Making a difference: line managers’ activities towads older workers

Peter L.M. Leisink, Eva Knies, Elyse M. Walter

Utrecht School of Governance, Utrecht Universitg Netherlands

Correspondence to:
Peter Leisink, Utrecht School of Governance, Utrésmiversity,
Bijlhouwerstraat 6, 3511 ZC Utrecht, the Netherkand

E-mail: P.L.M.Leisink@uu.nl

Paper for the 8" Conference of the Dutch HRM Network
In Search of Balance: Managing the Dualities of HRM
9-10 November 2007

Tilburg University, the Netherlands

Theme 5: HRM: integration vs. differentiation

Word count: 5490 (excluding abstract, referencdsdetand appendix)



Abstract

Line managers make a difference when it comesderalorkers’ ongoing labour market
participation. They do so in two meanings of theteFirstly, line managers offer social
support to older workers whom they supervise dejpgnah their coaching skills and their
willingness to use these skills. Contrary to eargsearch no influence of negative
stereotypical attitudes about older workers’ latHexibility and performance was found.
Secondly, line managers differentiate between oMekers: depending on their assessment
of older employees’ motivation, employability anerformance, they try to stimulate
retention or exit of older employees. These findingme from a survey of 160 front line
managers. They add new insights about the detemsitod line managers’ activities and

underline the essential role front line manageay pi actual HR-practices for older workers.



1. Introduction

This paper builds on research (Leisink, Thijssewélter, 2004) the original inspiration of
which is quite similar to the suggestion by Pureeltl Hutchinson (2007) that the gap
between what is formally required in HR policy amlat is actually delivered, can be
explained by the way in which line managers en&tgrhctices. In the case of this research
of policies towards older workers, Thijssen (2006i$erved a policy gap involving that top
management often voiced the need to retain oldekev® and to undertake age-related
policies that block early retirement and stimuketeployability of older workers, while actual
practices showed a continuing outflow of workemsir58 years onwards into early
retirement. The expectation that this gap couléxy@ained by studying the activities of line
managers resulted in research which provides irdtan about line managers’ people
management activities and the factors that infleghese activities. Although the scope of
this research is restricted to the effect of lirmnagers activities on the HR-outcome of
employee retention, the results support the geiazal of the crucial role of line managers in
the HR-performance equation examined by Purcellathers.

Research in the Netherlands has shown that moshizagions do not have formalized
policies towards older workers (Leisink, Thijssen\&alter, 2004; Remery et al., 2001), while
collective labour agreements offer provisions ityafew areas. Thus, in the absence of
formalized policies organizational practices conlsiggely of what line managers do, and
therefore it is of interest to examine the factbiegt are related to their activities. Line
managers have featured in research of older warkatnly in a limited way. Earlier
interest has concentrated on the influence of aelggéed (stereotypical) attitudes (Boerlijst,
Van der Heijden & Van Assen, 1993; Thijssen & Vam Heijden, 2002; Visser, Henkens &
Schippers, 2003). Other personal attributes su¢cheascompetences, and the organisational

characteristics such as discretionary space anubsiipy HR-staff, have scarcely been



examined. This paper will fill this gap and addrées question what kind of social support
activities line managers undertake towards theleiolorkers, and which personal attributes
and organizational characteristics are relateti¢ed activities. The interest in the social
support line managers offer includes the issue kdrdine managers actually differentiate
between their older workers.

The paper elaborates the theoretical frameworklamdesign of the research project.
The results section will begin by presenting somscdptive statistics of line manager
support for older workers, and then examine theetations with a number of managerial
attributes and organizational characteristics. fEhe@vance of these findings is discussed in
the final section of the paper, which will inclutte question how managers deal with the

issue of differential treatment of older workers.

2. Theoretical framework

Focusing on line managers’ support for older waskmesumes that relevant HR-
responsibilities have been devolved to the line.Wiletherefore first examine this
presumption and then sketch the development of eldeker policies in the Netherlands.
Finally we will report the state of research oklimanagers’ role in HR practices aimed at

older workers and from this derive the hypothebas will be tested.

2.1. Line management responsibility for HRM

Early publications of some of the leading authardHRM in Europe (Guest, 1987; Sisson,
1994, Storey, 1992) identified the management ofidmuresources by the line as distinctive
to HRM. According to Larsen and Brewster (2003228), "the notion of line management

accepting greater responsibility for human resoumeeagement within employing



organisations is now received wisdom’, the mostmam pattern involving a sharing of
responsibilities between line managers and HR apsts (see also Hall & Torrington, 1998).
From their series of surveys covering a large nurob&uropean countries Larsen and
Brewster (2003) draw the conclusion that the oVvémahd is that in each country significantly
more organisations are increasing than decreasiagrianagement responsibility in areas
such as pay, training and industrial relations.rélage differences in the assignment of
responsibility to line managers in the various HBaa and there are also clear variations
between European countries. Overall the Netherlapltshgs to the top category of countries,
together with Denmark and Finland, which have desimost HR responsibilities to the line
(Larsen & Brewster, 2003, p. 239-240). Howeverirthiedings do not specify in which ways
the various levels of management share in theponsgilities.

It is interesting to note that in the top categofymost devolved’ countries more than
two thirds of the organisations indicate that thenpry responsibility for major policy
decisions on training and development rests with inanagement (alone or together with the
HR department) (Larsen & Brewster, 2003, p. 23 BviGusly training and development is of
major importance to our interest in the employ&pdind retention of older workers (Thijssen
& Van der Heijden 2002; Van der Heijden, 2005).

Larsen and Brewster raise another point, whicklesant for our discussion of line
managers’ support for older workers. They note tihate are several practical problems
associated with the devolvement of HR responsislito the line. These include: line
managers’ resistance to accepting this resporngildaick of time, lack of ability, ignorance
about recent developments in HRM, lack of a comgmslve organisational or longer term
view of HRM topics, and poor policy making in HRMeas (Larsen & Brewster, 2003, p.
229). In addition, numerous studies report evidericdhese problems and of the

consequences of the ongoing trend of devolving épansibilities to line managers (cf.



Budhwar, 2000; Cunningham & Hyman, 1999; McConwliélolden, 1999; Thornhill &
Saunders, 1998; Whittaker & Marchington, 2003). Mé&y expect that these problems which
hinder line managers taking up HR responsibilitiegeneral, will also impact on the extent

to which they undertake activities on behalf of teention of older workers.

2.2. HR policies towards older workers
The late 1970s saw the beginning of a policy tdifate early retirement of older workers in
the Netherlands (Trommel, 1995). At the time yautemployment was fairly high and
industrial restructuring was making large numbédmwarkers redundant. These circumstances
induced the state to introduce a plan for fiscaksiies for older workers who would retire
and who would be replaced by young unemployed phess. Employers accepted the plan
because this offered them a way to restructuresiocally responsible way and to replace
older workers by young workers who were considefeghper and more productive. The
early retirement arrangement based on fiscal sylasid financial contributions by employers
became very popular with older workers, and tragens succeeded in gradually expanding
the scheme to include workers from 57% years onsvédrly retirement was formally a
voluntary arrangement but grew into a routine peacivhich was administratively handled by
the personnel department. Managers had no roleiprocess leading up to early retirement
and most refrained from discussing the idea ofgmoshg retirement even if they were about
to lose workers whose outstanding performance vakyed (Henkens & van Solinge, 2003).
Early retirement as one type of older worker peSavas complemented by adaptation
policies (Remery et al., 2001). The aim of thess twaadapt the job and the working
conditions to older workers whose workability amdptoyability were limited. Adaptation
policies included for instance reduction of workimgurs, extra holidays and a ban on

compulsory overtime and nights shifts from a certge (50 or 55) onwards, as well as



ergonomic measures or transfer to less burdensolnsgPe Lange & Van de Bogaard,
2007). The measures could involve line manageviacfor instance in the sense of
signalling the need to bring in health and safpicglists or HR advisors.

Thijssen (1997) labels the early retirement ardatthaptation policy as ‘old’ type of
older worker policies that restrict themselves 8pacific age category (usually 50 years and
older) and to financial and curative measuresdhagpt the limited employability of older
workers. In his view ‘new’ policies consist maird§ preventive measures that consist of
human resource development and job mobility astiwiand that target all employees — not
just older workers — on the assumption that sucasones are more successful and that
sustainable employability is effected if workerstgpate in such HR-activities from the start
of their career. Since the government decided %20 stop the fiscal subsidy of early
retirement schemes and thereby enforced the ti@msit working longer — in principle until
retirement, which is now at the age of 65 - treognition of the need for new age-related
policies has grown (Leisink, Thijssen & Walter, 200 hunissen, 2005). Recognizing that
there are large differences between older workertfe sense that whereas one ‘older’
worker is fit and can go on working until 65 yeardonger, another cannot and needs his job
adapted, Thijssen (2006) argues for tailor-madengements. These evidently require line
manager involvement because the line manageragosition to observe individual
employees functioning and to discuss their jobgrerince in the annual cycle of planning,
coaching and performance evaluation interviewssib&i Thijssen & Walter, 2006).

Assuming that line managers have discretionaryespgiethey use that space to
differentiate between workers and to arrange tarlade arrangements? The call not to treat
older workers as a category but to adopt an indali@dpproach has been met in a negative
way. That is to say that collective agreement ratyuhs that offered protective measures for

older workers as a category, for instance in thenfof reduction of working hours and bans



on overtime work, have become the object of scyutiecause these may represent an
instance of unequal treatment that is not foundedlypective grounds. This is the effect of
the new 2004 law in the Netherlands that demandal@égeatment as regards age (Van der
Burg, 2007). The implication of this law forbiddingequal treatment is not that protective
measures make no sense at all but that becauise widividual differences between older
workers these measures can be relevant to olddevsmdividually but not to the category
of older workers as such unless there is objegeef. This actually means that line
managers can no longer apply the collective agraemsgulations offering special treatment
for older workers. They can either do nothing ogage in individual arrangements. There is
little information on what line managers actualty, 8ut the fact that only just over one third
of older workers indicate that they positively thithat their manager would adapt their job if
they would ask for it (Henkens & Van Solinge, 20088) suggests that it is not self-evident
that line managers are willing to engage in taifele arrangements.

We think that line managers are hesitant to diffeage between workers not only
because this may require expert knowledge to asgesther some type of arrangement is
justified in an individual instance, but also besaindividual arrangements will raise issues
of fairness and managers will have to be able ¢towat for their decisions. Accounting for
the justice of managerial decisions based on dolkeagreement regulations that are applied
consistently is easier than accounting for manabdecisions that involve an arrangement
for one older worker (for instance no compulsiomldoovertime work) based on the
assessment of the individual situation (Greenbefgr&panzano, 2001). Other older workers
may compare their own situation with this indivilaerangement, question its justification
and confront their line manager with questions #ratdifficult to answer. In addition, in a
situation where collective regulations are repldegddividual arrangements risks of

perceived injustice and breaches of the psychadbgiantract increase, and so will the



negative consequences of perceived breaches (S@wllong & Freese, 2007; Torka &
Looise, 2007). We assume that managers will engadiéferentiation hesitantly because of

the delicate issues and the risks of negative cpsees involved.

2.3. Research of line managers and older workers

The importance of line managers’ support for olderkers was the object of a number of
studies. Boerlijst, Van der Heijden and Van AssE93) examined line managers’ activities
aimed at supporting the learning value of the {bb,quality of functioning of (older)
employees, their participation in various sortsadial networks and job mobility. Thijssen
(1996) studied the influence of line managers @ir thider employees’ participation in
training. The effect of the absence of line managavolvement in their older employees’
decision process to opt for early retirement waalk#ished by Henkens and Van Solinge
(2003). Leisink, Thijssen and Walter (2004) fourmdwork organizations with formalized
comprehensive age-related policies. Age-relatedsarea that were available, such as the
reduction of the number of working hours for olderkers from a certain age onwards and
the right to early retirement, were mostly the hesticompliance with collective labour
agreements for the sector. Neither retention-cegbmior retirement-oriented policy-measures
had a notable significance in actual practicesp@log to line managers. Retention-oriented
measures dealing with development and job mobaityl measures facilitating early
retirement were relatively less insignificant thaher types of measures. This implies that hr-

practices supporting older workers basically cdri$ine managers’ own initiatives.

These studies show that the type of activities lthatmanagers can undertake towards their
older workers involve various functional careereated activities. These coincide partly with

the five types of social support described by HqU881) involving praise, job related



information, job-related help, help dealing witls@ppointment, and help with personal
problems. In addition to career-oriented suppoays¢’s types of social support also include
stimulation of commitment and personal well-beifige above studies concentrate on line
manager support for older workers, but fit in wather studies of social support. For instance,
a recent study by Wadsworth and Owens (2007) exadrtime effect of social support on the
work and family domains, and showed that sociapsugrom supervisors and co-workers

helped to reduce work-family conflict.

The determinants of line manager’s activities exadiby earlier studies consist mainly of
managerial attitudes and age related stereotyipeghy following insights from British and
American research (e.g. Hassel & Perrewe, 1995pF &Walker, 1994; 1998). In a recent
study of employers’ opinion about policies aimedeténtion of older workers, Visser,
Henkens and Schippers (2003) found that employbmssubscribe to negative stereotypes
associating older employees with a lack of flexiilinnovativeness and with less
productivity, give less support to retention pami This suggests that the earlier findings of
Boerlijst, Van der Heijden and Van Assen (1993)pvidund that most managers prefer a
majority of younger employees working in their depeent and legitimize this by negative
stereotypes about older workers’ lack of flexililitreativity, ambitions and performance,
basically still hold. The fact that workers overysars of age benefit less than younger
workers from a range of managerial activities thaiport employees’ participation in
training, job mobility and job performance is pgriccounted for by the prevalence of such
stereotypes (Boerlijst, Van der Heijden & Van AssSE®93).

Until recently other managerial characteristicsenagt been studied as determinants
of line managers’ support for older workers. Tlsigurious because the studies about the

devolvement of HRM responsibilities to the line @uap with various other factors that
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appear to influence line managers’ take up of thegponsibilities. Following these studies
(notably Larsen & Brewster, 2003; McConville & Held 1999; Whittaker & Marchington,
2003), supervisors’ people management abilitiesthen opportunities in terms of
discretionary space and HR-tools for engaging reerarelated support activities should be
considered as relevant antecedents in additidmeto attitudes about older employees. One
would assume that line managers who are more cemip@hd have more room and facilities
for support activities will give more support tetholder workers and will also be more

likely to differentiate between older workers.

Drawing on the studies mentioned above and on warresearch (Leisink, Thijssen &
Walter, 2006) we suggest a number of hypothesesdat) the relationship between
managers’ attributes, organizational charactessid line managers’ support for older
employees. These are:

H1: There is a negative relationship between lia@magers’ subscription to negative
stereotypes about older employees and their sufgrostder workers.

H2: There is a negative relationship between lia@magers’ preference for their
personnel consisting of a majority of younger woskand their support for older workers.

H3: There is a positive relationship between lirenagers’ skills to coach older
workers and their support for older workers.

H4: There is a positive relationship between lirenagers’ willingness to coach older
workers and their support for older workers.

H5: There is a positive relationship between thgrele of managerial discretion which
line managers perceive they have and their suppoaider workers.

H6: There is a positive relationship between thgrele of support which line

managers experience themselves and their supparidier workers.
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Regarding the influence of these same determiraantie differential treatment of older
workers we suppose that managers’ coaching sthkésr;, willingness to use these on behalf of
older workers, and the degree of managerial diser@nd support will be related positively
to actual attempts to influence retention or eary of older workers. No hypothesis about
the influence of stereotypical attitudes is incldideecause the very notion of differentiation
is at odds with generalized stereotypical attitumlesut older workers that treat them as a
category and not as individuals. In summary:

H7: There is a positive relationship between hmnagers’ skills to coach older
workers and their differential attempts to influemetention or early exit.

H8: There is a positive relationship between hmanagers’ willingness to use skills to
coach older workers and their differential attentptefluence retention or early exit.

H9: There is a positive relationship between thgrde of managerial discretion and
their differential attempts to influence retentmmearly exit of older workers.

H10: There is a positive relationship betweendégree of support which line
managers experience themselves and their diffateattempts to influence retention or early

exit of older workers.

3. Research design
This paper aims at testing hypotheses concerningagaial attributes and organizational
characteristics that are presumably related torhiaeagers’ support for older workers.

The data come from research of HR-practices towaldts workers in organizations
in the printing industry, the wholesale businestod, the financial services and healthcare.

The selection of organizations was based on theé@spread cases over manufacturing and
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service sectors of industry. The sampling was sgkem the sense that the organization’s
HR-director’s willingness to participate in the @asch was obtained through personal
networks of the researchers. For the purpose sfpidgper the questionnaires of 160 front line
managers can be used, meaning that we conceniré&tevest level line managers with direct
supervisory responsibility for workers of fifty ywsaand older.

The dependent variable ‘supervisors’ support fdeolvorkers’ consists of two
subvariables: ‘support of older workers’ commitmemd ‘support of career development'.
In addition the dependent variable ‘differenti@atment of older workers’ is included. The
independent variables consist of managerial ategand organizational characteristics: skills
to coach older workers; willingness to coach olderkers; stereotypical attitudes about older
workers’ presumed lack of performance; stereoty@ti#udes about older workers’
presumed lack of flexibility; preference for a mapof younger workers in the unit;
discretionary room; support from HR-specialists atitter managers. All variables were
measured using 5-point Likert scales (with a 5-sa@odicating very strong support for the

statement in the item). Appendix | gives the fdtalls of the operationalization.

4. Results
Line managers are strongly focused on stimulatidgrovorkers’ commitment and slightly
less strongly on supporting older workers’ caremratopment. Mean scores were 3,93 (Std.
0,55) and 3,44 (Std. 0,70) respectively.

It appears also that line managers do differemti@tween their older workers, at least
in the sense of attempting to stimulate retentiimghly motivated, well performing and

broadly employable employees and attempting towstita early exit of poorly motivated,
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poorly performing and narrowly employable employ&asding the items on the attempts to
stimulate retention, the mean score is 3,80 (S&R)0

Line managers rated their skills to coach olderkes as fairly good (Mean 3,68; Std.
0,52) as well as their willingness to coach (Me&#3Std. 0,59). Line managers have a weak
tendency to reject the stereotypical presumptiooldér workers’ lack of performance (Mean
2, 62; Std. 0,59) and report neutral on the stgpeoal presumption of older workers’ lack of
flexibility (Mean 3.18; Std. 0,62). They also tetadbe neutral on the ideal of a majority of
younger workers in their unit (Mean 2,73; Std. ),@0nally they are not very positive about
their discretionary room (Mean 3,08; Std. 0,63) fairly positive about the support they get
themselves from HR-specialists and other line marsa@vean 3.66; Std. 0,81).

Table 1 presents the results of the correlatiotyaaa. We will summarize the results.

< Insert Table 1 about here>

H1 cannot be confirmed. The correlations betwess thanagers’ subscription to negative
stereotypes and their support for older workersvarg weak and not significant.

H2 is confirmed. As hypothesized there is a negat@ationship between line managers’
preference for a majority of younger workers inithmit and their support for older workers.
The correlation is weak but signifcant.

H3 and H4 are confirmed. There is a strong posilationship between line managers’

skills to coach older workers and their supportdialer workers, and this holds also for their
willingness to coach older workers. Provisionalresgion analyses (not included in this
paper) show that managers’ competences explairt 8dquer cent of the variance in
commitment support and 29 per cent of the variamcareer support, and that other variables

add but one to three per cent in explaining vaeanc
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H5 and H6 are confirmed. There is a moderatelyngtfmositive relationship between the
degree of discretionary room which line managersgyee and their support for older
workers, and this also holds for the degree of sttpphich line managers get themselves and
their support for older workers.

Of the hypotheses H7 - H10 concerning the detenménaf line managers’ differential
attempts to influence retention or early exit, od can be confirmed. That is, there is a
weak positive correlation between line managerflingness to use their coaching skills and
their attempts to differentiate between older woskeghom they want to retain and whose

early exit they try to influence.

5. Conclusion and discussion
Returning to the question which this paper setoanswer we can conclude that line
managers offer social support to the older workieey supervise in various ways, notably by
stimulating older workers’ commitment and by supipgy their career development, and that
these support activities are dependent on line gesapeople management competences,
the willingness to use these competences and aigshestionary space and support that the
organization provides to line managers. This iséresting conclusion in various respects.
First, it illustrates the important role which lineanagers’ people management
activities have in HR practices towards older wesk€&ollowing the distinction which Purcell
and Hutchinson (2007) make between leadership lb@lvaand the enactment of HR
practices which need to be taken into accounterettplanation of the causal chain linking
policy inputs to performance outcomes, we seeerctse of older worker policies that line
managers do engage in (supportive) leadership bmiravhile the priority of various types

of older worker policies is quite low (Leisink, Jésen & Walter 2004). So actual practices

15



aimed at sustaining older workers’ employabilitypeled in an important way on the support
that line managers offer, both in the sense ofidtitmg older workers’ commitment and to a
slightly lesser extent in the field of career suppo

Second, an important finding is the significancéiregd managers’ people management
competences, that is their skills to coach olderkexs and their willingness to do so. This
finding resonates with the studies of the devolveinoé HR-responsibilities to line managers,
which concluded that lack of ability and ignoramat®ut recent developments in HRM are
among the problems that hinder line managers talkingR responsibilities. This study
shows that line managers who are more competemealgage more in support of their older
workers, and people management competences appaatiie most important factor
influencing the activities undertaken.

A limitation of this study that qualifies this cdasion is that the results are based on
self-report by line managers. Common-rater bidh@vn to inflate reported effect sizes,
particularly for attitude-attitude relationshipso(Rakoff et al. 2003). Indeed, in the research
of older worker policies, on which this paper baijleve found that line manager scores of the
social support they offer are about 0.5 point highan their older workers’ scores of the
career support they perceive to get. However, whieactual scores vary the important
finding of our earlier research was that there positive correlation between actual support
offered by line managers as perceived by older ersriand the intent of older workers to
work longer instead of opting for early retiremé@ngisink, Thijssen & Walter, 2004: 145-

146). So line managers make a difference.

In addition to manager’'s competences the opporasnthich organizations offer to their

managers to perform well are important. These dppdies include the discretionary space

that managers have, the support they get from HRialists and the support they get from
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other line managers. The importance of discretypspace is interesting because it is related
to the issue of managers’ ability to differentiatee more HR-policies regarding older
workers, regarding their employability and workungfil the age of 65, take the form of
collective standardized rules, the less discretpepace line managers will have and the less
they will be able to come up with tailor-made agaments.

Third, related to the previous point is the inté@rggsfinding that stereotypical attitudes
about older workers do not seem to influence lirmmagers’ support activities whereas earlier
studies demonstrated the importance of negativeaiges. This difference could be related
to three factors. First, Visser, Henkens and Samp(2003) studied the effect of stereotypes
about older workers and assumed that HR-advisowsdAtave a more positive opinion about
older workers than the employer because they havre professional knowledge, and were
able to confirm this hypothesis regarding the pesistereotypes of loyalty and motivation
but not regarding the negative stereotypes of mrtndty and innovativeness. Our research
deals with line managers who supervise and intevahtolder workers on a daily basis, so
the finding that these line managers hold less thegatereotypes about older workers is
consistent with the general theoretical assumglwout more interaction and information
about ‘other groups’ leading to less stereotypBerond, the tendency of line managers to
score neutral on negative stereotypes or everjdotrinem, could be the result of awareness
campaigns that have been staged in the Netherlamdsent years to make the public aware
of the ‘myths’ about older workers (Nauta, de Br&ii€remer, 2004). An alternative
interpretation that these neutral scores reflguildical correctness tendency seems less
probable, because line managers do apparentlyavetd problem with indicating that they
attempt to influence retention or early exit ofeiavorkers who are more or less motivated,
more or less performing well. Third, the differéimdings could be related to differences in

measurement. Our operationalization of the negatieeeotypes of older workers’ presumed
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lack of productivity and flexibility include onlyosne items of the more extensive scales used
by Visser, Henkens and Schippers (2003).

However, while managers appear on average notltbregative stereotypes about
older workers’ lack of performance and lack of flekty, some still favour the idea of their
personnel consisting of a majority of young worké&tarlier studies associated this preference
for a pyramidal age composition of the workforcétmihe negative stereotypes about older
workers. It is not evident that this assumptiotergable. As in the case of the negative
stereotypes (with mean scores of 2,62 for lackesfggmance and 3,18 for lack of flexibility)
the mean score on the preference for a majorifyppahg workers (mean= 2.73) is fairly
neutral. However, the standard deviation on théepeace for a majority of young workers is
almost twice as high (1,00) as for the two negasiteeeotypes (0,59 and 0,62 respectively).
The differences regarding the preference for a ntgjof young workers could have to do
with sectoral differences rather than with sterpmigl attitudes. We do not have sufficient
numbers of respondents in various sectors tolesassumption, but it would seem that
managers in sectors with low-skilled/manual workl/ana high proportion of older workers
have a stronger preference for a majority of youngekers than managers in sectors with
high-skilled/clerical work and/or a low proportioholder workers. Just to illustrate this
assumption: the managers’ mean scores on the gnefefor a majority of young workers
vary from 3,70 in the printing industry, 3,00 irettvholesale sector, 2,68 in healthcare to 2,54

in financial services.

It appears that line managers differentiate betvedeer workers, at least in the sense of
attempts to influence retention of well-motivatea|l-performing and broadly employable
older workers. Caution in interpreting these firgdins called for. Henkens and Van Solinge

(2007) report that line managers as a rule tendanehgage in talks with their older workers
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over the moment of early retirement. They also reghat in their survey of retired employees
only 15 per cent of their respondents had beenoagped by their manager with a request to
consider postponing the moment of early retirem@nt. findings are not explicitly concerned
with managerial intervention in the employee’s dex over the moment of early retirement
but with managerial attempts in a more generalesemmfluence retention or (early) exit of
workers aged fifty or older. Our findings suggéwtttline managers differentiate in relation to
motivation, performance and employability. It i$fidult to explain that line managers’
willingness to use their coaching skills is postwrelated to their differential approach while
the coaching skills themselves are not, unlessassumed that this is the case because the

skills cannot be used because of a lack of disoraty space.

The correlation analyses reported in this papewghe direction of more robust analyses to
be performed. These should examine the assumptabime managers’ competences
(coaching skills and willingness to use these)hadirect influence on actual managerial
support activities, while the opportunities theyé#or action (discretionary space and
received support) moderate the impact of competeonectual support activities. The
differential approach to older workers is anotheaghat requires further research. Such
research should not only examine managerial acip@ortunities but also the issues dealing
with managers’ perceptions of accounting for thetrdiutive and procedural justice of
decisions that involve individual arrangements, arahagers perceptions’ of the risks of

perceived injustice and breaches of the psychadbgmntract.

We have indicated the limitations of this studyihgwo do with the use of self-report

measures, the operationalization of some varianédsthe small numbers of line managers

per sector to test the influence of certain deteamis. These limitations should be addressed
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in future studies. Having said this, we believd thé study demonstrates the important role
of line managers in HR-practices. Another way afriing this conclusion is that policies that
wish to give priority to retention of older workdsg preventive measures that invest in
workers’ sustainable employability and curative swgas that adapt the job and working
conditions for those employees whose workabilityurees so, should pay attention to training
line managers, and to providing them with the @disonary space and support to enact their
frontline role with older workers. We believe tlh@p management underestimates the
importance of the front line manager’s role in HRM-performance chain. The line
managers in our study indicated that their peodeagement activities were not part of the
appraisal interviews they had themselves with thggervisors. Some line managers do not
invest in people management as a consequence tuptimanagement focus on achieving the
hard performance targets. Other line managersopatsnotivation for people management
activities is so strong that they invest consideraime and energy although this is not part of
their performance appraisal. It would be an impdrsagnal of the value placed on people
management activities in general and with regam@der workers’ sustained employability in
particular when top management make the people geament competences and activities of

line managers a priority in HR-policies and manageerformance interviews.

Note: the authors want to thank Prof. Dr. Jo Thijsfor his suggestions regarding an earlier

version of this paper.
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Appendix | Operationalization of the variables
The variables were measured using 5-point Likeates; with a 1-score indicating very weak
support for the statement in the item and a 5-seerg strong support. Because most of these

scales were newly developed the test scores fiabrigly will be provided.

The dependent variable ‘supervisors’ support fdeplvorkers’ consists of two subvariables

which have been established on the basis of factalysis. The subvariables are:

a. support of older workers’ commitment

This variable is based on four items asking marsatgeindicate their support for statements

about their interest in their older workers’ jolrfoemance and in their personal functioning.

Cronbach’s Alpha for reliability of the scale isagb .86.

b. support of career development

This variable is based on four items asking marsatgeindicate their support for statements

about facilitating their older workers’ participati in training and use of career opportunities

in the organisation. Cronbach’s Alpha for reliayilbf the scale is good: .85.

Differential treatment of older workers is a depemidvariable that refers to:

c. managers’ attempts to stimulate early exitetention dependent on differences between
older workers.

This variable is measured through six items askiagagers to indicate their support for
statements about their attempts to influence exiention of older workers who perform
better or worse at work, who are more or less eyatile, and who are more or less
motivated. So differentiation is understood in temh attempts to influence exit or retention,

and certain characteristics of older workers asgiim&d to be the basis for differentiation.
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This variable was included in the questionnaired sesome but not all organizations; the N

for this variable is therefore 69. Cronbach’s Algbiareliability of the scale is good: .78.

The independent variables consist of seven marae@etiibutes and organizational
characteristics. The managerial attributes inclemBching competences, involving both
coaching skills and the willingness to use thesisgkl-e), and stereotypical attitudes about
older workers (f-h). The organizational characterssinclude discretionary opportunities and
support for line managers (i-)):

d. skills to coach older workers

This variable is based on six items asking manageosit their skills to coach older workers
in various respects such as discussing their jolopeance and assessing training and career
possibilities. Cronbach’s Alpha is good: .77.

e. willingness to coach older workers

This variable is based on six items asking managearslicate their willingness to coach their
older workers in various respects. Cronbach’s Alishgood: .83.

f. stereotypical attitudes about older workers’ guened lack of performance

This variable is based on five items asking maraggemdicate their support for statements
about older workers’ performance at work in comga@miwith younger workers; a 5 score
meaning very strong support for the presumptiooldér workers’ lack of performance.
Cronbach’s Alpha is acceptable: .71.

g. stereotypical attitudes about older workers’sumed lack of flexibility

This variable is based on seven items asking masagendicate their support for statements
about older workers’ adaptation to new technology mew work routines in comparison with
younger workers; a 5 score meaning very strongatifigr the presumption of older

workers’ lack of flexibility. Cronbach’s Alpha isogd: .81.
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h. preference for a majority of younger workersha unit

This variable is based on one item asking the mansag indicate on a 5-point scale their
support for the statement “There should be a ntgjofiyounger workers in my unit”.

I. discretionary room

This variable is based on six items asking manageosit the autonomy they perceive in
deciding about arrangements for their older work€rsnbach’s Alpha is good: .80.

J. support from HR-specialists and other managers

This variable is based on two items asking managarslicate the support they perceive they

get from HR-specialists and other line managersnBach’s Alpha is acceptable: .64.
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Table 1 Correlations between some line managers’ attriaiel organizational characteristics and line marsagupport for older workers

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
1. Support of older workers’
commitment
2. Support of career developmgnt,419(**)
3. Attempts to differentiate 0,149 0,036
4. Competences to coach older 391() | ,442(*) 0.160
workers
5. Willingness to coach older
workersg ,555(**) | ,487(*%) | ,223(%) | ,457(*%)
6. Stereotypical attitudes about
older workers presumed lack of 0,001 -0,124  -0,034 -,218(** -,159(%)
performance
7. Stereotypical attitudes about
older workers presumed lack off  -0,060 -0,055 -0,086 -,180(%) -0,118  ,526(*)
flexibility
8. Preference for a majority of
younger workers in the{ uni){ -,134(*) | -,209(**) 0,073| -,169(*| -,145(*) ,259(** ,169(*)
9. Discretionary room ,195(*%) | ,332(**) -0,019| ,316(*%)| ,263(**)| -,142(*)| -,190(**) | -,145(*)
10. Support from HR-specialisty 5,5 | 3970 | .0179|  142(%| 321(%)| 0,041 o4B| -0,110| ,347(*)
and other managers

** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level {aied)
* Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level @iled)
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