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Still feeling employable with growing age? 

Exploring the moderating effects of developmental HR practices and country-level 

unemployment rates in the age – employability relationship 

 

 

Abstract 

A compelling issue for organizations and societies at large is to ensure employability of the 

workforce across workers’ entire work-life span. Using the frameworks of age norms, 

stereotyping and age meta-stereotypes, we investigate whether (a) age is negatively related to 

perceived external employability; and (b) the age-employability link is moderated by HR 

developmental practices (HRDPs) and unemployment rate. Using data collected in a large-

scale survey from over 9000 individuals in 30 institutionally diverse countries encompassing 

all of the GLOBE culture clusters, we found that the negative relationship between age and 

perceived external employability was significant across all countries. In addition, at the 

individual level, we found that HRDPs acted as a buffer for this negative relationship, such that 

the effect was less pronounced for individuals who have experienced more HRDPs during their 

working life. However, at the country level, the hypothesized moderating effect of 

unemployment rate was not observed. Limitations, future research directions, as well as 

practical implications of the study are discussed.   

 

Keywords: Perceived external employability; Age; Developmental HR practices; 

Unemployment rate; Cross-country study  
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Introduction 

Employability is a salient factor for many workers (Berntson, Sverke, & Marklund, 2006) and 

is regarded as critical for securing one’s position in the labor market (De Cuyper, Bernhard‐

Oettel, Berntson, De Witte, & Alarco, 2008). Scholars have long aimed to understand 

employability in the later stages of one’s life and career (Froehlich, Beausaert, & Segers, 2015; 

Le Blanc, Van der Heijden, & Van Vuuren, 2017; Van Selm & Van der Heijden, 2013) and 

related age-based discrimination in the labor market (North, 2019). Empirical evidence 

suggests that employability decreases as people age (e.g., Böttcher, Albrecht, Venz, & Felfe, 

2018), although extant studies have rarely been designed to explore this relationship directly. 

Understanding this relationship is important as managing the aging workforce is a major 

challenge for many societies. Employees are expected to work longer and thus preserve their 

employability throughout their career, as a way to alleviate anticipated human resource 

shortages in the face of aging populations worldwide (Ebbinghaus, 2006; UN, 2019).   

Employability has been defined differently across multiple disciplines (Fugate, Kinicki, 

& Ashforth, 2004; Guilbert, Bernaud, Gouvernet & Rossier, 2016). In this paper we focus on 

the opportunity to continue working, which previous studies have identified as a core 

aspect of employability (Le Blanc et al., 2017). Employability so defined includes both 

internal (i.e., within the current organization) and external (i.e., across organizations) 

employability. Although some combine the two facets of employability in a single 

construct (e.g., Le Blanc et al., 2017; Van Dam, Van Vuuren, & Kemps, 2017; Wittekind, 

Raeder, & Grote, 2010), we focus on external employability alone because older workers often 

encounter difficulties finding a new job in the external labor market, facing different forms of 

discrimination to employment or re-employment (Fisher, Truxillo, Finkelstein, & Wallace, 

2017; Wanberg, Kanfer, Hamann, & Zhang, 2016; Zaniboni, Kmicinska, Truxillo, Kahn, 

Paladino, & Fraccaroli, 2019). External employability, rather than internal employability, 
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is particularly problematic for older workers as recruiters and interviewers have 

insufficient information on the applicant and thus tend to rely on heuristics including 

stereotypical beliefs about age, especially when individuating information (e.g., past 

performance records) is lacking or not incorporated to adjust first impressions (Derous, 

Buijsrogge, Roulin, & Duyck, 2016).  

Hence, in this paper we examine the relationship between age and perceived external 

employability. Past research has offered initial evidence of a negative relationship between age 

and perceived employability (Böttcher et al., 2018; Hennekam, 2015; Tisch, 2015) but scholars 

have also pointed out that examining the direct relationship alone is too simplistic and 

“provides little guidance on how older workers might remain employable” (Froehlich et 

al., 2015, p. 2088). Notably, studies tend to overlook how context might influence the focal 

relationship. First, employability research has been criticized for being overly focused on 

the individual (Forrier, DeCuyper, & Akkermans, 2018). Such a perspective assumes that 

employability is exclusively an individual asset that can be accrued via individual efforts 

regardless of the context. However, contextual elements such as employer’s activities (e.g., 

training efforts) are likely to impact on employees’ perceived employability (Nelissen, 

Forrier, & Verbruggen, 2017). Second, the role of the macro level context has also largely 

been ignored despite plentiful evidence that labour markets around the world differ in 

meaningful ways (e.g., OECD, 2019b).   

Therefore, the core objective of our study is to investigate the role of the proximal 

(i.e., work-related) and distal (i.e., societal) context in the relationship between age and 

perceived external employability. Specifically, we examine the work-related factor of 

Human Resource Developmental Practices (HRDPs) as a moderator, motivated by the major 

role that organizations play in supporting individuals’ employability (Cavanaugh & Noe, 

1999). In studying these practices, we respond to multiple calls for understanding the role of 
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human resource management in sustainable careers (De Prins, De Vos, Van Beirendonck, & 

Segers, 2015; Van der Heijde & Van Der Heijden, 2006). We also examine the role of macro-

level unemployment rate, a key characteristic of labor markets. By considering these boundary 

conditions, we account for the inherently contextual nature of employability and the extent to 

which organizational practices and the labor market are influential for one’s employability 

perceptions (Berntson et al., 2006).  

Our paper therefore makes two critical contributions. First, we consider the role 

of organizational initiatives in shaping how individuals construe their perceptions of 

external employability (Forrier & Sels, 2003). In doing so, our study goes beyond the 

dominant individual perspective on employability, which has nevertheless been criticized 

more than once (Clarke, 2018; Forrier et al., 2018; McQuaid & Lindsay, 2005). Second, 

we examine whether the proposed negative relationship between age and perceived 

external employability is universal across country contexts. We leverage a large cross-

country dataset, thus moving employability research away from single-country or few-

country studies (Froehlich, Beausaert, & Segers, 2016) toward international comparisons 

and contribute to the scarce body of multi-level research that simultaneously considers 

contextual factors at different levels when studying employability.  

Perceived External Employability and Age 

A common definition of employability in the management field, and one on which we 

rest our conceptualization and operationalization, is “an individual’s chance of a job on the 

internal and/or external labor market” (Forrier & Sels, 2003, p. 106). Employability so defined 

can be assessed at the micro-, meso- and macro-level (Vanhercke, DeCuyper, Peeters, & 

DeWitte, 2014). Employability was originally conceived at the macro-level of 

economies/societies with a focus on societal employability interventions for disadvantaged 

groups in the post-war era. A shift to the meso-level from the organizational perspective 
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occurred in the 1980s. Most recently, employability has been approached at the micro-

level by the psychological literature (McQuaid & Linsay, 2005). This approach focused 

on individuals, mostly looking at their competencies (Van der Heijde & Van Der Heijden, 

2006) or traits (Fugate et al., 2004), or subjective perceptions. Since subjective 

perceptions have been found to shape individuals’ actions more so than any objective 

reality (Roskies & Louis-Guerin, 1990), we too focus here on perceived external 

employability, which we define as one’s perceptions of general possibilities of employment 

(De Cuyper & De Witte, 2011; Vanhercke et al., 2014). Asking for individuals’ perceptions 

of their own external employability is reflective of how they perceive their fit with existing 

employment opportunities (Forrier, Verbruggen, & De Cuyper, 2015).  

Scholars have suggested that factors such as “discrimination of certain groups in the 

labour market” (Thijssen, 2000, cited in Forrier & Sels, 2003, p. 109) shape perceived 

employability. One such group is older employees (e.g. Ahmed, Andersson, & Hammarstedt, 

2012; AHRC, 2015; Riach & Rich, 2006, 2007a, 2007b). In later career stages individuals are 

faced with age stereotypes and discrimination, which employees may internalize into their 

appraisal of employment opportunities – thus leaving them to perceive lower external 

employability. The mechanism behind this is twofold.  

First, organizations are steeped in implicit age norms, namely shared beliefs about the 

appropriate age to hold specific positions (Lawrence, 1988). Studies have shown that negative 

age norms endorsed by key organizational decision makers have powerful effects on older 

workers’ recruitment (Oude Mulders, Henkens, & Schippers, 2017) and retention (Karpinska, 

Henkens, & Schippers, 2013), such that older workers are provided with fewer 

opportunities. Hence, employees in later career stages may perceive themselves as less 

employable due to a pervasive ageist bias in organizations (Martin, Dymock, Billett, & 

Johnson, 2014; Meisner, 2012). Academic and policy research provides strong evidence of 
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ageism in the hiring process across different countries (France: Riach & Rich, 2006; Spain: 

Riach & Rich, 2007a; Sweden: Ahmed, Andersson, & Hammarstedt, 2012; United Kingdom: 

Riach & Rich, 2007b; United States: Bendick et al., 1996, 1999) and also of age discrimination 

in employment (AHRC, 2015). 

Second, in line with the literature on meta-stereotypes, we argue that it is not only the 

norms held by others that shape the workers’ employability perceptions, but the workers 

themselves come to share similar beliefs about the right time to successfully undertake career 

transitions and, more broadly speaking, present themselves on the labor market (Leonard, 

Fuller, & Unwin, 2018). Meta-stereotypes are the beliefs that individuals have concerning the 

way they (and their group) are perceived by others (Finkelstein et al., 2015).  

Empirical research on meta-stereotypes in the workplace is still at a nascent stage, but 

available evidence points to older workers having more negative meta-stereotypes than middle 

age and younger workers (Finkelstein, Ryan, & King, 2013), and reporting more negative 

consequences as a result of these perceptions (Von Hippel, Kalokerinos, & Henry, 2013). We 

argue that older workers are conscious of meta-stereotypes about their group, as they 

experience directly and vicariously the workplace and the labor market. Consequently, older 

workers may have lower employability beliefs and likely anticipate employers’ negative 

judgments about the relative value of their human capital as well as their frequently higher 

costs in comparison to younger counterparts (Van Selm & Van der Heijden, 2013).  

The combination of these influences leads us to formulate the following hypothesis: 

Hypothesis 1: Age will be negatively related to individual perceptions of external 

employability.  

The Moderating Role of Human Resource Developmental Practices (HRDPs) 

Drawing on the extant literature on meta-stereotypes, we argue that meta-

stereotypes will not necessarily be “activated” or lead to negative effects (Finkelstein et 
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al., 2015). For example, research has suggested that individual characteristics such as 

self-efficacy or self-confidence can buffer the individual against negative meta-

stereotypes such as age stereotypes (McAvay, Seeman, & Rodin, 1996). Scholars have also 

suggested that interventions, such as training, can encourage an individual to view a 

meta-stereotype as a challenge rather than a threat; thus, that they may not perceive 

negative effects stemming from it (Chasteen, Kang, & Remedios, 2012; Finkelstein et al., 

2015).  

With this in mind, we consider HRDPs, a set of practices and activities carried out by 

organizations, which are critical to the development of employees (Jiang, Lepak, Hu, & Baer, 

2012), as a potential moderator of the relationship between age and employability. HRDPs are 

important to consider given that employability, “as an individual-level but organizationally 

relevant employee outcome” (Solberg & Dysvik, 2016, p. 911; see also DeCuyper, Van der 

Heijden, & De Witte, 2011; Van den Broeck et al., 2014), can be nurtured by organizational 

investments into employees’ career development (Hall & Mirvis, 1995). HRDPs include 

performance appraisals, peer/subordinate appraisals, assessment centers, career counseling and 

mentoring/networking. 

Previous research has investigated the direct effect of HRDPs on perceived internal and 

external employability (Nelissen et al., 2017; Veld, Semeijn, & Van Vuuren, 2015) but findings 

have been mixed. In some instances, the developmental opportunities intrinsic in one’s job 

were associated with greater perceived employability for older workers (Van der Heijden, Van 

Vuuren, Kooij, & De Lange, 2015); in others, the reverse occurred, with younger workers 

deriving greater perceived employability from the learning value of one’s job (Van der Heijden, 

Gorgievski, & De Lange, 2016).  

One explanation for such inconsistencies is that past studies considered only training 

or learning on the job as a developmental practice, rather than the whole set of HRDPs, that 
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are designed to improve individuals’ understanding of their organizational contribution, work 

and career possibilities. We maintain that these practices are likely to function as a bundle 

(MacDuffie, 1995), in that they provide complementary information about career 

opportunities not only within the organization but also elsewhere (Baruch, 1999) and 

nurture individual characteristics that operate in concert for individual employability 

(e.g., career self-efficacy expectations, Betz, 2004, and increased self-esteem, Waters, 

Briscoe, Hall, & Wang, 2014).  

More specifically, HRDPs such as mentoring and coaching are likely to enable 

individuals to be more accurate in self-assessment and more engaged in self-reflection, which 

are necessary for formulating realistic beliefs of employability (Fugate et al., 2004). Personal 

feedback and support activities also lead to increased self-esteem, which is positively linked to 

stronger job search activity (Waters et al., 2014). Experiencing developmental practices such 

as counseling and assessment during one’s career equips workers with knowledge and 

strategies for how to adapt to and influence changing work environments, thus reducing the 

likelihood that workers, when older, fall short on career adaptability (Karaevli & Hall, 2006; 

Zacher & Griffin, 2015). 

In particular, we propose that HRDPs that provide individuals with a variety of different 

experiences useful to constructing their perceived employability may attenuate the negative 

relationship between age and perceived external employability. HRDPs do not only promote 

individuals’ life-long learning, but also provide them with valuable feedback on their 

knowledge, skills and abilities contributing to their self-awareness and self-efficacy (Maddux, 

2016). Rather than constructing perceptions of external employability under the undue 

influence of meta-stereotypes that they have developed in relation to local age norms, 

individuals are enabled to develop a more accurate view of themselves. Building on this idea, 

we argue that HRDPs experienced over the course of individuals’ careers can help older 
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employees deal constructively with stereotypes and discrimination pertaining to their age. 

Consequently, an older person who has experienced more HRDPs, may construct a more 

positive employability perception (i.e., assessment of oneself vis-à-vis the anticipated 

requirements), despite dealing with age stereotypes and holding some meta-stereotypes (Hall 

& Mirvis, 1995; Harrington & Hall, 2007). Experiencing a variety of different developmental 

practices, with career development assistance from different actors, might represent a richer 

resource base for the older individuals, especially when the information contains a variety of 

career coaching ideas. Based upon this argument, our second hypothesis is therefore:  

Hypothesis 2: The variety of HRDPs experienced by individuals over the course of their 

careers will moderate the negative relationship between age and perceived external 

employability, such that the relationship is weaker for high levels of HRDPs compared to low 

levels of HRDPs. 

The Moderating Role of Country-Level Unemployment Rate 

We also argue that, apart from HRDPs, socio-economic factors play an important role 

in how people assess their own external employability. Unemployment rate is the metric that 

is most often used to communicate succinctly what the labor market conditions in a country 

are (Casey & Owen, 2013), with high unemployment rate collectively seen as indicative of a 

detrimental context (e.g., Dahling, Melloy, & Thompson, 2013; Liu et al., 2016). We argue 

therefore that high unemployment is likely to affect an individual’s perceptions of their 

labor market mobility potential. A number of empirical studies show that the disclosure of 

unemployment rates influences people’s work-related perceptions. For example, increased 

unemployment rates negatively affect media consumers’ confidence in the future (Casey & 

Owen, 2013; Hollanders & Vliegenthart, 2011); also, job-related twitter activity decreases 

when official unemployment rates are released (Liu et al., 2016).  

A high national level of unemployment is likely to give rise to vicarious negative 
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experiences of ageing employees – that is, they will be more likely to observe others that they 

perceive as similar to them (i.e., ageing) struggle with securing a job or getting better work 

opportunities (e.g., Chan & Stevens, 2001; Neumark & Button 2014; Wanberg et al., 2016). In 

turn, such vicarious experiences are used to extrapolate one’s own chances (for getting another 

job) on the labor market (Maurer, 2001). If older workers perceive only few opportunities 

for their group in the external labor market and assume age-related bias in employment 

(Lyons, Wessel, Chiew Tai, & Ryan, 2014), this is likely to affect their external 

employability perceptions. Furthermore, in high unemployment contexts, negative meta-

stereotypes may be strengthened as there will be many competitors in the labor market, 

further complicating the prospects of finding a new job. In contrast, a low unemployment 

rate can be indicative of an environment that is supportive and creating a favorable context in 

terms of employment opportunities that can attenuate the negative relationship between age 

and perceived external employability. 

Summing up, we argue here that the impact of age on perceived external employability 

will be stronger when the macro-level context is perceived as disadvantageous. People will 

generally perceive themselves as less employable when unemployment is high, and even more 

so when they are older and hold negative meta-stereotypes. 

Hypothesis 3: A country’s unemployment rate will moderate the negative relationship 

between age and an individual’s perceived external employability, such that the relationship 

is less pronounced when the unemployment rate is low compared to when the unemployment 

rate is high. 

Methods 

Sample and data collection 

This study is part of a large multi-country study on careers across national and cultural 
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contexts (Anonymous, 20151). The sample comprises of individuals from 30 countries 

(Argentina, Australia, Austria, Belgium, Brazil, Canada, China, Colombia, Finland, Germany, 

Greece, India, Ireland, Italy, Japan, Malawi, Mexico, Nigeria, Norway, Pakistan, Portugal, 

Russia, Serbia, Slovakia, Slovenia, South Korea, Switzerland, Turkey, United Kingdom, and 

the United States of America) from all GLOBE cultural clusters (House, Hanges, Javidan, 

Dorfman, & Gupta, 2004). The data were gathered by an extensive questionnaire which was 

created in English and then translated and back-translated to the local languages of all 

participating countries following a standardized procedure (Brislin, 1970).  

Survey participants had at least two years of post-educational work experience; each 

national sample targeted at least 400 respondents with approximately equal tripartite age 

distribution (i.e., under 30 years, 30-50 years and over 50 years), 50/50 gender distribution, 

and quadripartite occupational distribution (i.e., the sample included managers, professionals, 

clerical/service workers and skilled manual workers). For the purposes of the present study we 

used a subsample of managers and professionals (n = 9,119). This consisted of 41.3% managers 

and 58.7% professionals, with average 40.5 years of age, and 16.05 years of work experience. 

Our sample was gender balanced with 50.7% of study participants being female. Further, 7.5% 

of the participants had upper secondary education or below, 16.6% post-secondary or short-

cycle tertiary education, 34.6% tertiary education and 39.9% postgraduate education. The 

hierarchical level of our participants was on average in the middle of their organizational 

hierarchy (i.e., rank 5 on a 10-level rank scale). Data were collected between 2014 and autumn 

2016, using either online or paper–based surveys. 

Measures 

Individual Level 

                                                 
1The citation has been anonymized to preserve the blind-review process; the full citation has been provided to 

the editors of the journal. 
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Perceived External Employability is a dependent variable measured by a reflective scale 

based on work by Janssens et al. (2003) and Trevor (2001). It was measured by using three 

items on a 7-point scale ranging from ‘strongly disagree’ to ‘strongly agree’. Sample item is 

“It will be difficult for me to find new employment when leaving the organization (Reversed)” 

(α=0.77; CR=0.77).  

Age (chronological age) was measured as a continuous independent variable. We asked 

our respondents about their year of birth and calculated their age at the time of the survey.  

Human Resource Developmental Practices (HRDPs) was measured as an additive score 

of five practices particularly relevant for external employability (i.e., performance appraisal, 

career counselling, assessment centre, mentoring and/or networking, peer and/or subordinate 

appraisal) that an individual has been exposed to during her career (Baruch & Peiperl, 2000). 

Individuals were asked to respond whether had received each of the practices (yes/no). The 

more practices the respondent had been exposed to, the higher the score on this measure. 

Country Level 

Unemployment (rate), the level 2 moderating variable, was measured as the percentage 

of unemployed people in the labor force, where the latter consists of the unemployed plus those 

in paid employment. We used OECD’s measure (counting as unemployed all those who report 

being without work, but are available for work and have taken active steps to find work in the 

last four weeks) and 2015 data for this variable.  

Controls 

Based on previous literature on employability perceptions (De Cuyper et al., 2008; 

Wittekind et al., 2010), we used the following control variables at the individual level: Gender 

(1=male, 2=female), Educational level (from 1 to 7; 1 = primary education, 7 = doctorate), 

Managerial position (1 = yes, 0 = no), Hierarchical level (from 10 to 1; 1 = highest level (CEO 

or President), 10 = lowest hierarchical level).  
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Analytical Procedure 

We used Mplus 8 (Muthén & Muthén, 1998-2016) to estimate our models. Since our 

hypotheses included cross-level relationships we first assessed the level of variability of the 

dependent variable, i.e. perceived employability across the countries. The intra-class 

correlation for employability (ICC (1)) was .085 indicating that 8.5% of the employability 

variance can be attributed to country-level differences, thus suggesting that multilevel 

modelling was appropriate. We further assessed the measurement model for our reflective scale 

variable perceived employability. We used confirmatory factor analysis. The factorial model 

with the three item loadings being constrained as equal showed adequate fit (RMSEA=0.013; 

CFI=0.997; TLI=0.991; SRMR=0.02). 

We then proceeded with estimating empirical models relevant for testing our 

hypotheses. We started with the intercept only (null) model (Model 1). Then we estimated a 

model that included all individual-level control variables (Model 2). We continued estimating 

models where Age (Model 3), and Age, HRDPs and their interaction (Model 4) were 

consecutively added. Finally, we estimated the hypothesized cross-level interaction between 

age and unemployment by adopting a random intercept and slope model (Model 5). Grand 

mean centering was used in all except the null model for all continuous variables; moreover, 

in the model where cross-level interaction was estimated we controlled for country mean age. 

Results 

Descriptive statistics (means, standard deviations and bivariate correlations) for all 

individual level variables are available in Table 1. 

*** Insert Tables 1 and 2 about here *** 

The estimated null model, where only the country random effects were included (Table 

2, Model 1), yielded significant intercept and within and between country variances (intercept 

= 4.866, p < .001; σ within = 1.840, p < .001; σ between = .171, p < .001).  
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The results from the second step where the individual level control variables (i.e., 

gender, educational level, hierarchical level, managerial position) were included, are reported 

in Model 2. With the exception of having a managerial position (γ = .138, p < .01), none of the 

controls were significantly related to perceived employability. 

In Model 3, the hypothesized predictor age was significantly related to employability 

(γ = -.029, p < .001) indicating that perceived employability decreases with age. In particular, 

for every additional year of age, perceived employability decreases for .029 points (on a 5-

point scale). Thus, Hypothesis 1 was supported. The interaction effect of HRDPs on the 

relationship between age and employability was modelled in Model 4. To start with, HRDPs 

had a significantly positive effect on perceived employability (γ = .086, p < .001). Also, the 

interaction effect was positive and significant (γ = .003, p < .01), offering support for 

Hypothesis 2. As can be seen in Figure 1 the negative relationship between age and perceived 

employability is indeed less negative for individuals who have experienced more HRDPs 

throughout their working life (i.e., HRDPs buffer the negative effect of age on employability). 

Both simple slopes are significant (γ = -.026, p < .001, and γ = -.018, p < .001 respectively for 

low and high levels of HRDPs).   

*** Insert Figure 1 about here *** 

In Model 5 we examined cross-level interaction between age and unemployment. 

Although the main effect of unemployment on employability is negative (γ = -.039, p < .01)—

it generally diminishes the perceptions of employability—its cross-level effect with age was 

not significant (γ = .000, n.s.), thus we do not find support for Hypothesis 3.  

In a supplementary analysis we estimated a random slope random intercept model 

where we modeled a random slope for the moderating effect of HRDPs on the relationship 

between age and employability. We were interested in establishing if the random slope variance 

coefficient that depicts variability of the moderating effects across contexts is statistically 
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significant (i.e., if the slope of the focal relationship differs across countries). Results of the 

analysis show that the random coefficient is not significant (σ slope = .000; p = .695) offering 

evidence for claiming that the moderating effect of HRDPs on the relationship between age 

and perceived employability of individuals is stable and universal across country contexts.  

Discussion 

This research generated three important findings: (1) age was negatively related to 

perceived external employability; (2) this effect was moderated by HRDPs so that the negative 

age-employability relationship was less pronounced for individuals who had experienced more 

HRDPs; and (3) there was no moderating effect of country unemployment rate. These findings 

provide general support for our first two proposed hypotheses derived from research on age 

norms (Lawrence, 1988), stereotyping and meta-stereotypes (Finkelstein et al., 2015), thereby 

contributing significantly to both theory and practice, but do not support our hypothesized 

moderation effect of unemployment rate.  

Theoretical Implications  

First, by combining research on age norms and meta-stereotypes, this study elaborates 

on an important theoretical perspective on why, with increasing age, individuals might perceive 

themselves as less employable. Even when not confronted with overt discrimination, older 

workers likely perceive the existence of age norms in an organization (Lawrence, 1988; Lyons 

et al., 2014), which may shape how they socially construct and manage their careers, and how 

they feel that other social groups perceive them (i.e., meta-stereotypes; Finkelstein et al., 2015). 

By this virtue, older workers may perceive themselves as less employable than younger 

workers. 

Second, by testing the boundary conditions of the relationship between age and 

perceived external employability, our study overcomes a common limitation of previous 

studies, which did not consider the context in which individuals’ perceptions of external 
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employability are shaped (Forrier et al., 2018). We explore the buffering and worsening 

effects of two features of one’s context, namely a proximal work-related context, and a 

distal societal context. We find that HRDPs, experienced by employees throughout their 

careers, mitigates the negative effect of age on perceived external employability. We argue 

that HRDPs are likely to alter individuals’ meta-stereotypes: Older workers’ age meta-

stereotypes tend to overlap significantly with stereotypes that others hold about them 

(Vorauer, Main, & O’Connell, 1998), reflecting that older employees’ are often well 

aware of the stereotypes applied to them and able to accurately guess what others think 

of them (Finkelstein et al., 2013; North & Fiske, 2015). However, research also shows that 

age related stereotypes held by others tend to be less negative than older workers’ own 

meta-stereotypes. Thus, this negative bias may induce even more negative effects of age 

meta-stereotypes on older employees’ thoughts, feelings, and behaviors (Finkelstein et al., 

2013; Vorauer, Hunter, Main, & Roy, 2000) and ultimately on their perceived 

employability. Participation in organization-based HRDPs provides employees with 

enhanced understanding and awareness about their competencies, current performance, 

areas for improvement and career development opportunities (Bagdadli & Gianecchini, 

2019). Moreover, participating in HRDPs that allow contact with employees from 

different age groups allows older adults to broaden their network, and by doing so, they 

can also get more insight into the age stereotypes held by younger colleagues. Thus, one 

can expect that HRDPs help older individuals not only to increase their self-awareness 

and self-efficacy (Betz, 2004; Waters et al., 2014), but also construct more accurate meta-

stereotypes (cf. Finkelstein et al., 2015; Vauclair, Lima, Abrams, Swift, & Bratt, 2016). 

This can reduce the negative bias inherent in age meta-stereotypes and can have positive 

implications for employability perceptions (Weiss & Perry, 2019). Although this interaction 

effect is rather small, it is consistent with the observed median effect size of .002 reported in a 
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30-year review of moderation effects by Aguinis and colleagues (2005). As moderator effects 

are very difficult to detect in nonexperimental field studies (McClelland & Judd, 1993), such 

as the present study, even those explaining 1% of the total variance should be considered 

important (Evans, 1985). In the present study, the introduction of the moderator in the model 

reduced the unexplained variance by 2%.  

 With this finding we contribute to the literature on HRDPs, aging and employability 

in a number of ways. By considering an additive index of HRDPs, as compared to studying 

single practices, we account for HRDPs as a bundle (MacDuffie, 1995), which may help 

reconcile conflicting findings in the literature (Van der Heijden et al., 2015, 2016). While any 

single practice might be more or less beneficial for certain outcomes, a set of cumulative 

practices that creates positive synergies is more likely to have an impact on the relationship 

between age and perceived external employability.  

Moreover, we focus on the practices that are provided throughout one’s career rather 

than practices explicitly offered to older workers (cf. Fleischmann, Koster, & Schippers, 2015; 

Kooij, Jansen, Dikkers, & De Lange, 2014; Korff, Biemann, & Voelpel, 2017). While there 

have been studies that support the effectiveness of career-related initiatives for older workers 

(Van der Horst & Klehe, 2019), our findings illustrate the positive role of practices that 

support employees’ development irrespective of their age. It is important to observe that the 

positive interaction between HRDPs and age on perceived employability does not vary across 

countries. This ultimately attests to the universality of effects of investing in HRDPs and, thus, 

employees’ life-long learning for perceived external employability.  

Third, by focusing on national unemployment rate as a moderator of the relationship 

between age and perceived external employability, we add to the literature on the effects of 

institutional factors at the macro level on individual outcomes at the micro level (Forrier et al., 

2018) and address calls for more multi-level research. Our proposal that the presence of a 
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detrimental environment would accentuate the negative relationship between age and 

employability was not supported. This could be due to the fact that societal age-related 

stereotypes are less homogeneous than expected and thus have a lower effect; or that they 

have a different, i.e. less important, impact as compared to personal meta-stereotypes on 

individuals’ thoughts, feelings, and behaviors. Similarly, Vauclair et al. (2016) found 

distinctive influences of individual- and societal-level meta-perceptions on age 

discrimination, with societal meta-perceptions being unrelated to perceived age 

discrimination.  

The result that unemployment rate did not play a significant moderating role is also in 

line with the findings by Axelrad, Malul and Luski (2018), who analyzed the relative 

importance of age and business context related variables for employment chances of older 

workers using data from 34 OECD countries and Israel. They found that the difficulties faced 

by unemployed older workers when searching for a job were more a function of their age (i.e. 

higher salary expectations, higher labor costs and stereotypes about being less productive; see 

Henkens & Schippers, 2008) than the actual overall business environment (such as 

unemployment rates). Accordingly, our respondents might have internalized this as a social 

norm and may weight objective labor market conditions as less relevant in their subjective 

evaluation of their employability than perceived ageism. In addition, individuals may go 

beyond the national unemployment rate to concentrate on more specific employment data that 

are more relevant for them, such as industry or occupational unemployment figures. However, 

such nuance was very challenging to capture in a research project with data from many 

industries and occupations across 30 counties.2 

                                                 
2 Furthermore, on a more detailed point, negative news (e.g., high unemployment rate) is much more likely to be 

communicated in mass media than favorable news. As a consequence, when the national unemployment is very 

high, this negative information is a very salient issue and may have a much greater impact on individuals' 

perceptions (e.g., perceived external employability) than positive information (Soroka, 2006). However, in our 

sample we have few countries with very high unemployment rate (above 15% or even above 10%). The 
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Limitations and Future Research Directions 

Although by offering a large-scale cross-country investigation of the relationship of age 

and perceived employability and covering two levels of analysis for its predictors (i.e., 

individual and country level), our study makes an important contribution to the literature, it is 

also subject to a range of limitations that are common to statistical surveys across many 

countries (Bryman, 2016). 

 Our first limitation concerns the measurement of our variables. Measuring HRDPs 

demands recall from our respondents as we asked them to report the HRDPs in which they 

have taken part over the course of their careers. It is not possible to fully rule out a positive 

bias and over-recall of the HRDPs the respondents were involved in during their career. Future 

research should ideally involve multi-source data from employees and their 

employers/supervisors that can provide an objective measure of HRDPs. Next, our measure 

of employability reflects only one specific dimension of a larger employability construct, 

namely, one’s perceived labour market position and opportunities to continue working 

but does not account for individuals’ motivation and ability (Le Blanc et al., 2017). We 

chose our conceptualization of employability in view of our focus on meta-stereotypes. 

The conceptualization and measurement of employability is a long-debated issue 

(Vanhercke et al., 2014), which is beyond the scope of this paper. Some of the available 

employability scales, including the one we adopted here, have conceptual overlaps or 

share similarities in wording with other constructs (e.g., continuance commitment, self-

efficacy for job search and employment). Nevertheless, we note that it is important to be 

aware of such overlaps so that our findings can be interpreted in the broader research 

context of studies that examine similar constructs.  

                                                 
majority have lower unemployment rates, which would reduce the possibility of observing a moderation effect 

in the age-perceived employability relationship. 
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Our second limitation stems from our data collection strategy. To our knowledge, this 

is one of the most ambitious and far-ranging research projects with respect to age and perceived 

employability. This complexity made it untenably challenging to collect data at multiple points 

of time. Given common concerns typically associated with cross-sectional studies, future 

research should strive to use longitudinal panels. Related to our data collection strategy, the 

present study is impressive in terms of yielding a sample size of 9,119 employees (level 1) 

nested within 30 countries (level 2) which is consistent with advocated rules of thumb for 

multilevel samples such that samples should have at least 30 upper level units with at least 30 

lower level entities in each (i.e., 30:30 rule, see Kreft & De Leeuw, 1998). Nevertheless, our 

sample size at the unit level is relatively low. It does not allow us to derive power estimates for 

the test of cross-level interactions and we are thus unable to make an informed interpretation 

whether the absence of support for a cross-level interaction is attributable to the lack of an 

effect or low statistical power (Mathieu, Aguinis, Culpepper, & Chen, 2012). Thus, there is a 

need to validate our assertions with a sample that has more upper level units. Also, as a function 

of the complexity of our project, we deliberately focused our attention on the individual and 

country levels of analysis rather than the organizational level. However, it is possible that the 

organizational context in which workers are embedded further moderates the association 

between age and perceived external employability, especially if we consider how HRDPs are 

implemented by managers and used by the workers (Purcell & Hutchinson, 2007).  

Next, we included only professional and managerial occupations in our study. We did 

so for three main reasons. First, nowadays a large proportion of the workforce across multiple 

countries is employed in “knowledge” jobs that comprise professionals and managers (OECD, 

2019a). Second, it is evident that knowledge jobs are less physically demanding and, therefore, 

knowledge workers are more likely to stay longer in the workplace (McLaughlin & Neumark, 

2018). Consequently, perceived external employability and age is specifically a relevant topic 
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to study for these groups of employees, which has implications for organizational actors and 

policy makers. Third, these groups of employees are also more likely to have access to and use 

HRDPs (Cappelli & Keller, 2014), which is one of our moderators. It is likely that the 

anticipated meta-stereotypes and the age norms for managers and professionals are quite 

negative, but for other occupations that require more physical abilities and strength, the 

association between age and perceived employability may be even stronger. We also therefore 

encourage researchers to continue the study of age and employability among different 

occupational groups.  

Our study’s third limitation relates to what we could not measure. First, we did not 

directly assess the respondents’ beliefs about social norms, meta-stereotypes or stereotype 

threat. We only infer these beliefs from theory rather than provide evidence that these exist. 

Thus, future research should explicitly measure the explanatory mechanisms underlying the 

links between age and perceived external employability. These mechanisms may include 

other mediators in addition to age norms and meta-stereotypes that we argue for in our 

paper. One of the likely additional mechanisms is path dependency, which alludes to the 

fact that older employees have made investments over time in certain professional and 

career paths. Accordingly, they may perceive their external employability as lower to the 

extent that (i) many other paths are closed to them (as they would require significant 

investments, for example in education); and (ii) the chosen one may be less viable (for 

example due to technological progresses that make it obsolete)3. Second, we only had 

access to comparative unemployment data at the national level. But unemployment may vary 

within a country, across industries and geographical regions. It is possible that individuals think 

that the opportunities to deploy their particular skills and competencies differ depending on 

how these are valued within particular fields, such as occupational fields (Bowman, McGann, 

                                                 
3 We thank an anonymous reviewer for this valuable suggestion. 
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Kimberley, & Biggs, 2017), leading to different meta-stereotypes. Also, the demographics of 

the labor force in a particular geographic region may influence perceptions and awareness of 

employability, for example by activating the meta-stereotypes or making salient a level of 

competition in the labor market. Ideally, future studies should explore this meso-context in 

more depth.  

Conclusion and Practical Implications 

Using data collected in a large-scale survey with data from 30 institutionally diverse 

our study finds that age is negatively related to perceived external employability. This 

relationship holds across all countries in our sample; however, at the individual level, we find 

that HRDPs, namely organizational activities designed to improve individuals’ understanding 

of their organizational contribution, work and career possibilities, act as a buffer for this 

negative relationship, such that the effect was less pronounced for older individuals who have 

experienced more HRDPs during their working life. These results have a range of practical 

implications for individuals, organizations and society. Notably, they suggest that it is 

imperative for both the individual and the organization to share the responsibility that 

employees are well qualified and highly employable. 

On the one hand, consistent with the idea of career ownership (Donald, Baruch, 

& Asleigh, 2019), individuals should take an active role for their employability and 

proactively seek out HRDPs. For instance, career counseling and mentoring relationships 

can emerge originating from an individual’s proactivity. Mentoring and counseling 

activities are likely to increase the self-awareness about one’s strengths. On the other 

hand, it is equally important that organizations provide their employees with HRDPs and 

inducements over the course of their careers. Doing so has been found to yield benefits 

for both the individual and the organization. For example, perceived employability is 

important to prevent or overcome actual unemployment of individuals (De Battisti, 
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Gilardi, Guglielmetti, & Siletti, 2016; McArdle, Waters, Briscoe, & Hall, 2007). In 

addition, organizations employing staff with low perceived employability have lower in-

role and extra-role performance (Hahn & Kim, 2018) which, in turn, negatively impacts 

organizational performance (De Cuyper, Van der Heijden, & De Witte, 2011). Thus, 

organizations that want to promote positive outcomes in their workforce, from a strategic as 

well as socially responsible perspective, should invest in employees’ development to counter 

the decrease in perceived employability that may come with ageing and associated meta-

stereotypes. Of course, we need to bear in mind that organizational policies and practices are 

just a part of the whole picture. Older workers may suffer by exclusion from work-related social 

activities, inadequate support of “young” interest groups or just be the target of the jokes of 

younger employees. Thus, changes in corporate cultures supporting a multi-age labor force are 

necessary – isolated activities are unlikely to address this age challenge sufficiently. 

In addition, there are broader, societal implications. Our data show that employees 

around the world perceive themselves to be less attractive in the labor market as they get older. 

Societies should consider how to strengthen and appreciate the role of the older employees 

more through policy interventions such as tax advantages/deductions for developmental costs, 

subsidies of the states to the companies with certain age structures or direct contributions to 

salaries (Sonnet, Olsen, & Manfredi 2014; Von Nordheim, 2004) or also by educational and 

media campaigns. Many of the countries in the world are aging rapidly – there is no time to 

waste to draw up potential responses to these challenges. 
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Table 1. Descriptive statistics 

Variable Min Max M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 

1. Employability 
1.00 7.00 4.86 1.42 (.77)      

2. Gender 
1 (m^) 2 (f^) 1.51 .50 -.052**      

3. Education 
1.00 7.00 5.12 1.09 .092**   -.010     

4. Hierarchical level 
1 (h*) 10 (l*) 5.04 2.17   -.071 .098** -.142**    

5. Managerial position 
0 (no) 1 (yes) 0.41 .49 .056** -.165** -.052** -.239**   

6. HRDPs 
0.00 5.00 2.47 1.51 .101** -.079** .042** -.049** .186**  

HRDPs (Age<40.48) 0.00 5.00 2.46 1.52       

HRDPs (Age>40.48) 0.00 5.00 2.47 1.51       

7. Age 
15 78 40.48 10.67 -.202** -.062** -.095** -.128** .0135**   .017 

 

Notes: n = 8963 – 9119; * Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed); **. Correlation is significant at 

the 0.01 level (2-tailed); m^=male; f^=female; h*=highest level; l*=lowest level; 
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Table 2. Estimation of two-level models predicting perceived external employability  

  

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 

(null) (controls) (Age) 
(HRDPs*Age 

interaction) 

(cross-level 

interaction) 

Intercept   
 4.866***       

(0.077) 

 4.913***      

(0.093)   

 4.908***      

(0.084) 

4.767***    

(0.082) 

4.795***      

(0.713) 

Level 1      

Gender  -0.074       

(0.044) 

-0.105*      

(0.042) 

-0.093*      

(0.042) 

-0.098*      

(0.041) 

Education    0.053      

(0.036) 

 0.043       

(0.036) 

 0.037      

(0.037) 

 0.034       

(0.037) 

Hierarchical Level  -0.012       

(0.016) 

-0.033       

(0.018) 

-0.029       

(0.018) 

-0.025      

(0.021) 

Managerial 

position  
  0.138**      

(0.051) 

 0.208***      

(0.055) 

 0.159**     

 (0.053) 

 0.162**      

(0.056) 

Age   -0.029*** 

(0.004) 

-0.029***    

(0.004) 

 0.056      

(0.034) 

HRDPs     0.086***       

(0.011) 

 0.088***      

(0.011) 

HRDPs*Age     0.003**       

(0.001) 

 0.002+      

(0.001) 

Level 2      

Age (country 

mean)  
     0.000      

(0.017)  

Unemployment 

rate 
    -0.039**      

(0.012) 

Cross-level 

interaction 
     

Age*Unemployment     0.000       

(0.523) 

Age* Age (country mean)     -0.002*          

(0.001) 

Variance 

components 
     

Residual Variance 

(Within) 

 1.840***       

(0.100) 

 1.836***      

(0.104) 

 1.752***     

(0.087) 

 1.738***      

(0.086) 

 1.707***      

(0.084) 

Residual Variance 

(Between) 

 0.171***      

(0.030) 

 0.161***      

(0.029) 

 0.174***      

(0.031) 

 0.148***      

(0.025) 

 0.122***      

(0.023) 

Slope Variance 

(τ11)  
     0.000***      

(0.000) 

Intercept-Slope     -0.001      

(0.001) 
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Covariance     

      

AIC  31545.6 30594.9 30113.3 29415.0 29331.3 

R2  0.006      0.06       0.069        

Deviance 31539.564 30580.898 30097.298 29395.12 29299.336 

n Level 1 9119 8848 8827 8641 8641 

n Level2 30 30 30 30 30 

 

Notes. Unstandardized coefficients are reported with standard errors in parentheses;  

* p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001  
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Figure 1. Interaction plot between Age and HRDPs  

 

 

 

 


