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Abstract Purpose To longitudinally investigate (1)
whether lower work ability and work engagement predict
the use of company policies on reduced working hours and
exemption from evening/night work among older workers,
and (2) whether using such policies subsequently contribute
to higher work ability and work engagement. Methods In
total 6922 employees (45–64 years) participating in the first
three waves of the Study on Transitions in Employment,
Ability and Motivation were included. Participants yearly
filled out an online questionnaires. Regression analyses
were applied to study the influence of baseline work ability
and work engagement on the incident use of policies during
the first year of follow-up, and the incident use of these
policies on work ability and work engagement during the
second year of follow-up. Results Employees with a higher
work ability were less likely to start using the policy ‘reduced working hours’ [OR 0.91 (95 % CI 0.83–0.98)].
Starting to use this policy was in turn related to lower work
ability 1 year later [B -0.28 (95 % CI -0.47 to -0.08)].
Starting to use the policy ‘exemption from evening/night
work’ was related to higher work engagement 1 year later
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[B 0.23 (95 % CI 0.07–0.39)]. Conclusions Low work
ability precedes the use of some company policies aiming to
support sustainable employability of older workers. Further
research is needed to explore whether company policies
result in a (longstanding) improvement, or reduced deterioration, of older workers’ employability.
Keywords Longitudinal study  Policy  Work
engagement  Work ability  Older employees

Introduction
The world population is aging rapidly due to longer life
expectancy and lower birth rates. The aging of the population increases the pressure on the social security systems
in Europe. Therefore, in many European countries the
official retirement age has been raised and prolonged
careers are promoted. For example, in the Netherlands, the
age persons start receiving state old age pension will
gradually increase from 65 in 2012 to 67 in 2023. However, most employees still exit the workforce before the
official retirement age [1]. At the same time, due to globalization and increased competitiveness among companies,
companies need highly skilled and motivated workers to
maintain high productivity. Hence, to ensure that older
employees work productively, in good health and engaged
at least until their official retirement age, it is important to
promote sustainable employability [2–4].
Research has shown that work ability, defined as the
degree to which an employee is mentally and physically
capable of executing his or her current job [5], is related to
different facets of sustainable employability. Namely,
lower work ability is related to decreased productivity at
work [6], increased long term sickness absence [7–10],
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early (non-disability) retirement [11], and work disability
[7]. Motivational factors such as work engagement, which
can be defined as a positive and fulfilling work state of
mind [12], are also important for sustainable employability.
Higher work engagement and work commitment have been
found to relate to better physical and especially mental
health [13], higher work ability [14], a lower likelihood of
long-term sickness absence [15], and lower turnover
intentions [16]. Work engagement may also suppress the
influence of age discrimination on intended retirement [17].
Moreover, higher work engagement has been related to
business outcomes, such as higher customer satisfaction,
loyalty, profitability, and business-unit productivity [18].
Hence, high work ability and work engagement may contribute to both organizational effectiveness and prolonged
healthy work participation.
Company policies could support workers’ work ability
and work engagement. In the Netherlands, 37 % of
employers provide company policies aiming to support the
prolongation of working lives, e.g. exemption from evening and night work, working fewer hours per week,
alleviation of strenuous working tasks, and stimulation of
education and training [19]. The availability of some of
these policies depends on the age of the employee, and
company policies are more often provided in larger organizations than smaller organizations [19]. Company policies can be considered a job resource. According to the jobdemands-resources model (JD-R model), high job demands
can lead to the exhaustion of mental and physical resources, and can subsequently result in stress and ill health
(impairment process). In contrast, job resources may foster
work engagement and productivity (the motivational process), and may buffer the impact of job demands on stressreactions [20–22]. In line with this model, high physical
job demands and high mental job demands have previously
been related with lower work ability [23], whereas job
resources such as higher autonomy, higher social support
and organizational justice have been related with higher
work engagement [20, 24] and work ability [23, 25–27]. In
addition to the JD-R model, the signaling theory [28]
proposes that company policies that offer support or
function as ‘signals’ of the organization’s good intentions
will result in stronger feelings of obligation to show positive attitudes and behaviors toward the organization [29,
30]. In a study by Kooij [31] older workers were indeed
more motivated to work until higher ages or postpone early
retirement in organizations that offered policies on working
fewer hours per week, alleviation of strenuous working
tasks, and education and training than in organizations that
did not offer such policies. Despite the fact that almost two
out of five work organizations in the Netherlands offer
company policies that aim to support the prolongation of
working lives [19], it has barely been investigated whether
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these policies positively influence older workers’ work
ability and work engagement, as would be postulated in
line with the JD-R model and signaling theory.
Therefore, this study wanted to shed light on the relation
between work ability and work engagement and company
policies. We focused on ‘reduced working hours per week
for older workers’ and ‘exemption from evening or night
work for older workers’ because these policies are relatively prevalent [19]. More specifically, the goals of this
longitudinal study were to investigate the following
research questions: (1) Do lower work ability and work
engagement predict the use of company policies on
reduced working hours and exemption from evening/night
work among older workers, and (2) does using such policies subsequently contribute to higher work ability and
work engagement?

Methods
Study Population
A prospective study was conducted within the Study on
Transition in Employment, Ability, and Motivation
(STREAM) [22]. STREAM is a longitudinal study among
15,118 employees, including employees (n = 12,055),
self-employed persons (n = 1029), and persons without
paid employment (n = 2034) aged 45–64 years in the
Netherlands. The study population was stratified by age
and employment status. Participants were recruited via the
Intomart GfK internet panel, and yearly filled out an online
questionnaire in 2010 (T1), 2011 (T2), 2012 (T3), and 2013
(T4). The questionnaire included items on individual
characteristics, job characteristics, health, skills and
knowledge, financial and social factors, opportunity, ability
and motivation to work, productivity, and transitions in
employment status. A detailed description of the study can
be found elsewhere [32].
In the present study, we used data from the first three
waves of STREAM. From the 12,055 baseline employees,
3303 persons were excluded as they did not participate
after one and/or 2 years of follow-up, 1373 were excluded
as they stopped working or became self-employed, and 457
were excluded because they changed employer during
follow-up. In total 6922 employees were included in the
present study.
Persons who were lost-to-follow-up were slightly older
(54.2 vs. 53.7 years) and more often female (44 vs. 43 %),
reported a slightly lower work ability (7.85 vs. 7.97) and
work engagement (4.47 vs. 4.52), and more often used the
company policy ‘reduced number of working hours per
week’ (12.5 vs. 11.5 %) and ‘exemption from evening or
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night work’ (3.6 vs. 35 %) at baseline compared to persons
who participated in all measurements.
Measurement
Company Policies for Sustainable Employability of Older
Workers
Employees indicated whether different policies for older
workers, including ‘‘reduced number of working hours per
week’’ and ‘‘exemption from evening or night work’’, were
available in their company and whether they used them.
Answer categories were (1) yes, I’m using it, (2) yes, I’m not
using it, (3) yes, but not applicable to me, (4) no, (5) don’t
know. Employees reporting the policy was available and
they were using it (answer category 1) were classified as
‘using the policy’. All other employees were classified as
‘not using the policy’. Because this information was available at T1 and T2, not using the policy both years (0–0) could
be compared to ‘‘incidence’’, defined as not using a policy at
T1 and using a policy the following year at T2 (0–1).
Work Ability and Work Engagement
Work ability was measured using the first item of the Work
Ability Index [33] in which individuals are asked to compare their current work ability to their lifetime best with
answers ranging from completely unable to work (0) to
work ability at life time best (10). This item ‘‘If you would
rate your work ability in the best time of your life at 10
points, at how many points would you rate your work
ability at this moment?’’ has been found to represent
overall work ability well [34, 35].
Work engagement was measured with six items from the
Utrecht Work Engagement Scale (UWES), combining the
two dimensions vigor and dedication (Cronbach’s
alpha = 0.93). Examples of the items are ‘At my work, I
am bursting with energy’ and ‘When I get up in the
morning, I feel like going to work’ [12]. Participants
answered the questions using a six-point scale ranging from
‘never’ to ‘always/daily’.
Covariates
Age, gender, and work-related factors at baseline were
included as covariates in the current study. Company size
was measured by a question on the number of persons
working in the organization. Answers were categorized into
1–49 employees, 50–249 employees, 250 employees or
more, and I don’t know. Physical workload was measured
using a scale consisting of five items derived from the Dutch
Musculoskeletal Questionnaire, reflecting regular use of
force, use of vibrating tools, awkward postures, prolonged
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standing,
and
prolonged
squatting
(Cronbach’s
alpha = 0.86) [36, 37]. Job demands were assessed with four
items from the Job Content Questionnaire (JCQ; Cronbach’s
alpha = 0.87) [38]. An example of a question is ‘‘Do you
have to work very fast?’’. Social support from colleagues and
the supervisor was measured using four items of the
Copenhagen Psychosocial Questionnaire (Cronbach’s
alpha = 0.81). Employees indicated how often their colleagues or supervisor helped or supported them and how
often they were willing to listen to their work-related problems [39]. Questions on physical workload, job demands and
social support were answered using a five-point scale ranging
from ‘(almost) never’ to ‘always’. Age discrimination was
measured with four items derived from the Nordic Age
Discrimination Scale (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.87), e.g.
‘Older workers do not have equal opportunities for training
during work time’ [40]. A five-point answer scale was used
ranging from ‘disagree’ to ‘agree’, with higher scores indicating more age discrimination.
Statistical Analysis
Descriptive statistics were used to characterize the study
population. Logistic regression analyses were conducted to
answer the first research question, i.e. to assess whether
work ability and work engagement at baseline (T1) predicted incident policy use between baseline (T1) and 1 year
of follow-up (T2) (0–0 vs. 0–1). Separate models were
estimated for the policies ‘reduced number of hours of
work per week’ and ‘exemption of evening and night
work’. First, univariate logistic regression analyses were
performed to study the association between work ability,
work engagement, and the covariates separately with policy use. Second, multivariate logistic regression analyses
were carried out with work engagement, work ability and
all covariates as independent variables. Odds ratios (OR)
and 95 % confidence intervals (95 % CI) were calculated.
To answer the second research question on the influence
of incident policy use starting between baseline (T1) and
1 year follow-up (T2) on work ability and work engagement after 2 years of follow-up (T3), linear regression
analyses were applied. Separate models were estimated
with work ability and work engagement as outcome variables and the incident use of ‘reduced number of hours per
week’ and ‘exemption of evening and night work’ as
independent variables. Similarly to the analyses described
above, both univariate and multivariate regression analyses
were performed. Baseline (T1) values of work ability and
work engagement were included in all analyses, and hence,
these analyses pertain to the influence of incident policy
use on changes in work ability and work engagement
during follow-up. Unstandardized regression coefficients
(B) and their 95 % CI were calculated.
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All analyses were performed using version 20.0 of the
Statistical Package of Social Sciences for windows (SPSS,
IBM Corp, Armonk, NY, USA), released in 2011.

Results
Table 1 presents the descriptive statistics of the study
population. There was a slight increase in annual use of the
policy ‘reduced number of working hours per week’ (from
11.5 to 12.7 to 13.4 %) and ‘exemption from evening or
night work’ (from 3.5 to 3.8 to 4.3 %). Between baseline
and 1 year of follow-up, 253 persons started to use the
policy on reduced working hours and 117 persons on
exemption of evening or night work. During follow-up,
work ability and work engagement slightly decreased.
Figure 1 shows the mean score on work ability and work
engagement by policy use over time.
Relation of Work Ability and Work Engagement
with Incident Policy Use
Table 2 shows that employees with a higher work ability at
baseline (T1) less often started to use the policy ‘reduced
number of working hours per week’ in multivariate
regression analysis [OR 0.91 (95 % CI 0.83–0.98)]. Older
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employees [OR 1.19 (95 % CI 1.15–1.22)] and employees
with higher job demands [OR 1.23 (95 % CI 1.04–1.46)],
and higher social support [OR 1.22 (95 % CI 1.01–1.47)]
more often started to use the policy on reduced working
hours. Work engagement was not significantly related. The
findings from univariate and multivariate models did not
substantially differ from one-another.
Work ability and work engagement did not predict the
incident use of the policy ‘exemption from evening or night
work’. In the multivariate analysis, older employees [OR
1.21 (95 % CI 1.16–1.27)] and employees in large companies [OR 3.02 (95 % CI 1.74–5.26)] and with a higher
physical workload [OR 1.79 (95 % CI 1.47–2.19)] more
often started to use the policy on exemption of evening and
night work.
Relation of Incident Policy Use with Subsequent
Work Ability and Work Engagement
Table 3 shows that employees who started to use the policy
‘reduced number of working hours per week’ had an
almost 3 % lower work ability in the subsequent year
[multivariate regression analysis: B -0.28 (95 % CI -0.47
to -0.08)]. The use of this policy was not related to work
engagement in the subsequent year. Men and employees
experiencing higher physical workload and age

Table 1 Characteristics of the study population (n = 6922)
Variable (range)

T1 (2010)
M (SD)

T2 (2011)
M (SD)

T3 (2012)
M (SD)

Age (45–64 years)

53.74 (5.12)

–

–

Men

56.7 %

–

–

Women

43.3 %

–

–

1–49 employees

27.3 %

27.7 %

28.1 %

50–250 employees
More than 250 employees

26.0 %
45.1 %

26.5 %
44.7 %

26.1 %
44.4 %

1.78 (0.87)

1.76 (0.86)

1.77 (0.87)

Gender, %

Company size, %

Physical workload (1–5)
Job demands (1–5)

3.14 (0.76)

3.11 (0.77)

3.11 (0.79)

Social support (1–5)

3.59 (0.75)

3.58 (0.77)

3.55 (0.78)

Age discrimination (1–5)

2.39 (0.78)

2.45 (0.81)

2.51 (0.82)

11.5 %

12.7 %

13.4 %

3.8 %

4.3 %

Company policies, %
Reduced number of working hours per week (annual prevalence)
Incident use T1–T2 (0–1), n

253

No use T1–T2 (0–0), n

5880

Exemption from evening or night work (annual prevalence)

3.5 %

Incident use T1–T2 (0–1), n

117

No use T1–T2 (0–0), n

6540

Work ability (1–10)

7.97 (1.48)

7.93 (1.48)

7.85 (1.59)

Work engagement (0–6)

4.52 (1.16)

4.47 (1.19)

4.45 (1.22)
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Fig. 1 Mean score on work ability (range 1–10) and work engagement (range 0–6) over time by company policy use

Table 2 Predictors of the incident use of company policies for the sustainable employability of older employees (aged 45–64 years) during
1-year follow-up
Sustainable employability policy (between T1–T2)
Reduced number of working hours per week
(0–0 vs. 0–1)

Exemption from evening or night work
(0–0 vs. 0–1)

Univariate

Multivariate

Univariate

Multivariate

OR

95 % CI

OR

95 % CI

OR

95 % CI

OR

95 % CI

Age (years) (T1)

1.18*

1.14–1.21

1.19*

1.15–1.22

1.19*

1.14–1.24

1.21*

1.16–1.27

Men versus women (T1)

0.81

0.62–1.04

0.79

0.61–1.04

0.73

0.50–1.07

0.77

0.52–1.13

50–250 employees versus 1–49 employees

1.23

0.88–1.74

1.25

0.88–1.79

2.03*

1.12–3.67

2.19*

1.19–4.03

More than 250 employees versus 1–49 employees

1.10

0.81–1.51

1.17

0.84–1.63

2.42*

1.42–4.14

3.02*

1.74–5.26

Physical workload (T1)

0.99

0.85–1.14

0.99

0.85–1.12

1.58*

1.31–1.91

1.79*

1.47–2.19

Job demands (T1)
Social support (T1)

1.08
1.04

0.92–1.28
0.88–1.23

1.23*
1.22*

1.04–1.46
1.01–1.47

1.07
0.90

0.84–1.36
0.71–1.15

1.02
1.17

0.79–1.32
0.89–1.53

Company size (T1)

Age discrimination (T1)

1.16

0.99–1.36

1.03

0.86–1.23

1.50*

1.19–1.88

1.16

0.89–1.49

Work ability (T1)

0.89*

0.83–0.97

0.91*

0.83–0.98

0.91

0.82–1.02

0.98

0.87–1.11

Work engagement (T1)

1.01

0.91–1.13

0.99

0.87–1.12

0.93

0.79–1.08

0.91

0.77–1.08

* Statistically significant at the p \ 0.05 level

discrimination reported a lower work ability at follow-up,
whereas higher social support was related with a higher
work ability (Tables 3, 4).
Employees who started to use the policy ‘exemption
from evening and night work’ had an almost 4 % higher
work engagement in the subsequent year [multivariate
regression analysis: B 0.23 (95 % CI 0.07–0.39)]. Besides,
working in a larger company and higher physical workload
predicted a higher work engagement, whereas age discrimination was related with a lower work engagement
(Tables 3, 4). No relation between the policy on evening
and night work and work ability in the subsequent year was
found (Table 3). For these analyses, again, no substantial
differences were seen between the univariate and multivariate models.

Discussion
Company policies that depend on age, such as ‘reduced
number of hours per week’ and ‘exemption from evening
or night work’, aim to support sustainable employability of
older workers. In the present study, respectively 11.5 and
3.5 % of the employees aged 45–64 years used these
policies at baseline. A lower work ability was related to an
increased likelihood of incident use of the company policy
‘reduced number of working hours’, whereas incident use
of this policy in turn predicted a decreased work ability.
Neither work ability nor work engagement were related to
the incident use of the policy ‘exemption from evening or
night work’. However, incident use of this policy was
related to an increase in subsequent work engagement.
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Table 3 The relation between incident use of the policy: ‘reduced number of hours of work per week’ and work ability and work engagement in
linear regression analyses
Work ability (T3)

Work engagement (T3)

a

Multivariate

B

95 % CI

B

95 % CI

Age (years) (T1)

-0.01*

-0.02 to -0.00

-0.01

-0.01 to 0.00

0.00

-0.00 to 0.01

0.01

0.00 to 0.01

Men versus Women (T1)

-0.07

-0.15 to 0.01

-0.09*

-0.16 to -0.01

0.00

-0.04 to 0.05

0.00

-0.04 to 0.05

50–250 employees versus
1–49 employees

0.06

-0.05 to 0.16

0.05

-0.05 to 0.16

0.09*

0.04 to 0.16

0.11*

0.05 to 0.17

More than 250 employees
versus 1–49 employees

0.01

-0.08 to 0.10

0.00

-0.09 to 0.09

0.02

-0.03 to 0.08

0.04

-0.02 to 0.09

-0.09 to -0.01
-0.07 to 0.04

0.02
0.00

-0.00 to 0.05
-0.03 to 0.03

0.03*
0.01

0.01 to 0.06
-0.02 to 0.04

0.01

-0.02 to 0.04

Univariate

b

Univariatea

Multivariateb

B

B

95 % CI

95 % CI

Company size (T1)

Physical workload (T1)
Job demands (T1)

-0.07*
-0.03

-0.11 to -0.02
-0.08 to 0.02

Social support (T1)

-0.09*

0.05 to 0.15

Age discrimination (T1)

-0.12*

-0.17 to -0.07

-0.09*

-0.15 to -0.04

-0.04*

-0.07 to -0.01

-0.05*

-0.09 to -0.02

Reduced number of working
hours per week (T1–T2)

-0.33*

-0.52 to -0.14

-0.28*

-0.47 to -0.08

-0.05

-0.17 to 0.06

-0.07

-0.18 to 0.04

Work ability (T1)

0.40*

0.38 to 0.43

-0.06*
-0.01
0.07*

0.38*

Work engagement (T1)

0.02 to 0.12

0.02

-0.01 to 0.05

0.36 to 0.41
0.72*

0.69 to 0.74

0.71*

0.69 to 0.73

‘Reduced number of working hours per week’ categorized as not present (0–0) versus incident (0–1)
a
Univariate analysis corrected for the outcome at T1
b

Multivariate analysis corrected for the following variables at T1: age, gender, physical work load, job demands, social support, age discrimination, company size, and the outcome
* Statistically significant at the p \ 0.05 level

The finding that workers with a lower work ability more
often started to use the policy ‘reduced number of working
hours per week’ shows that using this policy does not only
depend on age, but also on the employability of the worker.
Employees who started to use the policy reported a (further) decreased work ability during follow-up. Several
processes may underlie this. First, the policy on reduced
hours per week may not be tailored to the needs of some
older employees. In a recent qualitative study among
selected workers from this study population, employees
with health problems reported that policies not tailored to
their needs or implemented without their consultation did
not sufficiently tackle the specific imbalance in their job
demands and resources [41]. Second, after having started
working less hours, employees may have felt less productive, as was seen in the qualitative study by Leijten et al.
[41]. As a consequence, they may have rated their work
ability as lower. Third, research of Kooij [31] suggests that
when older workers are eligible for company policies, this
can have a negative influence on their work ability because
it may give older workers a feeling of being superfluous in
the organization. In the present study, incident use of the
policy ‘reduced number of working hours per week’ was
not related with work engagement. An explanation could
be that older employees perceive this company policy as
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normal and self-evident [31]. In future research, it would
be interesting to gain more in depth (qualitative) information on why workers adopt these policies and whether
such decisions are voluntary, and how making use of a
policy influences their perception of different indicators of
sustainable employability (e.g. work ability and work
engagement).
The use of the company policy ‘exemption from evening
or night’ work did not depend on work ability or work
engagement. This suggests that this company policy may
depend on arrangements on a sectorial level for specific
workers rather than on circumstances of individual workers. For example, higher physical workload, which could
be a proxy for occupation, was related to the use of this
policy. Being exempt from evening or night work did have
a positive influence on work engagement, in line with the
JD-R model. Possibly older workers are experiencing an
increased vitality if they have recently stopped with evening and night work shifts. Research of Buja et al. [42] has
shown that night shifts of nurses were associated with
various symptoms, such as exhaustion. As night shifts are
thus related to poorer health, exemption from them may
lead to better health, which is strongly related to work
engagement [11, 13]. However, a positive influence on
work ability would then be expected as well, but was not
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Table 4 The relation between incident use of the policy: ‘exemption from evening or night work’ during 1 year follow-up and work ability and
work engagement at 2 year follow-up
Work ability (T3)

Work engagement (T3)

a

Multivariate

B

95 % CI

B

95 % CI

Age (years) (T1)

-0.01*

-0.02 to -0.00

-0.01

-0.02 to 0.00

Men versus Women (T1)

-0.07

-0.14 to 0.00

-0.09*

-0.16 to -0.01

50–250 employees versus
1–49 employees

0.08

-0.02 to 0.10

0.07

-0.03 to 0.17

0.08*

0.03 to 0.14

0.09*

0.03 to 0.15

More than 250 employees
versus 1–49 employees

0.02

-0.07 to 0.31

0.01

-0.08 to 0.09

0.04

-0.01 to 0.09

0.05*

0.00 to 0.11

-0.11 to -0.02
-0.07 to 0.03

0.02
0.00

-0.01 to 0.04
-0.03 to 0.03

0.03*
0.00

0.00 to 0.05
-0.03 to 0.03

0.02

-0.01 to 0.05

Univariate

b

Univariatea

Multivariateb

B

B

95 % CI

95 % CI

0.00

-0.00 to 0.01

0.00

-0.00 to 0.01

-0.01

-0.05 to 0.04

-0.00

-0.05 to 0.04

Company size (T1)

Physical workload (T1)
Job demands (T1)
Social support (T1)

-0.07*
-0.03
0.11*

-0.11 to -0.03
-0.08 to 0.01
0.06 to 0.15

-0.06*
-0.02
0.07*

-0.12*

-0.17 to -0.07

Exemption from evening or
night work (T1–T2)

-0.02

-0.29 to 0.25

0.05

-0.22 to 0.33

0.38 to 0.43

0.39*

0.36 to 0.41

Work ability (T1)

0.41*

-0.09*

0.02 to 0.13

Age discrimination (T1)

Work engagement (T1)

-0.14 to -0.04

-0.05*

-0.08 to -0.02

0.01
-0.06*

-0.02 to 0.04
-0.09 to -0.03

0.25*

0.09 to 0.41

0.23*

0.07 to 0.39

0.72*

0.71 to 0.74

0.71*

0.69 to 0.73

‘Exemption from evening or night work’ categorized as not present (0–0) versus incident (0–1)
Univariate analysis corrected for the outcome at T1

a

b

Multivariate analysis corrected for the following variables at T1: age, gender, physical work load, job demands, social support, age discrimination, company size and the outcome
* Statistically significant at the p \ 0.05 level

found. Again, making use of the company policy may also
make employees feel less productive and superfluous to the
organization, which might have counterbalanced a positive
impact of the policy. In future research, it would be of
interest to investigate whether the influence of exemption
of evening or night work on work engagement remains
during a longer follow-up period, and who benefits most.
A strength of the current study is the longitudinal data of
STREAM which allowed us to follow employees who
started to use company policies over time. The following
limitations should be noted as well. First, relatively few
older employees started using a policy during the 1 year
follow-up period. However, due to our large sample size
and high response, we are confident we still had sufficient
power to robustly answer our research questions. Second,
we studied the influence of policy measures in an observational study, and not in a randomized controlled trial.
Therefore, policy measures were not assigned randomly.
The fact that the policy ‘reduced number of hours’
depended partly on work ability shows that confounding by
indication played a role, i.e. especially employees at risk
for a reduced employability started to use the company
policy. Although we controlled for the dependent variable
at baseline, it is conceivable that this may have influenced
our findings on the impact of policy measures. Third, the

influence of incident policy measure use (T1–T2) on work
ability and work engagement (T3) was investigated with a
1-year time-lag. However, 3.4 % (reduced hours) and
3.8 % (night work) of those whom at first (T1–T2) did not
use the policy, did do so at 2 years of follow-up (T3),
consequently the same wave as when the outcomes work
ability and work engagement were assessed. Additional
analyses showed that excluding these employees did not
substantially change our findings. Fourth, this study only
addressed the individual perception level, as data on an
organizational level were not available. As employees may
not be aware of the policies available in their organization,
we could not take into account in our analyses that policies
were present but not used. In order to investigate differences between employees working in organizations offering policies and organizations not offering policies,
additional analyses were performed in which employees
who responded that policies were not available in their
organization or that they did not know were excluded.
When excluding these employees the essence of our findings did not change, only the effects of using the policy
reduced working hours per week on work ability were
smaller and no longer statistically significant. This could be
related to employees’ perceptions of the availability of
policies in their organization. In further research, it would
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be interesting to have employer information on the availability and use of policies. Fifth, participants had to fill in
questions regarding their own perception of their work
ability and work engagement. As a result, common source
variance may have occurred [43]. However, given the fact
that this research promised to guarantee the anonymity and
was filled in online, employees may have reported more
honestly than in a survey whereby the employer is involved
[44]. Therefore, we are confident the common source
variance is not a threat for the quality of this study. Sixth,
the present study focused on company policies in relation
to work ability and work engagement. In future research, it
would be of interest to study the relation with other
determinants of prolonged work participation as well, e.g.
productivity at work and self-rated health. The company
policies investigated in the present study are especially
designed for older workers and aim to support their sustainable employability. Various factors influenced whether
workers started to use these policies, which might reflect
general arrangements on a company or sectorial level.
However, employees at risk for a reduced sustainable
employability, i.e. those with a lower work ability, more
often started to use the policy on reduced working hours as
well. The mixed findings with respect to the consequences
of using company policies stresses the importance of tailoring measures to the individual, and continuous communication between the employee and his/her manager
about the fit between the demands of the job and the
individual worker. In future research, we would recommend more frequent and fine-grained measurements before
and after the use of company policies to shed additional
light on the development of sustainable employability, e.g.
whether a reduction in work ability precedes or follows the
use of a company policy. Besides, in addition to observational studies, quasi-experimental studies on the impact of
using company policies would be of interest. Furthermore,
we would recommend to study a wider array of company
policies. The two policies addressed in the present study
were aimed at reducing job demands of older employees.
However, policies that increase older employees’
employability instead of reducing their work load, such as
training and education, may be (more) beneficial [31] and
more relevant as policies reducing work load of older
workers are (partly) disappearing.
In conclusion, workers with a lower work ability are
more likely to make use of some company policies aiming
to support sustainable employability of older workers,
though other factors influence the use of such policies as
well. Further research is needed to explore whether using
such policies in turn result in a (longstanding) improvement, or reduced deterioration, of older workers’ sustainable employability.
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