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Abstract Employees in countries with advanced industrial economies need to contin-
uously develop their competences to sustain their employability – that is, to have a set
of competences that enables them to maintain or find an adequate job. But how should
efforts to enhance employability progress in the context of the demographic shift?
Previous research suggests that employees’ perspective about their future working life
may influence their motivation to engage in learning activities. The study reported and
discussed here investigates how employees’ perceptions of the future as a time of
opportunities and limitations affects their engagement in learning from others and, in
turn, their employability. We tested our model empirically in two Austrian consultan-
cies (n=167). We find that focus on opportunities in the future explains engagement in
learning from others and, subsequently, differences in employability. The informants’
perspectives about the future may be a helpful alternative to the measurement of
chronological age, which is problematic from a conceptual point of view.
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The populations of most countries with advanced industrial economies are aging
(OECD 2012). Policymakers react to this situation by encouraging longer working
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lives (e.g., later retirement; European Commission 2012) to maintain the viability of
their social welfare systems (Walker and Maltby 2012) and to avert the loss of
workplace skills and knowledge caused by the large number of workers retiring in
the upcoming years (Midtsundstad and Bogen 2014). This situation is exacerbated by
companies’ aging workforces. For example, the German car manufacturer BMW
estimates that the number of workers older than 50 doubles between 2010 and 2020
(Anderson 2013). At the same time, increasing global competition and accelerating
rates of innovation make work requirements more and more dynamic. But how do
these two trends – the demographic shift and the increasingly fast-paced business world
– relate to each other? After all, older employees’ ability to adapt to such a dynamic
environment is often doubted by employers, although the evidence is ambiguous
(Finkelstein et al. 2015). In a similar vein, research indicates that older employees are
disproportionally more often subject to layoffs during restructuring measures (Kim and
Mo 2014) and have greater difficulty to find a job should they lose their current
employment (Ahmed et al. 2012; Albert et al. 2011). Put differently, older people’s
competence to fulfill, acquire, or create work for themselves – their employability (Van
der Heijde and Van der Heijden 2006) – is questioned, albeit often based on societal
sentiments rather than actual evidence (cf. Meyers et al. 2010).

But how should efforts to enhance employability progress in the context of an aging
workforce? Research suggests that learning activities such as working on developmen-
tal tasks, networking, or attending trainings are adequate means of improving individ-
uals’ employability (Froehlich et al. 2014a; Van der Heijden et al. 2009; Van der Klink
et al. 2014; Van Emmerik et al. 2012). Previous studies have found that learning from
others – in contrast to the learning opportunities offered in trainings – is especially
important for older employees (Billett 2011; Froehlich et al. 2014b). The hypothesized
reason for this is that learning from others is less dependent on employers’ resources,
which are often not accessible for older employees. As mentioned by Billett and Van
Woerkom (2008), younger employees are often privileged in terms of receiving support
and opportunities for learning in the workplace. Older employees, therefore, need to
develop their own ways of learning and building their competences. In sum, several
studies find significant relationships between learning activities and employability in
the context of an aging workforce. But they do not explain why some older employees
keep developing their employability and others do not.

So, this leads to the question about which personal factors play a role when it comes
to undertaking learning activities for enhancing employees’ employability in the
context of the demographic shift. Previous research suggests that future time perspec-
tive is an important concept when studying older people’s motivation to learn (Bal and
Jansen 2015; Gegenfurtner and Vauras 2012; Kooij et al. 2014. Future time perspective
refers to people’s perceptions of how many opportunities (i.e., opportunity focus) and
limitations (i.e., limitation focus) are ahead of them in their (working) life (Cate and
John 2007). This perspective has been linked to, for instance, a focus on promotions
(Kooij et al. 2014), work motivation (De Lange et al. 2011), or work performance
(Zacher et al. 2010). The relationship between individuals’ future time perspective and
their employability, however, has not yet been empirically researched (Raemdonck
et al. 2015). Therefore, the aim here is to investigate how employees’ future time
perspectives are linked to their employability through learning from others. We extend
previous research that has connected learning activities to employability (Froehlich
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et al. 2014b; Van der Heijden et al. 2009) by adding future time perspective as an
antecedent for explaining their learning. This additional information may be essential
for understanding why some employees lose in employability, while others are able to
maintain or even extend their competences.

Competence-Based Employability

Being employable comprises having a set of competences that enables people to fulfill,
acquire, or create work for themselves (Van der Heijde and Van der Heijden 2006). The
advantage of this competence-based definition is that in today’s times of fluctuating
labor market demands, such competences provide a relatively stable basis for that
employability. This, however, does not mean that employability is a static concept:
Employability may increase or decrease dynamically, as employees can develop or lose
their workplace competences (Sanders and De Grip 2004). Van der Heijde and Van der
Heijden (2006) privileges occupational expertise as an important prerequisite for
employability. Additionally, employability requires more generic social and adaptive
competences (Rodriguez et al. 2002; Wright and Snell 1998). Employees need to
proactively screen the environment and prepare themselves for potential changes in
job and career requirements and conditions (i.e., anticipation and optimization) and
adapt to them (i.e., personal flexibility) (Fugate et al. 2004). Furthermore, identification
with the organization’s goals and the ability to work together with others (i.e., corporate
sense) are beneficial (Podsakoff et al. 1997). Last, Van der Heijde and Van der Heijden
(2006) name balance as a key competence. This comprises employees’ ability to weigh
employer’s interests against theirs (e.g., balance of working and learning). In sum, these
five competences should allow employees to fulfill, acquire, or create work for
themselves.

Employees, however, act based on their own perceptions, not just on the bases of
some prescriptions of how they should act. Therefore, it is necessary to account for
employees’ subjective ratings of their competences in this study. This view is consistent
with earlier research (Fugate et al. 2004; Van Emmerik et al. 2012). Kinnunen et al.
(2011), for instance, derive the importance of self-perceived employability from Laz-
arus and Folkman’s (1984) transactional stress theory. These theorists argue that
employees who perceive themselves as employable feel less threatened by the envi-
ronment, experience less strain (Berntson and Marklund 2007), and engage more in
their work (De Cuyper et al. 2008).

Learning from Others: Proactive Feedback and Help Seeking

Much recent research about learning and work has focused on learning opportunities
outside education and training institutions (Kyndt and Baert 2013). For instance, this
includes learning by doing, having discussions with colleagues, or engaging in reflec-
tion (Marsick 2009). Several studies suggest that these learning activities are more
efficient than attending seminars and workshops of education and training institutions
(Berings et al. 2008; Billett 2002; Eraut 2007; Van der Heijden et al. 2009). The social
aspect of learning in the workplace plays an especially important role (Billett 1995;
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Boud and Middleton 2003; Eraut 2007). Specifically, seeking feedback and help from
others are important means of learning in the workplace (Bamberger 2009) and may
help to develop the competences needed to stay employable. Feedback seeking is the
proactive search for information targeted at evaluating and reflecting upon work
processes and the self (Anseel et al. 2007). This does not require a specific problem
and may be rooted in motives such as achieving a goal or protecting one’s ego (Ashford
et al. 2003). Proactive feedback-seeking behavior has been mostly related to positive
outcomes, such as goal attainment (Ammons 1956) and performance (Kluger and
DeNisi 1996). More recent research suggests that the feedback quality and not so
much the quantity of it is important for learning and development (Van der Rijt et al.
2012).

Help seeking means the proactive search for assistance from others to solve a
specific problem. Help seekers are, therefore, required to locate and define a
problem, to think about persons who are accessible and knowledgeable regarding
this problem, and to establish contact with these persons (Lee 1997). Help seeking
has a long research tradition in the field of academic learning (Järvelä 2011;
Mäkitalo-Siegl and Fischer 2011). There, it is seen as an essential method to
engage learners cognitively, behaviorally, and emotionally (Pintrich and Zusho
2002) and to contribute to resilience, efficacy, and learning (Karabenick and
Newman 2006; Karabenick 1998).

Learning from others in terms of proactive feedback and help-seeking may
enhance employees’ employability. For instance, employees may increase their
knowledge about a relevant subject (i.e., enhance occupational expertise) or
about processes in the organization (i.e., corporate sense). They may learn about
trends (i.e., anticipation and optimization) that are central to effective work
performance and how to react towards them (i.e., personal flexibility). Finally,
by getting relevant and useful information, they may deem their working and
learning to be more in balance. Previous empirical studies find positive
relationships between learning from others and employability. For instance, Van
der Heijden et al. (2009) have researched the relationship among non-academic
university employees’ networking behavior and their employability. They find
that networking within and outside the home organization relates positively to
employability. Moreover, the evidence suggests that interaction with one’s su-
pervisor may improve balance and corporate sense. The study was largely
replicated among academic staff members by Van der Klink et al. (2014). There,
networking enhanced anticipation and optimization, personal flexibility, and
corporate sense. Additionally, Van der Rijt et al. (2012) report feedback seeking
to increase perceived career development among employees in the financial
sector. Froehlich et al. (2014a, b) also find that proactive search for information,
feedback, and help improves occupational expertise, anticipation and optimiza-
tion, and personal flexibility. Therefore, we hypothesize that learning from others
in terms of feedback and help seeking stands to improve employability. This then
leads to our hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1 Proactive learning from others positively affects employability in terms
of occupational expertise, anticipation and optimization, personal flexibility, corporate
sense, and balance.
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Future Time Perspective

According to the socioemotional selectivity theory (Carstensen et al. 1999), individuals
select and pursue their goals in alignment with their (working) life’s time horizon.
Specifically, people with a limited future time perspective seek emotional well-being
and short-term benefits. Conversely, people viewing time as open-ended value the
acquisition of knowledge and skills more (Carstensen 2006). Cate and John (2007) later
found that adults might experience limitations and opportunities simultaneously. For
instance, middle-aged adults become aware of physical decline (Lachman et al. 1994),
but also experience gains in confidence and generativity (Miner-Rubino et al. 2004;
Stewart et al. 2001). A one-dimensional conceptualization of future time perspective
does not consider this. Therefore, Cate and John (2007) developed a two-factor solution
that distinguishes in how far the future time is perceived as a time of opportunities and
limitations.

Little empirical evidence exists for the relationship between future time per-
spective and learning from others. However, we know from educational psychol-
ogy that an extensive future time perspective may be associated with, for instance,
higher engagement (Horstmanshof and Zimitat 2007), an increased likelihood of
completing tasks (Bembenutty and Karabenick 2004), increased persistence to
study, and better academic performance (De Volder and Lens 1982). Likewise,
Janeiro and Marques (2010) find future time orientation to be positively related to
career attitudes among Portuguese pupils (Creager 2011). Simons et al. (2004) and
Miller and Brickman (2004) argue that the perception of more opportunities ahead
increases the instrumentality of individuals’ learning behavior. This, in turn,
affects the motivation to learn. In a more general sense, Lang and Carstensen
(2002) find effects of future time perspective on the composition of adults’ social
networks. Specifically, individuals who perceive the future as limited prefer
emotional goals and, thus, are more likely to connect to relatives and formal
partners. Contrarily, individuals who have an expansive perception of the future
prefer to interact with knowledgeable or controversial partners to fulfill their
desire for growth. This difference is attributable to the different goals associated
with opportunity focus and limitation focus and might indicate an influence of
opportunity focus and limitation focus on learning from others. We hypothesize
that opportunity focus stimulates learning from others in terms of feedback and
help seeking and, in turn, strengthens employees’ employability. Conversely, we
hypothesize that limitation focus deters learning from others and hence weakens
employees’ employability.

Hypothesis 2 Opportunity focus positively affects employability in terms of occupa-
tional expertise, anticipation and optimization, personal flexibility, corporate sense, and
balance via proactive learning from others.

Hypothesis 3 Limitation focus negatively affects employability in terms of occupa-
tional expertise, anticipation and optimization, personal flexibility, corporate sense, and
balance via learning from others.

Figure 1 displays the research model.
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Methods

Participants

We sent electronic questionnaires to 215 randomly selected employees of two Austrian
consultancies. The first organization generates its profits predominantly in the domain
of information technology (n=77; response rate=72 %). The second organization is a
not-for-profit organization and offers a wider array of consulting services, including, for
instance, consultations about international law and policy (n=90, response rate=83 %).
In both organizations, the respondents work in project teams to provide consulting
services directly to their clients. Consultancies are an interesting setting for this study
due to the industry-specific demand for employability (Petersitzke and Hristozova
2006). For example, consulting knowledge needs to very current and yet it depreciates
rapidly (Kubr 2002). In addition, consultants need to adapt quickly to new clients and
their different structures and cultures. Since the respondents of both organizations are
similar in terms of type of work and the national and professional culture they are
embedded in, we merged the two samples for the analyses. The respondents were 18 to
59 years old (M=40.80, SD=9.88). 93 (56 %) have obtained a higher education degree;
86 (52 %) were female. Analysis of variance (ANOVA) showed a difference between
the samples in terms of gender (F(1, 165)=11.58, p≤0.01), which can be explained by
the traditionally male-dominated IT sector. No differences were found for age or
degrees from higher education.

Instruments

We gauged the dimensions of employability using Van der Heijde and Van der
Heijden’s (2006) instrument of 47 items. In line with our conceptualization of self-
appraised employability, respondents assessed their own employability on a 5-point
Likert-scale (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree). We randomly assigned each
item to one of three parcels per dimension to achieve a better relation between the
number of parameters and the given sample size in the analyses (Little et al. 2002). This

Fig. 1 Conceptual model
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model achieved good fit; all scales achieved satisfactory Cronbach’s alphas. Table 1
shows fit indices, reliability estimates, and sample items.

We assessed opportunity focus and limitation focus using Lang and Carstensen’s
(2002) 10-item future time perspective scale, which was reworded to refer to the
working life. Respondents answered on a 5-point Likert-scale (1 = strongly disagree,
5 = strongly agree). The two-factor solution proposed by Cate and John (2007) fit our
data better than a one-factor or three-factor solution; the reliabilities are acceptable
(Table 1).

We used Froehlich et al. (2014a, b) scales of feedback and help-seeking behaviors
from supervisors and colleagues to measure learning from others. Respondents an-
swered on a 5-point Likert-scale (1 = almost never, 5 = very often); all eight items were
collapsed into one scale. We used three parcels to identify learning from others. The
scale achieved satisfactory reliability; the model is just identified (Table 1).

We used chronological age and hours spent in formal education activities as
covariates in our model. We asked for both using open questions.

Analyses

We checked and confirmed that the dataset does not contain any missing data. Then, we
explored the relations between the variables in bivariate correlation analyses. Last, we
tested the hypotheses using structural equation modeling using Maximum Likelihood
estimation in Mplus 7.11 (Muthén and Muthén 2012). Model fit was assessed using the
comparative fit index (CFI, acceptable if ≥ 0.90), the root mean square error of

Table 1 Overview over the scales used

Scale Items α Sample item Model fit

Occupational
expertise

15 0.92 I consider myself competent to engage
in in-depth, specialist discussions
in my job domain.

CFI=0.95,
RMSEA=0.07,
SRMR=0.06,
χ2/df=145/80=

1.81
Anticipation &

optimization
8 0.74 I take responsibility for maintaining

my labor market value.

Personal flexibility 8 0.77 I adapt to developments within
my organization.

Corporate sense 7 0.80 I am involved in achieving my
organization’s mission.

Balance 9 0.71 My working, learning, and living are in harmony.

Opportunity focus 7 0.91 Many work opportunities await me in the future. CFI=0.97,
RMSEA=0.07,
SRMR=0.04,
χ2/df=21/14=1.77

Limitation focus 3 0.68 I have the sense that my time in the
working life is running out.

Learning from others 8 0.79 Getting help would be one of the first
things I would do if I were having
trouble at work.

CFI=1.00,
RMSEA=0.00,
SRMR=0.00,
χ2/df=−

(just identified)

All scales were measured using 5-point Likert scales. All factor loadings of the measurement models were ≥
0.70
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approximation (RMSEA, acceptable if ≤ 0.07), the standardized root mean squared
residual (SRMR, acceptable if ≤ 0.08), and the ratio of χ2 to the degrees of freedom
(acceptable if≤3.00; Hoyle 1995; Hu and Bentler 1999).

Results

Table 2 presents findings characterized by medium to strong positive correlations
among the dimensions of employability (r=0.28 to 0.59, p<0.01), strong negative
correlations of opportunity focus with limitation focus (r=−0.64, p<0.01) and chrono-
logical age (r=−0.70, p<0.01), and positive correlations of learning from others with
the dimensions of employability (r=0.17, p<0.05 to r=0.31, p<0.01). These findings
are in line with our hypotheses.

The structural equation modeling analyses showed acceptable model fit: CFI=0.90,
RMSEA=0.07, SRMR=0.07, and χ2/df=505/287=1.76. All factor loadings of the
measurement model were ≥ 0.70. In our sample, learning from others positively affects
anticipation and optimization (B=1.30, 99 % CI[0.12, 6.06]; see Table 3), personal
flexibility (B=1.45, 99 % CI[0.27, 6.47]), corporate sense (B=1.36, 99 % CI[0.26,
7.41]), and balance (B=0.70, 99 % CI[0.16, 4.19]). This gives partial support to
Hypothesis 1.

We also noted effects of chronological age on occupational expertise (B=0.01, 95 %
CI[>0.00, 0.02]) and corporate sense (B=0.02, 99 % CI[>0.00, 0.07]). Attending
formal learning activities and the employing organization did not cause significant
differences.

We found indirect effects of opportunity focus via learning from others on antici-
pation and optimization (B=0.34, 95 % CI[0.02, 2.25]) and balance (B=0.18, 95 %
CI[0.05, 1.54]). Furthermore, we found weaker effects on personal flexibility (B=0.37,
90 % CI[0.11, 0.76]) and corporate sense (B=0.35, 90 % CI[0.11, 0.89]). This gives
partial support to Hypothesis 2. Conversely, we found no indirect effects of limitation
focus. Thus, Hypothesis 3 receives no support.

Discussion

We set out to investigate how opportunity focus and limitation focus influence em-
ployability via learning from others in terms of feedback and help seeking. This is
important, because the role of personal factors for the enhancement of employability in
the context of the demographic shift has received little attention so far (Froehlich et al.
2014a; Raemdonck et al. 2015). This information may be crucial to understand the
different trajectories of older employees’ employability. Why do some employees
manage to stay on top of current developments while others fail to advance their
employability? We hypothesized that opportunity focus has positive indirect effects
on employability via learning from others, while limitation focus has negative indirect
effects. We have found positive relationships between learning from others and four
dimensions of employability: anticipation and optimization, personal flexibility, corpo-
rate sense, and balance. This is consistent with previous research (Froehlich et al.
2014b; Van der Heijden et al. 2009; Van der Klink et al. 2014) and supports the claim
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that learning activities in general and learning from others in particular are apt means of
developing employability. Opportunity focus, which stimulates learning from others,
has been found to have indirect positive effects on employability. In other words, the
perceptions of many opportunities in one’s future working life triggers learning from
others and, in turn, helps employees to enhance their employability. Given the strong
correlations between chronological age and future time perspective found in previous
research (e.g., Lang and Carstensen 2002), this finding has important implications for
the development of employability in the context of an aging workforce.

First, the findings have implications for further research. Future time perspective is
an interesting personal factor to study the development of employability of an aging
workforce. This is important, as the low employment rates among older people (OECD
2014) raise questions about the learning behavior and employability of older em-
ployees. However, previous research in the fields of learning and employability
struggles to answer these questions, as employee age and the change in future time
perspective associated with it have often been ignored. Future research should be more
sensitive to the changes associated with aging and their effects on learning within
organizations. This calls for the inclusion of other conceptualizations of age, next to
chronological age (Maurer et al. 2003; Raemdonck et al. 2015), which is often
criticized on the grounds of two conceptual problems. First, chronological age is used
as a proxy measure for many factors related to aging, such as physical changes, age-
related stereotypes, or effects specific to a certain cohort (Hall et al. 2007). These
effects are difficult to disentangle from each other. Second, the more experiences
people have made in their lives, the more heterogeneous they are (Carstensen 2006;
Staudinger and Bowen 2011). This weakens the predictive power of chronological age.
The study presented here has shown that future time perspective may be an interesting
alternative to the use of chronological age as a predictor for engagement in learning
activities and employability. Older employees, after all, are not a homogeneous group
of people (Bal and Jansen 2015) – personal factors matter.

Second, implications for practice may be derived from the role that opportunity
focus and limitation focus play in our model. The findings suggest that it is an essential
task of human resource development managers to develop an opportunity focus across
the workforce. Unfortunately, organizational research offers little advice of how this

Table 3 Structural equation modeling results showing the unstandardized coefficients

Occupational
expertise

Anticipation &
optimization

Personal
flexibility

Corporate
sense

Balance

Learning from others 0.310 1.303** 1.445** 1.362** 0.699**

Formal learning 0.003 0.004 0.002 0.003 0.000

Organization −0.132 0.030 0.174 0.129 −0.020
Chronological age 0.013* −0.01 0.009 0.020** 0.006

Indirect effects via learning from others

Opportunity focus 0.080 0.335* 0.372 0.351 0.180*

Limitation Focus 0.004 0.017 0.018 0.017 0.009

* p<0.05
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may be accomplished. But research in other fields, such as education and health
science, hints at potential solutions. For instance, clarifying the instrumentality of any
learning activity for future success beforehand (Simons et al. 2004), communicating the
role of work-related learning and personal goals (Phalet et al. 2004), or facilitating
long-term planning (Gellert et al. 2012) might help. Also, the use of long-term personal
development plans may support this development (Beausaert et al. 2011). As opportu-
nity focus is a function of chronological age, it may also be relevant to educate against
ageism, for instance by fostering high-quality intergenerational contact (Iweins et al.
2013) or offering age awareness trainings (Armstrong-Stassen and Templer 2005).

Future research may improve and extend this study in terms of measurement and
generalizability. In this study, the employees self-assessed their employability. But
previous research has found that employees rate themselves higher than their employers
do (Van der Heijde and Van der Heijden 2006) and higher than their labor market
success would suggest (Patrickson and Ranzijn 2003). Our conceptualization of em-
ployability as perceived employability, however, is in line with previous research
(Kinnunen et al. 2011; Van Emmerik et al. 2012). Nevertheless, to test for common
method bias (Podsakoff and Organ 1986), further research may include also other
sources for assessing the variables.

We have executed this study in the consultancy sector. We believe that the industry-
specific demands for employability (Petersitzke and Hristozova 2006) make it an
interesting setting for our study. At the same time, these industry-specific affordances
may limit the generalizability of this research’s finding. Thus, further research may
replicate this study in different sectors.

In conclusion, the study reported and discussed here offers first evidence for an
indirect effect of opportunity focus on employability via learning from others. It
presents future time perspective as an alternative variable to the use of chronological
age to research learning and employability in the context of an aging workforce.
Furthermore, it implies that the concept of future time perspective may also be
addressed by human resource practitioners in order to prepare their company for an
older, but still highly employable, workforce.
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