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Abstract

Policies that aim to extend working lives pose challenges for older workers with high job 

demands, caregiving duties, and personal health problems. To address these challenges, 

policymakers have proposed facilitating work hour reductions in the years before retire-

ment. However, it is still unclear as to whether older employees in demanding situations are 

relatively more likely to plan to and actually reduce their work hours before retirement, as 

well as whether work hour reduction arrangements offered by companies do, in fact, enable 

them to do so. Using the NIDI Pension Panel, we compared the preretirement work hour 

reduction plans and subsequent behavior of 1,241 full-time older Dutch employees (age 

60–63 at Wave 1). Our findings suggest that one out of four employees plans to reduce their 

work hours before retirement and one third eventually does so. When a work hour reduc-

tion arrangement was available, older employees were more likely to reduce their work 

hours before retirement. Older workers with high job pressure were more likely to reduce 

their work hours, particularly when a work hour reduction arrangement was available. 

Contrary to our expectations, chronic health conditions and caregiving burdens were not 

associated with planned or actual work hour reductions.
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Samenvatting

Beleid dat erop gericht is om mensen langer te laten doorwerken, brengt uitdagingen met 

zich mee voor oudere werknemers met hoge taakeisen, zorgtaken en gezondheidspro-

blemen. Vermindering van werkuren wordt doorgaans gezien als een manier om belasting 

te verminderen. Het is echter nog onduidelijk of oudere werknemers in belastende situaties 

daadwerkelijk vaker van plan zijn hun arbeidsuren vóór pensionering te verminderen en dit 

ook daadwerkelijk doen. Daarnaast is onduidelijk of regelingen voor arbeidsduurverminde-

ring die door werkgevers worden aangeboden hen hierbij daadwerkelijk ondersteunen. Op 

basis van het NIDI Pensioen Panel vergeleken wij de plannen voor arbeidsduurverminde-

ring vóór pensionering en het daaropvolgende gedrag van 1.241 voltijds werkende oudere 

Nederlandse werknemers (60–63 jaar bij de eerste meetronde). Onze bevindingen laten zien 

dat één op de vier werknemers van plan is om vóór pensionering minder te gaan werken, 

terwijl uiteindelijk één op de drie dit ook daadwerkelijk doet. Wanneer een regeling voor 

arbeidsduurvermindering beschikbaar was, waren oudere werknemers vaker geneigd hun 

arbeidsuren vóór pensionering te verminderen. Oudere werknemers met een hoge werk-

druk verminderden hun arbeidsuren vaker, vooral wanneer een regeling voor arbeidsduur-

vermindering beschikbaar was. In tegenstelling tot onze verwachtingen bleken chronische 

gezondheidsproblemen en zorgtaken niet samen te hangen met geplande of daadwerkelijke 

arbeidsduurvermindering.
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1. Introduction

In many Western countries, official retirement ages are climbing as pension and welfare 

programs encounter increasing fiscal pressures (OECD, 2023, p. 43). However, not everyone 

is able to work until the higher statutory retirement ages in good physical and mental health 

(Egdell et al., 2023; Lain et al., 2019). Extending working lives is especially challenging for 

older workers with physically demanding job tasks and those who have care commitments 

or health problems (Eurofound, 2016, p. 3). Policymakers anticipate that “increases in 

pension ages are likely to increase the need for people to use measures that enable them 

to continue working until the statutory pension age” (Eurofound, 2016, p. 2). Reducing work 

hours before retirement is seen as an attractive way to enable healthier retirement transi-

tions (Van Solinge et al., 2023), and several European countries already offer arrangements 

that facilitate this decision (Eurofound, 2016, p. 35). However, scientific insights into predic-

tors of late-career work hour reduction plans and behaviors remain limited. To what extent 

do older full-time workers, especially those in demanding work, care, or health situations, 

plan to and actually reduce their work hours before reaching the statutory retirement or 

state pension age? And how do work hour reduction arrangements in their organizations 

play a role in their decisions?

 Work hour reductions in later working lives have received attention in the literature 

under the terms “gradual retirement” (Kalenkoski & McCarty, 2021), “phased retirement” 

(Cahill et al., 2015; Chen & Scott, 2006), and “partial retirement” (Kim & DeVaney, 2005; 

Thomson, 2007). Yet, none of these studies draws a conceptual distinction between hour 

reductions that occur before versus after reaching the state pension age. In countries that 

have mandatory retirement regulations, such a distinction is highly relevant (Leinonen et al., 

2022). In many OECD countries, employees become eligible for a pension upon reaching a 

statutory retirement age and their contracts can be terminated by law (OECD, 2017, p. 66; 

Oude Mulders, 2019). The state pension age also represents a powerful social norm that 

shapes employers’ and employees’ perceptions about the “right” time to retire (Gruber et 

al., 2022; Riekhoff, 2023). Without acknowledging this distinction, it remains unclear whether 

employees reduce work hours in a move towards retirement or whether work hour reduc-

tions indicate engagement in postretirement work.

 Given that gradual retirees tend to be higher educated (Chen & Scott, 2006; Kalenkoski 

& McCarty, 2021; Kim & DeVaney, 2005; Thomson, 2007) and intrinsically motivated to 

work (Chen & Scott, 2006), gradual retirement may be seen as a way for high-skilled profes-

sionals to extend their working lives and maintain access to the sociopsychological benefits 

of work. Indeed, such findings resemble the European literature on post-retirement work, 

which finds that the majority of working retirees -mostly working part-time- are higher-edu-

cated workers with advantaged work histories (Di Gessa et al., 2017; Dingemans et al., 2017; 
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Platts et al., 2023; Wahrendorf et al., 2017; Zaccagni et al., 2024). While paid work engage-

ment during retirement years has received much scholarly attention (see Beehr & Bennett, 

2015), little is known about work hour reductions in the preretirement years. Moreover, 

the few studies that do exist on this topic have focused on actual hour reductions (Chen & 

Scott, 2006; Kalenkoski & McCarty, 2021; Kim & DeVaney, 2005; Thomson, 2007) but seldom 

incorporated employees’ plans. As a result, it remains unclear whether such reductions 

were originally planned for or to what degree plans to reduce work hours were fulfilled.

 As the result of recent pension reforms around the world, many workers have learned 

that they will have to work longer to be fully eligible for social security. This has led to 

anger, frustration, and the fear of being unable to cope, particularly among employees in 

demanding jobs or in poor health (Van Solinge & Henkens, 2017). Qualitative findings suggest 

that older workers often perceive the extension of their working life as being involuntary, 

requiring them to navigate difficult compromises between their health and their financial 

needs (Egdell et al., 2023; Lain et al., 2019; Pietilä & Ojala, 2023). One of the few studies on 

work-related determinants of work hour reductions in later life found that employees in 

physically demanding jobs and those having lower work centrality and higher exit intentions 

were more likely to switch to part-time employment after turning 50 (Looy et al., 2014). 

Some studies have found a link between informal caregiving demands and work hour reduc-

tions in later life (Bertogg et al., 2021; Ciccarelli & Van Soest, 2018). Still, comprehensive 

insights on the effects of job, caregiving, and health demands on preretirement work hour 

reduction plans and behaviors are lacking. 

 Official work hour reduction schemes are available in many European countries; 

these are usually defined in collective labor agreements but may also exist at a national 

or company level (see Eurofound, 2016, p. 35, for an overview). Such schemes permit a 

reduction in work hours before a worker reaches the state pension age, accompanied by a 

less-than-proportional reduction in salary and/or pension entitlements, thereby enhancing 

their financial viability. For example, in Germany, several subsidized schemes at the national 

and sectoral level allow employees to work 50% of their hours while earning 85% of their 

income and building up 90% of their pension (Berg et al., 2020). In Belgium, a national time-

credit system allows older employees to reduce their working time and receive unemploy-

ment benefits to compensate for the loss in income (Albanese et al., 2020; Eurofound, 2016). 

Despite the clear relevance of such arrangements for the research on gradual retirement 

transitions, however, their effect on planned and actual late-career work hour reductions 

has seldom been studied. 

 This study offers three contributions to the literature on gradual retirement transitions. 

First, we examine both planned and actual work hour reductions in preretirement years. 

Second, we develop and test hypotheses on how demanding paid work, unpaid care work, 

and health situations influence these reductions and assess whether such factors indeed 
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increase the likelihood of workers reducing hours in their preretirement years, as often 

assumed in policy debates. Third, we analyze how the perceived availability of an hour 

reduction arrangement within organizations shapes both plans and behaviors and, more 

particularly, whether it enables reductions among older employees in demanding situations. 

Using the NIDI Pension Panel, we compared the work hour reduction plans and subsequent 

behaviors of 1,241 older Dutch employees—working full-time at Wave 1—across an eight-

year period.

 The Dutch retirement landscape has changed rapidly. The state pension age had been 

65 up until 2013; it is currently 67 and expected to reach 67 years and 3 months by 2030 

as a result of being partially linked to life expectancy (Tweede Kamer der Staten-Generaal, 

2024). Sustainable employability of older workers is high on the policy agenda (Van den 

Heuvel-Warren & Visser, 2020), and consequently, many collective labor agreements in the 

Netherlands have incorporated specific arrangements to facilitate it. For example, under the 

so-called generation pact, older employees can work 80% of their original contractual hours 

while retaining 90% of their salary and 100% of pension accrual. When sectoral agreements 

include work hour reduction arrangements for older workers, organizations within those 

sectors can (and in some cases must) offer their employees concrete options for making use 

of them (Ministerie van Sociale Zaken en Werkgelegenheid, p. 75). 
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2. Theory

Older employees face several decisions as they approach retirement (Moen, 2013). The 

decision of whether to reduce work hours in preretirement years can be framed in terms 

of cost–benefit considerations (Wang & Shultz, 2010), where individuals weigh the different 

outcomes based on the expected value they assume to derive from them (Feldman & Beehr, 

2011, p. 197). Different disciplines offer complementary perspectives on how older workers 

evaluate the costs and benefits of reducing work hours. Economic theory suggests that 

financial considerations play an important role in decisions around retirement (Coile et al., 

2025; Lazear, 2011). Theories in occupational health and psychology stress that work has 

non-financial costs and benefits that individuals take into consideration, as well. Work-re-

lated costs, such as excessive demands, can lead to the depletion of physical and mental 

resources (Demerouti et al., 2001; Siegrist, 2017). The sociological “agency within structure” 

proposition emphasizes that individual cost–benefit considerations should be understood 

within the social context in which they occur (Settersten, 2003, p. 30). Work hour reduc-

tion arrangements offered in an organizational context can enhance employees’ agency 

in shaping their work exit (Damman & Henkens, 2017; Szinovacz & Davey, 2005). Based on 

these theoretical considerations, we hypothesize in the following paragraphs how organi-

zational arrangements and demanding individual situations can be expected to affect the 

decision to reduce work hours before retirement. 

Work Hour Reduction Arrangements 

Contractually reducing work hours before reaching the state pension age is a choice with 

long-term financial consequences. It may be seen by many employees as unaffordable, as 

it can lead not only to a lower monthly salary, but also to reduced pension accrual (Loretto 

& Vickerstaff, 2015; Rinsky-Halivni et al., 2022). Work hour reduction arrangements, usually 

defined in collective labor agreements, often come with a less-than-proportional reduction 

in salary and pension entitlements (Wels, 2019). As such, they may create a financial incen-

tive for employees across the board to work fewer hours, since trading work for leisure 

hours becomes less costly.

 A work hour reduction arrangement may also affect the decision to reduce work hours 

by shaping its social acceptance within the work organization. For example, an organization 

may need to organize the work differently as a result of an employee’s reduction in work 

hours, and older employees may fear repercussions and negativity from colleagues and 

managers (Loretto & Vickerstaff, 2015; Rinsky-Halivni et al., 2022). When work hour reduc-

tion policies are available, however, they may signal organizational acceptance and reduce 

concerns about social consequences. 
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 Overall, we expect that older workers who perceive a work hour reduction arrangement 

as being available are more likely to plan to and actually reduce work hours in preretire-

ment years compared to employees who do not perceive such an arrangement to be avail-

able (H1).

Job, Caregiving, and Health Demands 

Job demands. Older employees with taxing jobs may decide to reduce their work hours in 

preretirement years as a way to restore and preserve their energy. Job demands—such as 

physically and emotionally demanding tasks, shift work, and high job pressure—have been 

defined as “physical, social, and organizational aspects of the job that require sustained 

physical or mental effort” (Demerouti et al., 2001, p. 501). The job demands–resources 

(JD–R) theory in occupational psychology frames work-related demands as health-related 

costs (Demerouti et al., 2001). When employees face stressful conditions at work, they need 

an appropriate amount of time off to restore their physical and mental resources (Kiss et al., 

2008; Sianoja et al., 2015; Sluiter et al., 2003). Older workers on irregular shifts, for example, 

were found to have a greater need for recovery compared to those working regular daytime 

hours (Gommans et al., 2015). Hence, we expect that older workers with jobs characterized 

by physical and emotional demands, shift work, and high job pressure are more likely to 

plan to and actually reduce work hours in preretirement years compared to employees with 

lower job demands (H2a). Moreover, as the perceived access to an hour reduction arrange-

ment makes the decision more accessible, we expect that the positive association between 

job demands and actual work hour reductions will be stronger when an hour reduction 

arrangement is perceived as available (H2b). 

Caregiving demands. Older workers providing unpaid care work may seek to reduce their 

work hours in preretirement years to better balance employment with caregiving responsi-

bilities. Caregiving can be experienced in different ways and evoke both positive and nega-

tive emotions (Grünwald et al., 2021; Lin et al., 2012). Informal caregiving can be strenuous, 

especially when it is frequent, burdensome, and difficult to combine with work (Gérain & 

Zech, 2019). In such cases, a work hour reduction can be used to reconcile professional with 

caregiving tasks (Grünwald et al., 2021; Leinonen et al., 2022; Spann et al., 2020). Hence, 

we expect that older employees experiencing a high caregiving burden will be more likely 

to plan to and actually reduce their work hours in preretirement years compared to those 

with a low caregiving burden or no caregiving responsibilities (H3a). Moreover, we expect 

the positive association between caregiving demands and actual work hour reductions to be 

stronger when an hour reduction arrangement is perceived as being available (H3b).
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Chronic health conditions. Chronic health conditions are ailments that are persistent, long-

lasting, and slow-progressing (Bajekal et al., 2004; Bernell & Howard, 2016). Having a chronic 

health condition can lead to a person experiencing more problems and obstacles in the 

workplace (Koolhaas et al., 2013). Older employees with a chronic health condition experi-

ence more health-related work limitations, lower vitality, and lower work ability compared 

to healthy individuals (Leijten et al., 2014; Vanajan et al., 2020). As a result, they may decide 

to reduce their work hours in preretirement years to limit the amount of effort they need 

to expend on work, have additional time for recovery, prevent further health declines, and 

engage in health-related activities such as medical visits (Munir et al., 2009). Hence, we 

expect that older employees with chronic health conditions are more likely to plan to and 

actually reduce their work hours in preretirement years than employees without such health 

conditions (H4a). Moreover, we expect the positive relationship between chronic health 

conditions and actual work hour reductions to be stronger when an hour reduction arrange-

ment is perceived as being available (H4b).

Planned and Actual Reduction of Work Hours

According to the theory of planned behavior, actions are preceded by plans (Ajzen, 1991). 

In other words, individuals anticipate their future and formulate plans to act in specific 

ways. However, a predisposition to act is not enough, as individuals also require “opportu-

nities and resources” to enact their plans (Ajzen, 1991, p. 182). Some studies have shown 

that retirement behavior is frequently shaped by individuals’ earlier intentions regarding 

how and when to retire (Henkens & Tazelaar, 1997; Örestig et al., 2013; Solem et al., 2016). 

This relationship also holds for work hour reductions in later life. A descriptive study by 

Abraham and Houseman (2005) suggests that older workers who have a plan to reduce their 

work hours are more likely to do so within the following two years than workers without 

such a plan. Raymo et al. (2010) examined the alignment between preferred and actual 

retirement outcomes at 10-year-follow-up and came to similar conclusions, bearing in mind 

that preferences represent an earlier stage of decision-making than plans. In line with these 

theoretical considerations, we expect a positive association between planned and actual 

reductions of work hours in preretirement years (H5a). 

 Previous studies also highlight how work-related opportunities and constraints shape 

the alignment between plans and behaviors in the retirement transition. Abraham and 

Houseman (2005) have suggested that reducing work hours before retirement was easier 

for workers with long hours, who were self-employed, or who held multiple jobs. Raymo et 

al. (2010) found that factors indicating a lack of agency in the labor market (e.g., previous 

unemployment) were predictive of a mismatch between preferences and behavior. In short, 

a plan to reduce work hours is more easily carried out when the external situation allows 

it. When a work hour reduction arrangement is available in an organization, it makes the 
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decision to reduce hours not only more financially viable, but also more socially acceptable. 

Accordingly, we expect the association between planned and actual reductions in work 

hours to be stronger when a work hour reduction arrangement is perceived as being avail-

able (H5b).
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3. Data and Methods

We tested our hypotheses using two waves of the NIDI Pension Panel Study (NPPS), a panel 

survey that follows older Dutch workers in their retirement transition (Henkens et al., 2017). 

Participants were recruited in 2015 from the three largest occupational pension funds in the 

Netherlands, representing five sectors—government, education, construction, healthcare, 

and social work—that together cover roughly half of the Dutch salaried workforce. The 

sample was stratified by organizational size (small, medium, and large). From these organi-

zations, a random sample was drawn of older employees age 60–65 who worked at least 12 

hours per week (CBS, 2015). As such, in the first wave, all respondents were still engaged in 

paid work and were younger than the state pension age. Questionnaires were sent to 15,480 

older workers, and 6,793 were returned in the first wave (44% response rate). By the time of 

the third wave, in 2023, all respondents had reached the state pension age. Of the first-wave 

respondents, 4,261 returned the survey for Wave 3 (63%). For the purposes of the current 

study, we made our selections from the responses based on the following considerations. 

First, we excluded workers who were older than 63 at the time of the first wave (N = 883), 

as they were too close to the state pension age. Second, older workers who indicated they 

had already reduced their work hours before Wave 1 (N = 731) were left out of the sample. 

Third, we excluded those working less than 36 hours per week at Wave 1 (N = 1,299), as the 

scope of work hour reductions might be limited for part-time workers. Fourth, we excluded 

respondents who filled out a short version of the questionnaire (N = 74). Due to panel 

missingness in the dependent variable (N = 33), the resulting final sample consisted of 1,241 

older workers. 

Variables and Measurement

For detailed information, see Table 1. Variables were taken from the first wave of the NPPS 

unless otherwise specified. 

Plans to reduce work hours before retirement. Older workers were asked if they planned 

to reduce their number of work hours as they get closer to the state pension age. 

Responses were coded as “No,” “Don’t know,” or “Yes.” 

Actual reduction of work hours before retirement. In the third wave, all respondents were 

retrospectively asked if they had reduced their work hours after their 60th birthday and, 

if so, starting at what age. Answers were coded as “No” or “Yes.” 

Perceived availability of a work hour reduction arrangement. Respondents were asked if an 

arrangement allowing employees to adapt their work hours before retirement was avail-

able in their organization. Responses were coded as “Available” or “Not available.” 

Job demands were measured by a three-item scale measuring job pressure and three 

dummy indicators for shift work, physical job demands, and emotional job demands. 
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Caregiving demands were measured by a combined indicator of caregiving frequency and 

perceptions of burden. Based on these two indicators, we created a categorical vari-

able taking the values “No weekly caregiving,” “Weekly caregiving with low burden,” or 

“Weekly caregiving with high burden.” 

Chronic health conditions were measured by the limiting longstanding illness (LLSI) measure 

(Bajekal et al., 2004). Based on the number of diagnosed conditions selected, they were 

classified into “No conditions,” “One condition,” or “Two or more conditions.” 

Control variables. We controlled for age, gender, marital status, wealth, and economic 

sector in all models. 

Missing values. Missing values in the independent variables ranged from 1% to 6% and were 

imputed using multiple imputation via chained equations (MICE). Auxiliary variables, 

included in the imputation model to increase the precision of the estimates, consisted 

of: supervisory position, manual work, subjective health, work-related health limitations, 

income, and early retirement behavior. The dependent variables were included in the 

imputation model. For the job pressure scale, we imputed at the item level and then 

created a scale after imputation, following the impute-then-transform approach (Eekhout 

et al., 2014). We performed the analyses on 20 imputed datasets. 

Analytical Strategy

First, we present the descriptive results (Table 1). Then, we estimated several multivariate 

models. Since employees were nested in 585 organizations, we calculated the intraclass 

correlation coefficients (ICC), which represent the variance in the dependent variable 

explained by the organizational level of analysis (Hox et al., 2017, p. 13). The ICCs were 0.07 

for planned and 0.19 for actual work hour reductions before retirement, which justifies the 

use of multilevel models (González-Romá & Hernández, 2017). In Model 1, we used multi-

level ordinal logistic regression to predict plans for reducing work hours before retirement. 

In Model 2, we used multilevel logistic regression to predict actual reductions in work hours 

before retirement (behavior). In Model 3, we estimated Model 2 adding plans to reduce 

work hours as a covariate. We also estimated the behavior models adding interactions 

between the main variables of interest and the perceived availability of a work hour reduc-

tion arrangement. Because the dependent variables are categorical, we considered the 

McKelvey and Zavoina pseudo-R2 based on the explained variance of the latent outcome 

(McKelvey & Zavoina, 1975). The ICCs and the pseudo-R2 were calculated using the user-

written package fit_meologit_2lev (Langer, 2017). All analyses were performed in Stata 18.
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Table 1. Descriptive Statistics

Mean (SD) Coding Item description/wording

Intention to reduce 
work hours (%)

Categorical variable 
coded 1 = “No”,  
2 = “Don’t know”,  
3 = “Yes”

“Do you plan to reduce the number of work hours when you get 
close to your state pension age?” Original coding: 1 = “No”,  
2 = “I don’t know”, 3 = “Yes, I already do it”, 4 = “Yes, namely … 
hours”. The average answer was 11.41 hours (SD = 8.58); Category 
3 was excluded from the analysis (see sample selection). 

  No 0.41

  Don’t know 0.35

  Yes 0.24

Actual reduction of 
work hours (%)

Dummy variable 
coded 0 = “No”,  
1 = “Yes”

“Did you reduce your work hours after your 60th birthday, and 
if so, from which age?” Original coding: 1 = “No”, 2 = “Yes, at … 
(age)”. The average answer was 62.66 (SD =  2.43).  No 0.68

  Yes 0.32

Work hour reduction 
arrangement (%)

Dummy variable 
coded 0 = “Not 
available”,  
1 = “Available”

“Are the following measures available in your organization/
company? And do you use them?” … “Adapting work hours prior 
to retirement”: 1 = “Yes, I make use of it”; 2 = “No, but it is possible 
I’d use it”; 3 = “No, not possible”. Recoded 3 into “Not available” 
and 1 and 2 into “Available”.

  Not available 0.29

  Available 0.68

  Missinga 0.03

Job pressureb 2.97 (0.83) Continuous variable 
constructed from 
items on a 5-point 
scale. Higher scale 
scores reflect higher 
perceived levels of 
job pressure. 

Measured with three items: “My job pressure is so great it creates 
tensions”; “I often have to do my utmost to perform well”; and  
“At times there is so much work that I’m unable to do everything”. 
Originally coded from 1 = “Completely agree” to 5 = “Completely 
disagree”. Items were reverse scored and averaged into a scale 
(Cronbach’s alpha = 0.78). 

 Missing (%) 0.01

Shift work (%) Dummy variable 
coded 0 = “No”,  
1 = “Yes” 

“Did you ever work in the evening, at night, or on the weekend 
during the last 3 days (at your workplace or at home)?” Shift work 
was coded as “Yes” if respondents selected “In the evening (from 
19h to 24h)” or “At night (from 24h to 6h)” at the workplace or at 
home or “On Saturday” or “On Sunday” at their workplace and  
“No” otherwise. 

  No 0.82

  Yes 0.18

Physical demands (%) Dummy variable 
coded 0 = “No”,  
1 = “Yes”

“Is your work physically demanding?” Originally coded as  
1 = “Very”, 2 = “Fairly”, 3 = “A little”, 4 = “Not at all”.  
Recoded 1 and 2 into “Yes” and 3 and 4 into “No”. 

  No 0.69

  Yes 0.27

  Missinga 0.04

Emotional demands (%) Dummy variable 
coded 0 = “No”,  
1 = “Yes”

“Is your work emotionally demanding?” Originally coded as  
1 = “Very”, 2 = “Fairly”, 3 = “A little”, 4 = “Not at all”.  
Recoded 1 and 2 into “Yes” and 3 and 4 into “No”. 

  No 0.56

  Yes 0.40

  Missinga 0.04

Care burden (%) Categorical 
variable: 1 = “No 
weekly caregiving” 
(reference category), 
2 = “Weekly 
caregiving, low 
burden”,  
3 = “Weekly 
caregiving, high 
burden” 

Respondents were asked how frequently they provide help to 
family members or friends who are ill or in need of help. If they 
provide help but answered “About monthly” or “About a couple 
of times a year”, they were classified as “No weekly caregiving”. 
If they answered, “Daily or several times a week”, they were 
considered as weekly caregivers. They were further asked, “To 
what extent is providing that help (care) burdensome?” Answers 
1 = “Very” and 2 = “Fairly” combined with weekly caregiving were 
classified as “Weekly caregiving, high burden”, and answers 3 = “A 
little” and 4 = “Not at all” as “Weekly caregiving, low burden”. 

  No weekly caregiving 0.69

  Weekly caregiving, 
 low burden

0.21

  Weekly caregiving, 
 high burden

0.07

  Missinga 0.04

Comorbidity (%) Categorical variable: 
1 = “No conditions” 
(reference category), 
2 = “One condition”, 
3 = “Two or more 
conditions” 

Based on the limiting longstanding illness (LLSI) measure (Bajekal et 
al., 2004): “Do you have one or more of the following longstanding 
diseases, conditions, or handicaps (diagnosed by a doctor)?” List 
included: Complaints of the hand or arms (1/0); Complaints of the 
hips, legs, or feet (1/0); Complaints of the back and neck (1/0); 
Migraine or severe headache (1/0); Cardiovascular diseases (1/0); 
Asthma, bronchitis, emphysema (1/0); Gastrointestinal disorders 
(1/0); Diabetes (1/0); Psychological complaints/disorders (1/0); 
Life-threatening diseases (i.e., cancer, AIDS) (1/0); Sleep problems 
(1/0). Score was created by counting the number of conditions and 
recoding into “No conditions”, “One condition”, or “Two or more 
conditions”.

  No conditions 0.40

  One condition 0.26

  Two or more 
 conditions

0.34
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4. Results

Table 1 provides descriptive statistics of our analysis sample. The average age at baseline 

was 61.4 years. Most of the study participants were male (80%), reflecting the high preva-

lence of part-time employment among women in the Netherlands (Gonne, 2023, p. 15). At 

baseline, 24% planned to reduce their work hours before retirement, while 35% were not 

sure, and 41% did not plan to. At follow-up, 32% indicated they had reduced their work 

hours in preretirement years. 

Plans to Reduce Work Hours Before Retirement

The results of the multivariate analyses are presented in Table 2. Column 1 provides the 

results of Model 1, explaining plans to reduce work hours before retirement. The results 

suggest that the availability of a work hour reduction arrangement is associated with a 

higher likelihood of reducing work hours before retirement (B = 0.48, p < 0.005), confirming 

Hypothesis 1 (plans). Results for job demands were mixed. We found a significant and posi-

Mean (SD) Coding Item description/wording

Age 61.39 
(1.11)

Numerical variable. “In what year were you born?”

Gender (%) Dummy variable:  
0 = “Male”,  
1 = “Female”

“Are you a man or a woman?” Answers 1 = “Man” and  
2 = “Woman”.   Male 0.81

  Female 0.19

Partner status (%) Categorical variable:  
1 = “Partner 
working” (reference 
category),  
2 = “Partner not 
working”,  
3 = “Single”

“Do you have a partner?” 1 = “Yes, I am married”; 2 = “Yes, I 
cohabit with a partner”; 3 = “Yes, I do have a partner, but we 
do not live together”; 4 = “No, I am single”. The answers were 
recoded in two categories, partnered and single. Partnered 
respondents were asked, “Which of the following situations 
applies to your wife/husband/partner?” 1 = “Works as employee”, 
2 = “Self-employed”, 3 = “Is (early) retired, but still engaged in 
paid work”, 4 = “Is (early) retired and not engaged in paid work”, 
“5 = “Unemployed”, 6 = “Disabled”, 7 = “House husband/wife”. 
Categories 1, 2, and 3 were classified as working partner, all 
others as not working. 

  Partner working 0.42

  Partner not working 0.41

  Single 0.15

  Missinga 0.01

Wealth (%) Categorical variable: 
1 = “Up to 25k” 
(reference category), 
2 = “25k–100k”,  
3 = “100k–250k”,  
4 = “More than 
250k”

“How large do you estimate your total wealth (own house, savings, 
stocks, etc., minus debts/mortgage) to be?” 1 = “Less than 5000 
euros”, 2 = “Between 5 and 25 thousand euros”, 3 = “Between 
25 and 50 thousand euros”, 4 = “Between 50 and 100 thousand 
euros”, 5 = “Between 100 and 250 thousand euros”, 6 = “Between 
250 and 500 thousand euros”, 7 = “More than 500 thousand 
euros”. Categories 1 and 2, 3 and 4, and 6 and 7 were combined.  

  Up to 25k 0.21

  25k–100k 0.22

  100k–250k 0.30

  More than 250k 0.21

  Missinga 0.06

Sector (%) Categorical variable: 
1 = Government 
(reference category), 
2 = Education,  
3 = Construction,  
4 = Healthcare,  
5 = Social work

Information obtained from the pension funds.

  Government 0.38

  Education 0.13

  Construction 0.34

  Healthcare 0.05

  Social work 0.10

N 1,241

a  Missing values were imputed (see Methods section).

b  The value shown was obtained by averaging non-missing scale items; for the multivariate analysis, missing values were imputed at the 

item level and the final variable was obtained by averaging and centering the imputed scale items.  
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tive association between job pressure and plans to reduce work hours (B = 0.42, p < 0.005), 

indicating that older workers with high job pressure were more likely to plan work hour 

reductions. The association between physical demands and plans to reduce work hours was 

in the opposite direction as what we expected, and no association was found for emotional 

demands or shift work. Hence, Hypothesis 2a (plans) was partially supported. No significant 

associations were found between caregiving demands or chronic health conditions and 

plans to reduce work hours before retirement. Hence, Hypotheses 3a and 4a (plans) were 

not supported. With respect to the main control variables, we found that women were less 

likely to plan to reduce their work hours before retirement (B = −40, p < 0.05), while respon-

dents with higher levels of wealth were more likely to plan to do so (B = 0.39, p < 0.005). 

Actual Reductions in Work Hours Before Retirement

Column 2 of Table 2 shows the results of Model 2, explaining actual reductions in work 

hours before retirement. We found support for Hypothesis 1 (behavior), which suggests that 

the availability of a work hour reduction arrangement is associated with a higher likelihood 

of reducing work hours before retirement (B = 0.49, p < 0.005). We also found that higher job 

pressure is associated with a higher likelihood of reducing work hours (B = 0.02, p < 0.05), 

while no association was found with shift work, physical demands, or emotional demands. 

Hence, Hypothesis 2a (behavior) was partially supported. No associations were found 

between caregiving demands or chronic health conditions and actual reductions in work 

hours before retirement; hence, Hypotheses 3a and 4a (behavior) were rejected. 

We also tested whether the perceived availability of a work hour reduction policy would 

especially enable actual work hour reductions for employees in demanding job, care-

giving, and health situations. We found a marginally significant interaction term between 

the perceived availability of a work hour reduction policy and job pressure (B = 0.34, p < 

0.10), indicating that the effect of job pressure on work hour reductions was stronger when 

an arrangement was available. This interaction is visualized in Figure 1. Hence, Hypothesis 

2b, which suggests that hour reduction policies enable workers with high job demands to 

reduce their work hours before retirement, was supported for high job pressure, but not 

for the other types of job demands. The interaction hypotheses were also rejected for the 

caregiving (H3b) and health (H4b) demands. 

 Column 3 of Table 2 shows the results of Model 3, explaining actual work hour reduc-

tions before retirement, adding plans to reduce work hours as a covariate. Compared to 

older employees who did not plan to reduce their work hours, older employees who did not 

know (B = 0.37, p < 0.05) or who did plan to (B = 1.37, p < 0.005) were much more likely to 

actually reduce them. Hence, Hypothesis 5a was fully supported. This finding is visualized 

in Figure 2, which shows the predicted probabilities of reducing work hours according to an 

older worker’s initial plans. Interestingly, the availability of a work hour reduction arrange-
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ment is associated with an actual reduction in work hours even when controlling for an 

employee’s initial plans (B = 0.41, p < 0.05). This suggests that the availability of a work hour 

reduction arrangement is in and of itself key to enabling work hour reductions. We did not 

find that the relationship between planned and actual hour reductions was stronger when 

Table 2. Multilevel Logistic Regression Models

Model 1 (ordered logit): 
Plan to reduce work 

hours 

Model 2 (logit): Actual 
reduction of work hours

Model 3 (logit): Actual 
reduction of work hours 

(controlling for plans)

B SE B SE B SE

Main variables

Work hour reduction arrangement available 
(0/1)

0.48*** (0.13) 0.49*** (0.17) 0.41* (0.17)

Shift work (0/1) 0.06 (0.14) -0.05 (0.19) -0.02 (0.19)
Physical demands (0/1) -0.25+ (0.14) 0.21 (0.18) 0.28 (0.18)
Emotional demands (0/1) 0.07 (0.12) 0.06 (0.16) 0.04 (0.16)
Job pressure 0.42*** (0.07) 0.24* (0.09) 0.15 (0.10)
Caregiving (ref. No weekly caregiving)

 Weekly caregiving, low burden 0.18 (0.14) 0.03 (0.18) -0.01 (0.18)
 Weekly caregiving, high burden -0.08 (0.23) -0.12 (0.30) -0.14 (0.31)
Chronic health conditions (ref. None)

 One chronic health condition 0.10 (0.14) -0.09 (0.18) -0.08 (0.18)
 Two or more chronic health conditions 0.14 (0.13) -0.20 (0.17) -0.21 (0.18)
Intention to reduce work hours (ref. No)

 Don’t know 0.37* (0.18)
 Yes 1.37*** (0.19)

Control variables

Age -0.22*** (0.05) -0.26*** (0.07) -0.24*** (0.07)
Female (0/1) -0.40* (0.17) -0.19 (0.21) -0.15 (0.22)
Partner (ref. Partner working)

 Partner not working -0.07 (0.12) -0.28+ (0.16) -0.25 (0.16)
 Single -0.10 (0.18) -0.19 (0.23) -0.17 (0.24)
Wealth (ref. Less than 25k)

 25k–100k 0.18 (0.17) 0.13 (0.21) 0.09 (0.22)
 100k–250k 0.23 (0.16) 0.18 (0.20) 0.10 (0.21)
 More than 250k 0.39* (0.18) 0.05 (0.23) -0.12 (0.23)
Company sector (ref. Government)

 Education -0.91*** (0.20) -0.62* (0.26) -0.39 (0.27)
 Construction -0.11 (0.15) -0.50* (0.20) -0.50* (0.21)
 Healthcare -0.36 (0.28) -0.19 (0.36) -0.14 (0.37)
 Social work -0.60*** (0.21) -0.93*** (0.30) -0.84** (0.31)
Random intercept 15.37*** (3.98) 13.31*** (4.12)

Cut 1a -13.60*** (3.06)

Cut 2 -11.94*** (3.05)

Variance (Organization) 0.09 (0.10) 0.68*** (0.24) 0.70** (0.25)

Pseudo R2b 0.10 0.13 0.20

Observations 1,241 1,241 1,241

+  p < 0.1, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.005
a  Cut1(2) is the threshold on the latent scale separating the first (second) and second (third) outcome categories in the ordinal logistic 

regression. 

b  Obtained by estimating the fixed and random effects (McKelvey & Zavoina’s pseudo R2).
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an arrangement was available, providing no support for Hypothesis 5b. Gender and wealth 

did not play a role in actual work hour reductions. 

 Some older workers in demanding situations might anticipate opting for full early retire-

ment and, for this reason, refrain from reducing work hours. To test whether our results 

are sensitive to this alternative pathway, we ran a multinomial model with work hour 

reduction, early retirement, and continued working as alternative outcomes (Table 3). The 

early retirement category includes employees who did not report reducing work hours but 

did report retiring early (with or without an arrangement), receiving disability benefits, or 

receiving unemployment benefits. The results of this analysis confirmed our main findings. 

Job pressure and the availability of a work hour reduction arrangement remain the main 

Figure 1. Predicted Probabilities of Actual Work Hour Reductions Before Retirement by Level of Job Pressure

Figure 2. Predicted Probabilities of Actual Work Hour Reductions Before Retirement by Initial Plans
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drivers of the decision to reduce work hours when accounting for early retirement as an 

alternative pathway. Moreover, the associations found for physical demands and gender are 

not explained by a higher prevalence of early retirement among these groups. Additional 

analyses performed on a male-only sample (available upon request) show similar patterns 

of results, though the interaction term between arrangement availability and job pressure 

becomes statistically insignificant.

Table 3. Multilevel Multinomial Regression

Model 1. Actual reduction Model 2. Actual reduction  
(controlling for plans)

Model 3. Actual reduction  
(including interaction coefficient)

Early retirement Reduction Early retirement Reduction Early retirement Reduction

B SE B SE B SE B SE B SE B SE

Main variables

Work hour reduction 
arrangement available (0/1)

0.04 (0.17) 0.46** (0.18) 0.00 (0.17) 0.36* (0.18) 0.04 (0.17) 0.42* (0.18)

Shift work (0/1) -0.15 (0.20) -0.13 (0.20) -0.14 (0.20) -0.10 (0.21) -0.16 (0.20) -0.15 (0.20)
Physical demands (0/1) 0.21 (0.19) 0.31 (0.20) 0.22 (0.19) 0.38+ (0.20) 0.22 (0.19) 0.32 (0.20)
Emotional demands (0/1) 0.17 (0.17) 0.12 (0.17) 0.16 (0.17) 0.09 (0.17) 0.17 (0.17) 0.12 (0.17)
Job pressure 0.34*** (0.10) 0.40*** (0.10) 0.30*** (0.10) 0.30*** (0.11) 0.19 (0.17) 0.08 (0.18)
Caregiving (ref. No weekly caregiving)

 Weekly caregiving, 
 low burden 

-0.14 (0.19) -0.06 (0.19) -0.15 (0.19) -0.12 (0.19) -0.13 (0.19) -0.05 (0.19)

 Weekly caregiving, 
 high burden 

0.59+ (0.32) 0.30 (0.34) 0.60+ (0.32) 0.29 (0.34) 0.61+ (0.32) 0.33 (0.34)

Chronic health conditions (ref. None)

 One condition 0.08 (0.19) -0.01 (0.19) 0.08 (0.19) 0.00 (0.19) 0.08 (0.19) -0.02 (0.19)
 Two or more conditions 0.30 (0.18) -0.02 (0.19) 0.29 (0.18) -0.04 (0.19) 0.31+ (0.18) -0.01 (0.19)
Plans to reduce work hours (ref. No)

 Don’t know 0.16 (0.17) 0.42* (0.18)

 Yes 0.61** (0.22) 1.56*** (0.21)

Interaction job pressure * work hour reduction arrangement availability 0.21 (0.20) 0.45* (0.21)

Control variables

Age -0.15* (0.07) -0.31*** (0.07) -0.14* (0.07) -0.28*** (0.07) -0.15* (0.07) -0.31*** (0.07)
Female -0.53* (0.23) -0.44+ (0.22) -0.51* (0.23) -0.39+ (0.23) -0.52* (0.23) -0.41+ (0.22)
Partner not working 0.05 (0.17) -0.22 (0.17) 0.05 (0.17) -0.20 (0.18) 0.05 (0.17) -0.23 (0.17)
Single -0.02 (0.25) -0.21 (0.25) -0.03 (0.25) -0.21 (0.25) -0.03 (0.25) -0.24 (0.25)
Wealth (ref. Less than 25k)

 25k–100k 0.42+ (0.24) 0.31 (0.22) 0.40+ (0.24) 0.26 (0.23) 0.41+ (0.24) 0.29 (0.22)
 100k–250k 0.85*** (0.22) 0.57** (0.22) 0.82*** (0.22) 0.48* (0.22) 0.85*** (0.22) 0.56** (0.22)
 More than 250k 0.75*** (0.24) 0.36 (0.24) 0.69*** (0.24) 0.18 (0.25) 0.75*** (0.24) 0.36 (0.24)
Company sector (ref. Government)

 Education 0.23 (0.26) -0.43 (0.27) 0.31 (0.26) -0.18 (0.27) 0.24 (0.26) -0.43 (0.27)
 Construction 0.50* (0.21) -0.27 (0.21) 0.51* (0.21) -0.25 (0.21) 0.50* (0.21) -0.26 (0.21)
 Healthcare 0.35 (0.39) -0.03 (0.37) 0.37 (0.38) 0.04 (0.38) 0.36 (0.38) -0.01 (0.37)
 Social work -0.00 (0.28) -0.87*** (0.30) 0.04 (0.28) -0.75* (0.30) -0.01 (0.28) -0.87*** (0.30)

Random intercept 8.35* (4.19) 18.85*** (4.26) 7.33+ (4.22) 16.25*** (4.38) 8.23* (4.18) 18.67*** (4.26)
Random intercept variance 0.35+ (0.19) 0.29 (0.18) 0.33+ (0.19)

Observations 1,241 1,241 1,241

+  p < 0.1, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.005
Note: “Early retirement” category includes respondents who receive disability or unemployment benefits. 
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5. Discussion

This study examined planned and actual work hour reductions before retirement in 

the Netherlands. Our research addressed the question of whether older employees in 

demanding job, caregiving, and health situations are relatively more likely to plan to and 

actually reduce work hours before retirement. We also investigated whether the perceived 

availability of a work hour reduction arrangement in their organization enables older 

employees, especially those in demanding situations, to work fewer hours. Our results point 

to the key role of work hour reduction arrangements in enabling employees to reduce work 

hours before retirement. Moreover, our findings suggest that these arrangements facilitate 

some, but not all, employees in demanding situations in doing so. 

 Our study shows that one out of every four full-time working older employees plans to 

reduce work hours before reaching the state pension age, and around a third of them do in 

fact effectively reduce them. This suggests that work hour reductions at this stage in life are 

widespread in the Netherlands (Bloemen et al., 2016; Wels, 2019) and that they occur more 

often than planned. While previous findings from the United States pointed to significant 

barriers experienced by employees who want to reduce work hours in their current jobs 

(Abraham & Houseman, 2005; Cahill et al., 2015; Raymo et al., 2010), more opportunities 

seem to be available to Dutch employees. Moreover, planning ahead strongly predicted 

whether older employees actually reduced their work hours, although uncertainty was also 

not uncommon (cf. Ekerdt et al., 2001).

 Work hour reduction arrangements enabled both planned and actual hour reduc-

tions. This finding highlights the importance of organizational-level policies and practices 

in shaping employee’s agency in retirement transitions (Moen, 2013). We propose two 

potential explanations. First, these arrangements reduce financial barriers to working 

fewer hours. Second, they may increase the social acceptance of hour reductions within 

organizations. Surprisingly, the perceived availability of these arrangements did not partic-

ularly support employees who already planned to reduce work hours. Instead, when such 

arrangements are seen as available, older employees tend to reduce hours regardless of 

prior plans. As retirement approaches, favorable financial terms or peers’ choices may 

prompt reconsideration.

 Higher levels of job pressure are consistently associated with planned and actual reduc-

tions in work hours before retirement, especially when arrangements are available. Job 

pressure refers to an imbalance between workload and the time available to complete it 

(Schieman, 2013). Feeling under pressure at work—rather than concrete, job-related situ-

ations like shift work or physically/emotionally demanding tasks—seems to trigger deci-

sions to reduce hours. Work-related stress is a major challenge affecting workers across 

occupations (Badawy, 2024; Kelly & Moen, 2021). It represents a threat to the health of all 
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employees (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004), and older workers present no exception (Henkens & 

Leenders, 2010). Given these risks, employees may adopt strategies to decrease the expo-

sure to stressful work environments, such as changing jobs (Kachi et al., 2020) and retiring 

early (Toczek & Peter, 2023). Our findings suggest that reducing work hours is an additional 

strategy for coping with stress.

 We did not find that having one or more chronic health conditions or a high caregiving 

burden was associated with reductions in working hours. Despite previous research 

suggesting that financial constraints may limit the agency of older employees (Loretto & 

Vickerstaff, 2015; Rinsky-Halivni et al., 2022), we also did not find that work hour reduction 

arrangements, which usually provide financial leeway, enabled them to make such deci-

sions. Although these groups may struggle to work full-time until retirement, a reduction 

in work hours may not adequately address their challenges. Previous qualitative evidence 

suggests that employees with health problems prefer arrangements suited to their specific 

condition rather than generic policies (Leijten et al., 2013). Similarly, as caregiving tasks can 

be unpredictable in terms of length and intensity, a fixed and likely irreversible reduction in 

work hours may not fit working caregivers’ needs (Spann et al., 2020). 

 This study presents some limitations. First of all, our studied population consists of full-

time employees age 60 and older, while work hour reductions (or work exits) due to health 

issues and caregiving demands often happen earlier in life (Carr et al., 2018; Ciccarelli & Van 

Soest, 2018; Van der Meer et al., 2016). Hence, the effects of these factors on work hour 

reductions may be underestimated (the so-called “healthy worker bias,” see Monson, 1986). 

Second, our sample of full-time working older employees consisted mostly of male partici-

pants, limiting the ability to test for gender differences, despite their importance in work and 

retirement pathways (Moen, 2016). Third, our study takes place in the Dutch context, limiting 

the generalizability of our findings to other countries.

 Nevertheless, our research contributes to current debates on employment at older ages. 

In light of population ageing, policymakers are faced with the double challenge of economic 

and social sustainability (Vaalavuo et al., 2025, p. 2). Reducing work hours has often been 

proposed as a measure to sustainably prolong the years spent in employment (Eurofound, 

2016; OECD, 2017). Our research shows that making work hour reduction arrangements 

available provides older employees with greater agency in shaping their work exits and 

offers opportunities for making the transition from work to retirement smoother (Calvo et 

al., 2009; Vaus et al., 2007). However, given their public cost, policymakers should care-

fully assess how subsidized arrangements influence the retirement plans of eligible older 

employees and whether they meet their intended targets. Such considerations will be 

increasingly important in the context of an ageing workforce. 
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