale from 1 = does not apply at all to 5 = applies completely; ES = elective 

selection, LS = loss-based selection, O = optimization, C = compensation) 

1. At work, I concentrate all my energy on few things. (ES) 

2. At work, I always focus on the one most important goal at a given time. (ES) 

3. At work, I commit myself to one or two important goals. (ES) 



Focus on Opportunities     49 

4. When things at work don’t go as well as they have in the past, I choose one or two important 

goals. (LS) 

5. When I can’t do something important at work the way I did before, I look for a new goal. 

(LS) 

6. When I can’t do something at work as well as I used to, I think about my priorities and what 

exactly is important to me. (LS) 

7. At work, I keep working on what I have planned until I succeed. (O) 

8. At work, I make every effort to achieve a given goal. (O) 

9. If something matters to me at work, I devote myself fully and completely to it. (O) 

10. When things at work don’t go as well as they used to, I keep trying other ways until I can 

achieve the same result I used to. (C) 

11. When something at work isn’t working as well as it used to, I ask others for advice or help. 

(C) 

12. When it becomes harder for me to get the same results at work, I keep trying harder until I 

can do it as well as before. (C) 
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Table 1 

Means (M), Standard Deviations (SD), and Intercorrelations of Variables 

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 

1. Focus on opportunities 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 .11 -.10 (.76)  

8. Use of SOC strategies 3.21 .48 .09 .14 .01 -.23** .25** -.11 .20* (.77) 

Note. Listwise N = 133. For gender, 0 = male and 1 = female. SOC = selection, optimization, and compensation. Reliability estimates (α) 

are shown in parentheses on the diagonal.   

* p < .05. ** p < .01.  
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Table 2 

Results of Hierarchical Moderated Regression Analysis Predicting Focus on Opportunities 

 Dependent Variable: Focus on Opportunities 
Step / Predictor variable B SE    β B SE    β B SE    β B SE    β 

Step 1: Control Variables             
  Gender -.33 .23 -.12 -.08 .18 -.03 -.17 .17 -.06 -.23 .17 -.09 
  Education .11 .10 .09 .09 .07 .07 .13 .07 .11† .16 .07 .13* 
  Positive affect .09 .15 .05 .18 .11 .10† .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 .13† .12 .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 Interaction             
  Age * Job complexity *  
  Use of SOC strategies 

         -.04 .01 -.18* 

             
∆R²  .49** .05** .02* 
R² .08* .57** .62** .64** 

Note. Listwise N = 133. For gender, 0 = male, 1 = female. SOC = selection, optimization, and compensation. All predictor variables were 

mean-centered. 

† < .10. * p < .05. ** p < .01. 



Focus on Opportunities     52 

Figure 1 

The Proposed Model and Hypotheses 
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Figure 2 

Moderation of the Relationship between Age and Focus on Opportunities by Job Complexity 
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Figure 3 

Moderation of the Relationship between Use of SOC Strategies and Focus on Opportunities by 

Job Complexity 
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Figure 4 

Moderation of the Relationship between Age and Focus on Opportunities by Use of SOC Strategies for Employees with Low Job 

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