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Abstract: This chapter intends to contribute to a better understanding of career 

development over the lifespan by examining individual and contextual factors contributing to 

life-long career development. Considering manifold changes in the work environment as well 

as throughout an individual’s career, we review classic theories of career development in the 

beginning of this chapter. We then describe changes in today’s careers, and depict modern 

career theories, such as the protean or the boundaryless career. Subsequently, we elaborate on 

sources of change over the lifespan from an individual perspective: We explain how changes 

in personality, work values, or goal setting influence career development. From an 

organizational perspective, we describe how changes in the psychological contract or various 

age norms may influence the career development of employees. In the last part of this 

chapter, we outline central career developmental issues for individuals over the lifespan and 

point out recommendations for organizations in order to help promote meaningful, fulfilling, 

and sustainable career development over the lifespan.  
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1. Introduction 

Seeing careers as evolving through a set of distinct stages has a long tradition in 

career research and vocational psychology. However, the nature of careers with today’s 

increasingly complex, individualized, and flexible career paths (Sullivan, 1999) has called 

into question the nature and fundamental utility of age-specific career stages. For example, 

whereas in the last century success was largely defined by the organization and measured by 

promotions and increases in salary (Sullivan, 1999), nowadays, careers leave employees with 

fewer opportunities for vertical mobility with their current employers. In particular, as market 

pressures increase, associated with a need for employees to be lean and flexible, 

organizations tend to prefer short-term, transactional exchanges with their employees, which 

lowers the odds of vertical mobility within the company (Greenhaus & Kossek, 2014). 

Furthermore, as changes in market pressures have occurred due to increasingly global 

business environments, heightened job loss at all organizational levels has been observed 

(Greenhaus, Callanan, & Godshalk, 2010; Greenhaus & Kossek, 2014). Also, societal 

changes are affecting the contemporary career. The aging and diversification of the 

workforce, diversity of family structures, new technological advances, and the continuing 

globalization of the business environment (Greenhaus & Kossek, 2014) all posit new 

challenges and opportunities for the entire workforce, and particularly for the aging worker. 

The latter population finds itself in a complex environment, having to deal not only with 

changes in their life cycle demands, but also having to be able to adapt to and prosper in 

today’s workplaces. 

Furthermore, in today’s careers, a concept of mutually exclusive, distinct career 

phases does not consider the increasingly dynamic nature of career development. Therefore, 

this chapter provides an updated and concise overview and integration of key career 

developmental issues across the lifespan. A key contribution of this chapter is that we do not 
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simply propose age-specific career tasks, but instead derive implications for career 

development over the whole lifespan.  

This chapter contributes to the literature on careers in several ways. First, we provide 

an integrative review of models of career development and theories of adult development in 

the light of today’s changing work environment. Second, we explore the effects of these 

changes by integrating a range of theories and empirical findings on career development over 

the lifespan. Third, we present implications for individual and organizational career 

developmental issues that are typically encountered throughout the career, and we provide a 

summary of our findings. After having described the traditional views of career development 

over the lifespan (part 2) and emphasized the modern views (part 3), we present a novel 

framework of career development over the lifespan that focuses on the intersection between 

individual and organizational sources of change (part 4) and specific career development 

issues (part 5). 

2. Traditional Views of Careers Over the Lifespan 

There are numerous theories that deal with career development over the lifespan. 

Traditional career development theories are mostly stage theories based on theories of adult 

development from the first half of the 20th century (Feldman, 1989). The two most important 

theories used to explain changes in people’s careers over the lifespan are Levinson’s life 

stage developmental model (Levinson, Darrow, & Klein, 1978; Levinson, 1986) and Super’s 

life-span model (Super, 1957; Super, 1990). These two models have in common that they 

consider adult lives as a progression of stages, each of them including explicit and 

prescriptive developmental tasks. While in Levinson’s model, these changes are strictly 

determined by age, in Super’s later adaptations of his life stage model, the transitions are 

viewed as more flexible, involving a recycling through so-called mini-cycles during each 
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transition (Super, 1990). Another model with consecutive stages is Cron’s (1984) career 

stages theory, which is very similar to Super’s and Levinson’s models in that there are 

distinct, consecutive stages to traverse, with each stage having its own concerns, tasks, 

challenges, and needs. However, in Cron’s model, the stages are not strictly based on 

chronological age. Instead the next developmental stage is reached when the developmental 

tasks of the previous stage are successfully dealt with. We give a brief overview of the 

developmental life cycle with the example of Levinson’s work, who was among the first to 

empirically study lifespan career development in a longitudinal manner. 

In Levinson’s life stage developmental model, the author postulates that the life cycle 

evolves through a sequence of eras, each lasting roughly twenty-five years. These eras 

partially overlap and each has its own distinctive and unifying qualities, taking account of 

biological, psychological, and social aspects of development, constituting the macro-structure 

of the life cycle (Levinson et al., 1978). The authors define the life cycle as made up of the 

following eras: Childhood and adolescence/pre-adulthood: age 0–22; Early adulthood: age 

17–45; Middle adulthood: age 40–65; Late adulthood: above age 60.  

From a career perspective, the first important transition is the early adult transition, at 

around age 17–22: The major tasks when entering the adult world include: 1. Forming a 

dream and giving it a place in the life structure; 2. Forming mentor relationships; 3. Forming 

an occupation; 4. Forming love relationships, marriage and family. Other common tasks of 

this phase include relating to authorities and gaining greater authority oneself; relating as an 

adult to people at different age levels; and forming an adult outlook and values regarding 

religion, politics, ethnicity, and community (Levinson et al., 1978).  

The second main transition occurs at around age 40–45: the mid-life transition and 

entering middle adulthood. The underlying tasks during this stage are to settle for a few key 

choices and to pursue long-range plans and goals within it (Levinson et al., 1978). This 
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settling down period ordinarily begins at around age 30 and ends at 40–45, constituting one 

of the most crucial steps in adult development. Important developmental tasks in this period 

are building a second adult life structure, which includes a process of termination of the 

previous life structure (leaving the pre-adult world), as well as a process of initiation of the 

settling down period. The settling down period is described as the time for a person to realize 

the hopes of their youth. Levinson et al. (1978) distinguished five ways of establishing the 

second life structure: 1. Advancement within a stable life structure; 2. Serious failure or 

decline within a stable life structure; 3. Breaking out and trying for a new life structure; 4. 

Advancement which itself produces a change in life structure; and 5. Unstable life structure. 

Although there is nothing absolute about these five categories, the authors describe them as 

convenient means of describing variations in the development within the settling down 

period.  

Individuation is a process included in all developmental transitions (Levinson et al., 

1978), but particularly important in midlife transition. The authors identified four primary 

tasks in the individuation process, each of them involving the reintegration of fundamental 

polarity in the character of living. This polarity has sources within oneself and society and a 

person’s task in the mid-life transition is to work on the polarities that animate and divide 

them. The four polarities are: 1. Young/Old; 2. Destruction/Creation; 3. Masculine/Feminine; 

and 4. Attachment/Separateness.  From a work perspective, this entails the meaning of 

success and failure to an individual and the place of a person’s occupation in their life 

structure  

The late adult phase is less well researched, although the authors state that the 

developmental process of growth, decline, and change continue (Levinson et al., 1978). From 

roughly age 55 to 60, a stable period is devoted to building a second middle adult structure, 

and finally from about 60 to 65, the late adult transition terminates middle adulthood and 
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creates a basis for starting late adulthood. The tasks of this transition are to conclude the 

efforts of middle adulthood and to prepare oneself for the era to come.  

To describe the late career phase in more detail, we now broaden our perspective to 

also include the previously mentioned developmental theories of Super and Cron when 

describing the late career phase. As such, traditional career theories mostly saw the late 

career as a phase of decline and withdrawal from work (Sullivan, 1999). As the names of the 

phases in these models describing late career (maintenance, disengagement, decline) suggest, 

the tasks in these stages are mainly aimed at trying to compensate for losses, keep the status 

quo, and to finally withdraw from employment altogether. First, all three models by 

Levinson, Super, and Cron state that older workers need to rely on previous life phases and 

life experiences to build the late career phase. For example, proposed tasks include holding 

on to earlier achieved accomplishments, recognizing one’s mortality and limits on possible 

achievements, and resolving the identity issues raised by these experiences Second, the 

models mention tasks related to job attitudes and career development. Here, the focus is less 

on decline, but rather on maintenance and development preserving the status quo. For 

example, maintaining an acceptable performance level and developing a broader view of 

one’s work and organization. Finally, all three stage models depict the need for older workers 

to detach from work, establish a stronger self-identity outside of work, and to finally develop 

a self-image that is independent of one’s job. Combined, these developmental tasks reflect 

traditional careers pursued in organizations, when after a linear and conformal work life, 

older workers are assumed to retire from their lifelong position. These workers will have built 

an important part of their identity based on their jobs and careers, which were rather uniform 

and stable.  

These traditional career models have been created for a traditional workplace in the 

20th century, when it was common that employees would spend their whole career at a very 
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small number of employing organizations, where they could expect constant upward mobility 

due to tenure. By contrast, in the last decades, careers started to change in multiple ways, 

precluding stable and rather uniform careers for many employees. In addition, these career 

stage models have been introduced in a time when the career development literature was 

focused almost exclusively on white-collar, male professionals (Ornstein, Cron, & Slocum, 

1989). Therefore, it has been argued that these developmental models are too uniform and 

prescriptive for today’s workplaces and employees, and need to be reinvented and updated 

according to recent changes in the work environment (Blustein, 2011; Hartung & Taber, 

2013). 

3. Modern Views of Careers Over the Lifespan 

In the last few years, many publications have broached the issue of the changing 

business environment and today’s changing careers in comparison to the last century. Many 

authors stated that the way we view careers has dramatically changed (Briscoe, Hall, & 

DeMuth, 2006; Inkson, 2006; Sullivan, 1999). Recent theorizing in vocational psychology 

speaks of a crisis of traditional career development models and the importance of a life 

design framework that emphasizes career construction rather than career development 

(Wehmeyer et al., 2018). Whereas traditional career theories assumed environmental 

stability, had an intra-firm focus and hierarchical assumptions, and conceptualized careers as 

progressing in linear career stages (Sullivan, 1999), today’s work environment is increasingly 

competitive, complex, and turbulent, with heightened probabilities of job loss on every level, 

fewer opportunities for vertical mobility, and higher levels of voluntary and involuntary inter 

organizational mobility (Greenhaus & Kossek, 2014). As organizations need to be flexible 

due to changes in market pressures and globalization, instead of long-term employment 

relationships, they increasingly opt for short-term transactional exchanges with employees 
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(DiRenzo & Greenhaus, 2011). Moreover, due to globalization, the number of employees 

pursuing an international career with frequent assignments abroad, as well as individuals 

working in cultures other than their own, is predicted to exponentially grow in the coming 

decades (Greenhaus & Kossek, 2014). This suggests higher demands on employees, who 

have to be able to compete internationally, efficiently use information technology, and be 

able to react to changes in the work environment much faster than ever before (Greenhaus & 

Kossek, 2014). Furthermore, there is a heightened need for self-initiative and constant worker 

adaptation due to these trends (Van der Heijden, Schalk, & Van Veldhoven, 2008).  

An additional factor is that the workforce today is more heterogeneous that ever 

before. Factors that lead to heightened diversity in the workplace include the increased 

participation of women in the workforce (Hammer, Allen, & Grigsby, 1997), the growing 

number of workers from other cultures due to globalization, and the aging of the workforce 

(Schweitzer, Lyons, & Ng, 2014). The number of people aged 55+ is expected to grow by 

more than 15 per cent between 2010 and 2030 due to longer life expectancies and declining 

birth rates in developed countries (Van der Heijden et al., 2008). On the one hand, this 

implies that companies have to rely on healthy older workers to stay in the workforce longer. 

On the other hand, older adults who are not able to work because of health reasons need to be 

taken care of by their social environment. Considering today’s diversity of family structures 

and the increasing amount of dual-earner families and single parents, a significant portion of 

the workforce is likely to express a need to balance their work with their personal lives, due 

to parenting or elder care, as well as for other personal reasons (Greenhaus & Kossek, 2014).  

The abovementioned changes in contemporary careers (i.e., careers being less 

structured and linear, more unpredictable, and associated with less job security and more 

varied approaches to retirement; DiRenzo & Greenhaus, 2011) are often subsumed under the 

concepts of protean and/or boundaryless careers (Inkson, 2006). First, boundaryless careers 
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(Sullivan & Arthur, 2006) emphasize the interdependence between boundaries that are 

physical (i.e., individual’s work for a specific employer, in a specific career field) and 

psychological (i.e., individuals’ perception of their ability to cross the physical boundaries). 

According to these authors, the greater individuals’ career competencies, the higher 

likelihood they will experience psychological and physical career mobility (Wang, Olson, & 

Shultz, 2013). By contrast, protean careers (Hall, 2004) refer to a career orientation in which 

the person, not the organization, is in charge. Career decisions are thus driven by the 

individual’s core values and self-directedness, not the organizations’. This implies a stronger 

emphasis on the subjective (e.g. personally meaningful or satisfying work), rather than 

objective (e.g. high salary or prestigious position), forms of career success. 

Careers are likely to be customized through reduced-workload arrangements, 

telework, and employment discontinuities or sabbaticals. In this context, self-management of 

one’s career (a core aspect of the protean career) is increasingly important, given that many 

employers do not invest in the long-term employability of their workers, and employees need 

to remain employable in order to balance out the heightened risk of being laid off (Greenhaus 

& Kossek, 2014).  

A final issue to address is the changing nature of career success. Because options for 

vertical mobility and hierarchical advancement are decreasing due to flatter inter-

organizational hierarchies, this traditional hallmark of a successful career (Greenhaus & 

Kossek, 2014) is losing importance. Given that the workforce is increasingly diverse in terms 

of career and life values, it is essential that individuals develop their own idiosyncratic views 

of what constitutes success in their careers for them (Arthur, Khapova, & Wilderom, 2005). 

In line with this thought, the notion of sustainable careers is often promoted. Sustainable 

careers should enable employees to have positive career experiences in the present and 

remain engaged over the long term, and thus promote individual well-being as well as 
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organizational effectiveness (Newman, 2011). Applied to the late career phase, sustainability 

implies a focus on continuity throughout career episodes, on the flexibility of older workers, 

and an oscillation in late careers between periods of full- and part-time work and retirement 

(Froidevaux & Hirschi, 2015). 

In sum, changes in today’s careers call for a different approach to describe career 

developmental issues than found in the previously reviewed stage-based career models. 

Because workers cannot rely on career-long job stability and succession through tenure 

anymore, age-bound career stages are losing their utility in such a complex and non-linear 

work environment. In order to specifically describe and explain the changing opportunities 

and threats that workers are nowadays confronted with in the context of modern careers, in 

the remainder of this chapter we will provide a novel framework of career development over 

the lifespan that focuses on the intersection between individual and organizational sources of 

change and specific career development issues (see Figure 1). 

------------------------------  

Insert Figure 1 about here  

------------------------------ 

 

4. Sources of Change Over the Lifespan 

Next, we argue that careers change with age and due to changing environmental 

factors. These changes then lead to specific career developmental issues throughout the 

lifespan. Before addressing the latter point, we first review various major intra-individual and 

contextual factors of career development over the lifespan. Our chapter builds on these 

various factors outlined in the following sections. Contextual factors, such as changes in the 

work environment, and intra-individual factors, such as changes in personality or job 



 

 

12 

attitudes shall be outlined and discussed in the next paragraphs. Furthermore, we shed light 

on different conceptualizations of age and aging, investigating alternative age concepts, such 

as subjective age because these variables have found their way from gerontology and 

consumer psychology to work- and organizational research in recent years. Specifically, the 

concept of subjective age, and more precisely, younger subjective ages, have been 

highlighted by previous research as an important mechanism that is associated with slower 

rates of age-related decline and higher levels of physical and psychological functioning in the 

older population (Kotter-Gruehn, Kornadt, & Stephan, 2016). Thus, it provides interesting 

new perspectives on lifelong changes in careers.  

4.1. Intra-individual Factors 

Building on the lifespan theories covered in section one of this volume, in the 

following we describe the intra-individual factors contributing to life-long career 

development. Without the aim of being comprehensive, we have chosen main developmental 

areas to illustrate the manifold changes throughout the career. 

Changes in personality.1 Although the classical trait perspective suggests that 

personality traits in adulthood represent stable inter-individual differences (Roberts & 

Mroczek, 2008), the contextual perspective emphasizes personality changes as a reaction to 

life experiences, such as role transitions. Supporting the latter view, recent research shows 

meaningful changes in personality traits with age may occur through two approaches (Caspi, 

Roberts, & Shiner, 2005): Differential or rank-order changes (i.e., relative degree of changes 

in personality at an inter-personal level) and mean-level changes (i.e., changes in the average 

                                                 
1 For a detailed discussion of personality development over the lifespan, please refer 

to Chapter 3 in this volume. Interested readers can further refer to the work of Roberts and 

Mroczek (2008). 
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trait level of a population). Whereas rank-order stability in personality traits is remarkably 

high over the entire lifespan and peaks over the age of 50, mean-level changes do occur and 

support a lifespan developmental view of changes in personality traits (Caspi et al., 2005). 

These results are also meta-analytically supported: Statistically significant mean-level 

changes occurred in 75% of personality traits in middle age (40–60) and old age (60+), 

evincing increased warmth, self-control, and emotional stability as people age (Roberts & 

Mroczek, 2008). As a recent longitudinal study (Wille, Hofmans, Feys, & De Fruyt, 2014) 

revealed, workers’ mean levels of personality traits agreeableness and conscientiousness 

increases, whereas neuroticism decreases over time. This signals the possibility of the 

maturation of job attitudes along with personality over time. Generally, as people age, their 

well-being improves and workers show higher positive and lower negative affect with 

increasing age (Charles, 2010; Scheibe, Wisse, Schulz, & Pachana, 2015). There is also meta-

analytical evidence that older workers show higher levels of organizational citizenship 

behavior and lower levels of counterproductive work behavior, less workplace aggression, 

less on-the-job substance abuse, tardiness, or voluntary absence (Ng & Feldman, 2008). 

These changes in personality explain why work potentially becomes a more satisfying 

experience as people age and imply more emotional attachment to work, better relationships 

with coworkers, and overall more positive work values as people age (Kooij, De Lange, 

Jansen, Kanfer, & Dikkers, 2011). 

Changes in cognition.2 Even though some central aspects of cognitive change follow 

a U-shaped development over the lifespan (with low levels in children and older adults and 

peaks in early adulthood and mid-life), the notion that cognitive aging is simply 

“development in reverse” is outdated: Cognitive changes at each end of the lifespan appear to 

                                                 
2 For a detailed discussion of changes in cognition over the lifespan, please refer to 

Chapter 2 in this volume. 



 

 

14 

be qualitatively different because factors such as maturation, environmental influence, and 

individual differences (speed, processing efficiency, learning experience, etc.) have very 

different impacts on individuals throughout their lifespan (Craik & Bialystok, 2006). 

Although there is an overall negative relationship between age and a variety of cognitive 

functions, many of these capacities remain stable until later in life, such as age 60 or above, 

and only gradually decline thereafter (Salthouse, 2006). For instance, although perceptual 

speed starts to decline at age 25, it only starts significantly declining after age 60 (Salthouse, 

2012). Further, cognitive functions can be grouped under two broad categories: fluid 

intelligence and crystallized intelligence. Fluid intelligence (e.g., processing speed, working 

memory, selective attention) peaks in early adulthood and continuously decreases later in life. 

Crystallized intelligence (e.g. accumulated knowledge, skills, wisdom) peaks at around age 

60 (Truxillo, Cadiz, & Hammer, 2015) and is relatively stable into later life. Another 

conceptualization is the distinction between the representational system and the control 

processes acting on these systems (Craik & Bialystok, 2006). Whereas in childhood and older 

age cognitive performance is initiated mostly in response to environmental contingencies, in 

young adulthood and middle age, behavior is predominantly under the control of internal 

mental states. Therefore, the trajectory of a single development process cannot adequately 

account for complex cognitive changes over the lifespan (Craik & Bialystok, 2006). 

Although there is a long-established positive relationship between cognitive ability and job 

performance, there is no consistent negative relationship between age and job performance 

(Truxillo et al., 2015). Whereas there are certain professions that require maximum 

performance in fluid intelligence (e.g. traffic air controllers) where there might be a clear 

age-related decline, in other professions which utilize predominantly crystallized intelligence 

(e.g. high-level supervisors), people may show age-related improvements.  
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Changes in work values.3 Work values represent what people want and expect from 

work (Nord, Brief, Atieh, & Doherty, 1988) and are generally assumed to be relatively stable 

across one’s adulthood, with a peak in stability after the age of 50 (Jin & Rounds, 2012). This 

stability can be explained by occupational-selection and occupational-socialization models 

(Mortimer & Lorence, 1979). Stability and change in work values can be inspected through 

the two aforementioned approaches: First, rank-order stability, which describes the stability 

of the relative importance of a work value in comparison with other people; and second, 

mean-level change, which represents intra-individual changes as a consequence of maturation 

and societal changes. Although work values’ rank-order stability is high over time and thus 

supports the idea that work values are relatively stable inter individual differences, mean-

level change does occur as people age (Jin & Rounds, 2012). Such changes with age are a 

shift in work motivation from extrinsic motivation to intrinsic motivation (i.e. importance on 

internal rewards suc,h as meeting one's values); less attention paid to competition; and more 

on developing or coaching others, as well as affirming one’s identity and self-concept (de 

Lange, Van Yperen, Van der Heijden, & Bal, 2010). Also as people age, they tend to develop 

a less idealized view of work (Wey Smola & Sutton, 2002). These changes imply that the 

meaning of work for older workers also changes. As older workers pay less attention to 

competition, their meaning of work is decreasingly one of satisfying power and achievement 

motives and more based on generative motives and gratifying their internal drivers and values 

(Kooij et al., 2011). 

Changes in job attitudes.4 Overall, job attitudes have been found to slightly shift with 

age: Older workers report higher job satisfaction, lower levels of burnout, and generally more 

                                                 
3 For a detailed discussion of changes in work values over the lifespan, please refer to 

Chapter 21 in this volume. 
4 For a detailed discussion of changes in job attitudes over the lifespan, please refer to 

Chapter 21 in this volume. 
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favorable and less unfavorable job attitudes (Ng & Feldman, 2010). These findings are 

consistent for task-, people-, and organization-related aspects of well-being (Scheibe et al., 

2015). Regarding one key job attitude—job satisfaction—recent research (Thielgen, Krumm, 

Rauschenbach, & Hertel, 2015) has shown that job satisfaction is closely linked to the 

congruence of implicit and explicit motives in the affiliative domain for older workers, 

specifically. The affiliative motive domain is the third of the big three motive domains, next 

to the power and achievement domains, and represents all kinds of positive relationships with 

other people (McClelland, Koestner, & Weinberger, 1989). Whereas power and achievement 

motives are more pronounced in younger employees, the affiliative domain is of growing 

importance to older workers. Given that the need for congruency between implicit and 

explicit motives increases with age, older workers can satisfy their affiliative motives when 

their implicit and explicit motives are in congruence, resulting in increased job satisfaction 

(Thielgen et al., 2015). Research on job attitudes also showed that people in the maintenance 

or decline phase of their careers do not report lesser degrees of job satisfaction, commitment, 

or involvement with their work than other age groups (Ornstein et al., 1989). This contradicts 

the assumption in classical career stage models, as reviewed above, and their prescribed 

developmental tasks, which state that older workers are concerned with disengagement from 

work. If this is the case, job satisfaction, commitment, and involvement would be expected to 

decrease with age, which has not been found in previous empirical research or meta-analyses 

(Truxillo, Cadiz, Rineer, Zaniboni, & Fraccaroli, 2012). Such contradiction represents an 

interesting avenue for future research. 

Changes in goal setting and motivation.5 According to socio-emotional selectivity 

theory (Carstensen, Isaacowitz, & Charles, 1999), with increasing age, time perspective shifts 

                                                 
5 For a detailed discussion of changes in goal setting and motivation over the lifespan, 

please refer to Chapters 6 and 20 in this volume. 
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from open-ended (i.e., life lived from birth) to limited (i.e., life left until death), thus 

implying growing importance put on the time left. When such boundaries on time are 

perceived, present-oriented goals related to emotional meaning are prioritized over future-

oriented goals (Lockenhoff & Carstensen, 2004). Thus, meaningful work becomes of 

growing importance as workers age (Froidevaux & Hirschi, 2015). Furthermore, selection-

optimization-compensation theory (Baltes & Baltes, 1990) states that the motivational focus 

shifts from a growth and developmental perspective to a maintenance and loss-reduction 

orientation as people age. This theory is commonly used to explain the decline and 

disengagement stages in the classical career stage theories. Similarly, the motivational theory 

of lifespan development (Heckhausen & Schulz, 1995) 6 states that over the lifespan, primary 

control (e.g., investing time, effort, and persistence for goal achievement) decreases and 

secondary control (e.g., enhancing motivation and commitment to the chosen goal) increases. 

According to this theory, in order to maximize control in multiple domains of life in spite of 

possible biological constraints, older workers need to compensate for declining skills and 

increasingly disengage from goals that are unattainable. Although this decline perspective is 

the tenor of most of the theorizing regarding aging and work (Kay & Heckhausen, 2015), we 

propose that this is not necessarily the case. Notably, the theory of Heckhausen and Schulz 

(1995) states that the changes between primary and secondary control undergo systematic 

shifts across the life course in response to the opportunities and constraints encountered. This 

implies that if older workers are healthy and are also motivated to work, they can 

successfully use opportunities, face less constraints, and thus continuously use primary 

control strategies. Moreover, research has shown that major physical and cognitive declines 

usually only appear after the age of 80 (Robine & Ritchie, 1991), and are likely to appear 

even later in the future due to the trend of increased longevity (Williamson & Christie, 2009). 

                                                 
6 For a detailed discussion, please refer to Chapter 5 in this volume. 
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Also, the majority of older workers are physically and psychologically healthy (Williamson 

& Christie, 2009) and thus do not have to necessarily withdraw from work. Thus, the view of 

decline and disengagement with increasing age, and the thereby assumed developmental 

tasks in classic career stage models do not adequately represent the current knowledge about 

ageing.  

Changes in subjective age. In recent years, growing attention has been paid to the 

concept of subjective age, as opposed to chronological age, given that the former was shown 

by previous research to explain additional variance above chronological age in developmental 

(Kotter-Gruehn et al., 2016) and work-related (Kunze, Raes, & Bruch, 2015; Zacher & 

Rudolph, 2018) outcomes. According to Schwall (2012), subjective age comprises a 

subjective evaluation along four dimensions: How I look, how I feel, how I behave, and what 

my interests are. Depending on the evaluation of these four dimensions, people may perceive 

that they are currently older, younger, or have the same subjective age as their chronological 

age. Schwall (2012) reported that older adults today generally feel younger than their 

chronological age, which may be due to some self-optimization strategy, or to some bias to 

resemble socially desired ages (i.e., younger ages). A related notion is perceived relative age, 

which refers to how old one feels compared with others in a group or team (Schwall, 2012). 

For instance, being 40 years old, one may feel young compared to one's colleagues, whose 

age average is around 55, or old if the average is around 30 years. 

How old one feels is also related to the psychological aging experience (Fasbender, 

Deller, Wang, & Wiernik, 2014), which implies that people experience aging differently, 

depending on four dimensions: physical and social losses (i.e., negative experience), and 

personal growth and gaining self-knowledge (i.e., positive experience). In a similar vein, the 

concept of subjective life expectancy has been recently introduced (Griffin, Hesketh, & Loh, 

2012), referring to one's estimation of one's probable age of death. Subjective life expectancy 
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describes individuals’ unique mental model of their remaining time, which has been shown to 

influence their aging process, such as retirement transition and planning (Griffin et al., 2012). 

In line with socio-emotional selectivity theory (Carstensen et al., 1999), older adults 

evaluating their lives as shorter would focus on their time left, which may be associated with 

a greater wish to pursue  meaningful social interactions and activities, such as work 

(Froidevaux & Hirschi, 2015). Regarding career development over the lifespan, we propose 

that younger subjective age, longer subjective life expectancy, and a more positive aging 

experience contribute to a more positive and fulfilling career over the lifespan. 

4.2. Contextual Factors 

We propose that the contextual factors of the work environment previously outlined 

are one important aspect useful for explaining career development over the lifespan in 

today’s workplaces. According to modernization theory (Inglehart, 1997), societal, historical 

and economic changes result in value shifts that influence how people define what is 

important to them regarding their careers (Jin & Rounds, 2012). The aging and diversification 

of the workforce, diversity of family structures, new technological advances, and the 

continuing globalization of the business environment (Greenhaus & Kossek, 2014) all posit 

new challenges and opportunities for the entire workforce, but particularly for the aging 

worker. The latter population can find themselves in a complex and bewildering 

environment, having to transition not only to their lifecycle demands, but also having to be 

able to adapt to and prosper in today’s new organizational environments. 

Changes in the psychological contract. Psychological contracts, as more broadly 

described in Chapter 19, consist of unwritten, individualized beliefs in a reciprocal obligation 

between the individual and the employing organization (Rousseau, 1989). Whereas in the 20th 

century, the traditional psychological contract entailed long-term commitment and loyalty 

from the employee in exchange for job security and the possibility of constant upward 
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mobility, this career contract overwent substantial changes in today’s organizational context 

(Wang et al., 2013). Nowadays, short-term, transactional exchanges prevail because 

organizations need to be increasingly lean and flexible due to heightened market pressures 

(DiRenzo & Greenhaus, 2011). Furthermore, age can also have an impact on the 

psychological contract. As previous research demonstrated, older workers expect less from 

their employers, and are more benevolent and decreasingly sensitive to breaches and 

violations of the psychological contract (Bal, 2015). These changes in the psychological 

contract influence the meaning of work particularly for late career employees because of their 

comparatively long organizational tenures and their resulting customization to stability and 

job security.  

Changes in social age norms. Age serves an important societal function. Depending 

on our age, we are, for example, allowed to engage in certain activities, such as watching 

age-rated movies or drinking alcohol. Along this line, sociologists have shed light on the fact 

that age represents a major dimension of social organization, which people then use to 

organize and interpret their life events and subjective experiences (Neugarten & Neugarten, 

1986). Indeed, one’s life course is structured by socially relevant periods, accompanied by 

rights and responsibilities, such as retirement. This has been referred to as social age 

(Schwall, 2012), which refers to the fact that somebody might be categorized as young or old 

for a specific transition: For instance, retiring at the age of 80 would be usually considered as 

old. Further, social age may also imply the age we look like according to other people (e.g., 

"I thought you were 30, not 40"). In the last two decades, however, changes have occurred in 

this normative life course, structured by age. As life cycle structures have become more fluid 

(Shanahan, 2000), careers have also evolved and have become less predictable (e.g., Hall, 

2004). Consequently, age is becoming less useful as a predictor of life events and transitions, 

such as when to finish one's studies or when to get married. Regarding career transitions, this 
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can be related to the notion of career age, which has been suggested to replace chronological 

age (Wang et al., 2013). Indeed, some individuals might be categorized as too young to retire 

(i.e., to pursue their late career mainly with volunteering and leisure activities), which may 

reinforce the importance of (paid) work as a life domain (i.e., meaning of work); whereas 

being categorized as too old to work part-time may challenge one's view of the meaning of 

work and necessitate potential adjustment from the individual (e.g., gradually diminish the 

meaning of work). 

Changes in organizational age norms. The functioning of age is also dependent on 

the age norms of the employing organization and industry (Kunze et al., 2015). Different 

industries and positions have certain implicit age norms (e.g., a CEO is usually older than an 

assistant; the IT sector has younger employees, etc.). These implicit age norms also shape the 

subjective experience of one’s age and might cause a considerable gap in the extent to which 

employees’ subjective age reflects their chronological age (Kunze et al., 2015). As also 

reviewed above, this relative subjective age posits an important factor considering the 

meaning of work because employees’ average experience of high work-related meaning is 

positively related to a lower subjective age in their organizations (Kunze et al., 2015).  

Furthermore, research has shown that if someone violates these implicit rules about 

what position is appropriate for their given age, one will be perceived more negatively by 

their coworkers and superiors (Lawrence, 1984). This posits an important issue regarding 

age-stereotypes and age-discrimination in the workplace. Negative age stereotypes are often 

used as justifications for unfairly treating or discriminating against older workers (Ng & 

Feldman, 2012). Although it has been meta-analytically demonstrated (Posthuma & 

Campion, 2008) that common age-stereotypes (e.g., older workers are less motivated and less 

willing to participate in training and career development) are mostly not correct, they still 

prevail in organizations and the general population. 
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5. Career Development Issues Over the Lifespan 

Before we describe the most important career development issues derived from the 

abovementioned intra-individual and contextual changes, some general points regarding 

stability and change of the listed variables should be mentioned. First of all, it’s important to 

take into account that continuity and change are not mutually exclusive, but rather coexist as 

people age (Jin & Rounds, 2012). It is also noteworthy that according to the theory of aged 

heterogeneity (Nelson & Dannefer, 1992), people become more heterogeneous as they age. 

This is reflected in findings which show greater differences in behavior and attitudes within 

age groups than between age groups (Posthuma & Campion, 2008). Thus, workers of all ages 

represent a very diverse population, and a simplistic career-stage model with the anticipation 

of quasi-prescriptive developmental recommendations does not adequately represent reality. 

Therefore, we call for a more flexible and adaptable view of careers over the lifespan, where 

workers can and should optimize and customize their career according to individual 

circumstances and preferences. 

5.1. Individual Career Development Issues 

Based on the previously outlined changes during the lifespan of an individual, as well 

as the changing circumstances in today’s workplaces, we provide in the following an 

overview of the main career developmental issues over the lifespan, first, from an individual 

perspective, followed by suggestions for organizational career development. 

Experience career renewal. Career renewal, defined as an opportunity for personal 

and professional growth, has been recently highlighted by Wang et al. (2013) as one of the 

main issues for mid and late careers. Whereas previous literature has associated career 

renewal to the mid and late career stages, by contrast, we argue that different career episodes 

along the life course are likely to lead to several transitions that may include career renewal. 

Specifically, some, or a complete reorganization, of one’s time among different life domains 
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characterizes career renewal, which is based on questioning one’s life priorities and place of 

self. First, career renewal implies questioning the role of one’s work in one’s life compared to 

other life spheres (Power, 2009). In particular, previous research reported that the need to 

reorganize one’s personal (e.g., family) and career priorities represented one of the specific 

aspects of career renewal (Bejian & Salomone, 1995). Put differently, questions about one’s 

personal and vocational life and what goals to pursue in the future lie at the core of the career 

renewal process (Riverin-Simard, 1988). Second, career renewal implies the need for 

individuals to reinvent their worker role (Wang et al., 2013). Indeed, self-appraisal has been 

suggested to be one of the specific aspects of career renewal (Bejian & Salomone, 1995). For 

instance, readjustments in one’s personality may be necessary (Power, 2009). Beyond the 

review by Wang et al. (2013), existing literature on career renewal is largely outdated, the 

most recent contribution being the review by Power (2009). Indeed, although career renewal 

has been reported to occur between the ages of 35 and 45 (Murphy & Burck, 1976; Williams 

& Savickas, 1990), we argue that it may concern workers of all ages making career 

transitions in their early, mid, or late careers. 

Address identity questions. Workers might increasingly feel uncertain and 

insignificant in today’s ambiguous and unstable world (Savickas et al., 2009). Workers today, 

and older workers in particular, search for meaning and are only able to find that if they are 

able to find their own answers to their identity questions. These questions are: Who am I? 

Who do I want to become? What is important to me in the work role? Whereas traditional 

career paths provided a sense of stability and predictability for employees, today’s careers 

decreasingly meet these needs. It is therefore increasingly important to create stability within 

oneself in order to be able to successfully function in today’s changing work environment 

(Hartung & Taber, 2013). In particular, meaning derived from work activities has been 

suggested to represent identity-affirming activities (Rosso, Dekas, & Wrzesniewski, 2010). 
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Thus, the more central older workers perceive work to be compared with other life domains, 

the stronger the psychological identification with work. As the work domain takes an 

increasing importance in individuals’ lives, individuals may identify at the personal level 

with some key significant characteristics of their work context (e.g., curiosity or intellectual 

challenge), which may lead to clearer self-conceptions and self-understanding (Rosso et al., 

2010). As building a subjective career has been related to building a self (Savickas, 2011), 

identity has been considered in the life design approach as a fundamental resource for 

lifelong career development (Pouyaud, 2015), from the school-to-work transition (Masdonati 

& Fournier, 2015) to the transition from work to retirement (Froidevaux, 2018). 

Acquire career meta-competencies. The earlier described changes in the career 

contract between employees and their employing organizations are subsumed under the 

concept of the new career contract (Hall & Mirvis, 1995). The new career contract describes 

the shift from the organizationally driven career to the employee-driven career. The 

employee-driven career requires new meta-competencies of the employee: adaptability, 

identity awareness, and self-learning. It has been argued that the acquirement and 

development of these meta-competencies is very important for older workers particularly, 

especially because they’ve often spent a large part of their career developing organization-

based identities and job-specific skills (Greenhaus et al., 2010). Although it is commonly 

believed that older workers are less motivated to participate in career development activities, 

recent research has shown that this is not necessarily the case (Ng & Feldman, 2012). 

However, research has showed that older workers generally receive less support from 

supervisors and coworkers to participate in career development activities (Posthuma & 

Campion, 2008). Furthermore, they often have less access to organizational career support 

programs. It is therefore of increasing importance for older workers autonomously to take 

their careers in their own hands and engage in lifelong learning and proactive career 



 

 

25 

management in order to make use of their full potential. If older workers successfully update 

their skills accordingly, today’s more individualized and horizontal careers might be well-

suited for older workers, given their potentially reduced external constraints (e.g., having to 

pay for children’s education) and often reduced career ambitions (e.g., the desire to become a 

senior level executive; Wang et al., 2013). 

Proactive career management. To successfully grow in today’s work environment 

and facilitate a positive meaning of work, the proactive management of one’s career is of 

increasing importance. A special emphasis is placed on the current and future person–job fit 

in order to enable a sustainable career (Kooij, 2015). Optimal person–job fit can be achieved 

by proactive career planning and skill development, increasing social resources by building a 

strong network, or job crafting (Kooij, Tims, & Kanfer, 2015). Job crafting is a redesigning 

of one’s job in order to foster job satisfaction, and involves shaping physical or cognitive task 

boundaries of the job, the relational boundaries of the job, or both (Wrzesniewski & Dutton, 

2001), and is a powerful tool to achieve a better fit between the need for a meaningful job and 

the job’s supply for meaning (Moghimi, Scheibe, Van Yperen, Pachana, & Thapa, 2015). 

There are three different forms of job crafting: physical, relational, and cognitive. Physical 

job crafting refers to changing the amount, scope, and type of tasks at work; relational job 

crafting refers to changing the interactions with supervisors, colleagues, or clients; and 

cognitive job crafting entails focusing on positive outcomes and reframing one’s job as more 

meaningful (Moghimi et al., 2015). The notion of job crafting is in line with the notion of 

primary control in Heckhausen and Schulz’ (1995) lifespan theory of control, and poses an 

important tool throughout the life course for workers. As employees reach higher ages, 

accommodative and utilization crafting are still relevant (Kooij et al., 2015). Accommodative 

crafting is job crafting that intends to regulate older age-related demands and changing 

supplies, whereas utilization crafting refers to the application of existing abilities and 
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knowledge unused to attain current goals. Workers of all ages, but aging employees 

especially (Kooij, 2015), should thus make use of these strategies in order to remain 

employable and develop in their workplaces. Last but not least, older workers should adjust 

their timing of retirement to meet lifestyle needs, seek reduced workload arrangement, or 

make use of telework, and make career decisions that accommodate their and their personal 

needs, circumstances, and preferences. 

5.2. Organizational Career Developmental Issues 

Provide flexible employment opportunities. Flexible work arrangements, such as part-

time work or telecommuting, may facilitate employees’ work at all ages because it provides 

greater opportunity to balance work and family lives. For instance, providing such 

opportunities allows organizations to keep talented workers of all ages in the organization, 

who also need to take care of an elderly or ill parent, spouse, or (grand)children. Extended 

time in one job can produce negative job attitudes and feelings of stagnation (Greenhaus et 

al., 2010). Because of changing needs with age (e.g., higher importance of generativity, 

higher need for motive congruency and meaningful work), and generally declining 

motivation for hierarchical ascent later on in one’s career, possibilities for horizontal job 

mobility are particularly important for older workers. In line with the generativity aspect, 

aging employees might also be better suited for jobs which require positive interactions, but 

less suited for jobs that involve negative interactions on an ongoing basis (Moghimi et al., 

2015) because of their higher positivity maintenance orientation. Older people strive for 

positive and meaningful experiences, want to maintain positive relations with coworkers, and 

generally try to avoid negative experiences (Charles, 2010). Thus, it would be beneficial for 

organizations to find appropriate work environments for late career employees in which they 

can make use of their specific skills and strengths, and enable them to balance out possible 

age-related declines in higher age. Such positions can include mediator, consultant, or 
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conciliator tasks. These functions could also be exercised part-time or alongside the usual 

tasks to facilitate a more positive and fulfilling meaning of work for late career employees, 

and increase work meaningfulness. 

Broaden the reward system. Because motivations and values regarding work change 

with age, organizations need to broaden their reward system to be in line with the changing 

needs of workers. Overall, such rewards can entail interesting and challenging jobs, a 

stimulating work environment and reassignments, and recognition and support (Greenhaus et 

al., 2010). Flexible work arrangements, sabbaticals, and bridge employment beyond 

retirement age can constitute alternative rewards. Another way to reward mid-career and 

older employees can be to allow them taking on roles of mentors and teachers because such 

employees often have high levels of accumulated knowledge and work experience, and are 

increasingly consensus oriented (Dik, Byrne, & Steger, 2013)—thus, they are well suited for 

these kinds of assignments. Further, such practices allow organizations to foster employees’ 

feeling of appreciation and recognition. 

Raise awareness about age specific strengths of an age-diverse workforce. To 

increase positive relations between age groups, organizations should rather highlight the 

specific strengths of each group. This would allow changing the focus from difference to 

complementarity between groups. For instance, research has shown that although younger 

workers possessed, on average, greater extraversion, sociability, and openness to novel 

experiences, older workers demonstrated, on average, more conscientiousness, positive 

emotions, and emotional stability (Truxillo et al., 2015). Furthermore, because older workers 

have had a predominant role in the organization or field over the last decade, it is critical for 

employers to take advantage of their talent through employees development measures, 

emphasizing their assets and potentials (Van Dalen, Henkens, & Wang, 2014). Thus, 

organizations should create opportunities for older workers to maintain and update their 
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skills. Technologically advanced work environments especially provide benefits for cognitive 

health, and can compensate age-related declines or disabilities (Charness, Boot, & Czaja, 

2015). Indeed, younger workers represent interesting sources of such technology knowledge. 

Therefore, organizations would gain from developing mentoring programs in which both 

younger and older workers would transfer important knowledge to each other, depending on 

their specific strengths (Burmeister & Deller, 2016). 

Promote generative opportunities. It has been recently demonstrated that different 

meanings of work played an important role in the career decisions of older workers 

(Fasbender, Wang, Voltmer, & Deller, 2015). Whereas social, personal, and financial 

meaning explained the motivation of working post-retirement, the authors found a negative 

relationship between the generative meaning of work and post-retirement employment 

intentions (Fasbender et al., 2015). This finding can be an important sign that for older 

workers who have a higher need for generativity, if workplaces cannot provide this kind of 

meaning for them, they are more likely to disengage from work and rather choose to be 

engaged in family and volunteering activities. Organizations and management should 

therefore give older workers more opportunity to derive generative meaning from their work, 

teach mentoring skills, and provide opportunities to use these skills. This way, organizations 

can satisfy generativity needs of older employees and additionally ensure that valuable 

knowledge remains in the company and is passed on to succeeding generations of workers. 

Prevent age stereotyping and discrimination. Another important intervention for 

management and organizations is to prevent stereotyping targeting a specific age category. 

Age discrimination of older workers may begin earlier that one may think. Indeed, the U.S. 

Age Discrimination Act condemns discrimination toward employees aged beyond 40 years 

old. Previous research notably reported that older workers who perceive such discrimination 

against their group are more likely to feel work stress and have less motivation at work 
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(Maertens et al., 2012). This is problematic because optimal work experiences are viewed 

today as including sustainability and intrinsic motivation. If older workers perceive negative 

stereotyping against their group, they can lose such intrinsic motivation (for reviews, see 

Kanfer & Ackerman, 2004; Kanfer, Beier, & Ackerman, 2013). Further, stereotyping 

withdraws older workers from their sense of meaning at work. A frank and open discussion 

about age stereotypes in organizations would therefore be important (Ng & Feldman, 2012). 

As stereotypes partially originate from the lack of contact with older people (Fasbender & 

Wang, 2017), increasing the opportunities for younger employees to work alongside older 

employees could help to reduce the prevalence and degree of negative stereotyping 

(Falkenberg, 1990). 

6. Conclusion 

The current chapter intends to make a contribution to a better understanding of career 

development over the lifespan by examining individual and contextual factors contributing to 

life-long career development. 

Because needs and priorities of workers change over their life course, and are also 

influenced by contextual factors, it is important to examine and describe these changes, even 

more so because the workforce is aging and older workers represent a steadily growing 

proportion of today’s workforce. Workers today require intrinsically motivating work that 

meets their values, significant relationships with coworkers, and fulfillment of their 

emotional needs through work, throughout their whole lifespan, and put general emphasis on 

subjective career success. As subjective career success is strongly based on a sense of 

purpose and meaning, we argue that the following areas constitute important areas for career 

development over the lifespan: To consider career renewal as an opportunity for personal and 

professional growth throughout one’s career, address identity questions, and proactively 
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manage one’s career. Furthermore, organizations can support the career development of their 

employees in a number of ways: Through providing flexible employment opportunities, 

broadening of the reward system according to the changing needs of their workers, raising 

awareness about age specific strengths of an age-diverse workforce, preventing age 

stereotyping and discrimination and promoting generative opportunities amongst their 

employees. This way, as careers progress throughout the lifespan, it doesn’t have to be about 

climbing up the ladder followed by decline and withdrawal, but can be a thorough 

optimization and customization according to one’s individual circumstances and preferences, 

enabling and promoting a sustainable, successful and satisfying career throughout the 

lifespan. 

In closing, we want to address some limitations of our chapter. We have reviewed 

some of the most prominent factors that create change in careers over the life course, as 

discussed in the current literature. However, our review is not exhaustive and necessarily 

subjective. Other factors (e.g., changing social relationships, important life events or other 

transitions) that we have not reviewed here also play a role in explaining how and why 

careers change over the lifespan. Similarly, we have provided a list of important career 

developmental issues throughout the career without being able to claim that this list is 

exhaustive. Other important aspects can emerge (e.g., the need to integrate work and non-

work areas of life) that we have not addressed here.  

Despite these limitations, we believe that bringing the topic of lifelong career 

development to the attention of researchers and practitioners is important. Individuals and 

organizations should bear these changes throughout the lifespan and in the context of today’s 

workplaces in mind and act accordingly, in order to facilitate and enable successful careers. 
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Figure 1. A framework of career development over the lifespan. 
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