
sustainability

Article

The Interplay between Job Control, SOC Strategies,
and Age in Sustaining Work Ability in a Sample of
Administrative Employees

Ilaria Sottimano, Gloria Guidetti *, Sara Viotti and Daniela Converso

Department of Psychology, University of Turin, via Verdi 10, 10124 Turin, Italy; ilaria.sottimano@unito.it (I.S.);
sara.viotti@unito.it (S.V.); daniela.converso@unito.it (D.C.)
* Correspondence: gloria.guidetti@unito.it

Received: 5 February 2019; Accepted: 1 March 2019; Published: 9 March 2019
����������
�������

Abstract: In recent years, the average age of workers has risen. Because of that, work ability is
reducing in many sectors, especially in a public context. Given the above, it is necessary to investigate
the individual and organisational resources that can play a role in the protection of work ability.
This study investigates the work ability of administrative workers, examines selection, optimisation,
and compensation (SOC) as a form of mediation between job control and work ability, and explores
the relationship of job control, age, work ability, and SOC strategies via moderated mediation models.
The findings indicate that job control, SOC strategies, and age correlate to work ability, but the
effect of these factors is different. Job control and SOC strategies are positively related to work
ability, and job control positively relates to the use of optimisation and compensation. However,
only optimisation and compensation strategies mediate the association between job control and work
ability. Finally, age moderates the effect of job control on work ability. The findings suggest that
interventions, such as SOC training, promotion, and job control, may help to sustain work ability
among elderly administrative workers.
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1. Introduction

In the last decades, the world of work and organisations has changed. Technological evolution
has led to the increasing use of computers in several work environments [1], and, in some cases, it has
reduced the need for the job itself. Meanwhile, an ageing population persuaded decision-makers
to raise the usual retirement age, leading to a significant increase in older workers. In this context,
the European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions [2] affirmed that
“sustainable work means achieving living and working conditions that support people in engaging
and remaining in work throughout an extended working life”. A change in workers’ conditions during
their lifespan should then be compensated through several interventions, such as transformations in
the workplace (i.e., ergonomic adaptations) or job redesign. Moreover, organisations should foster
workers’ physical and mental health over their lifespan, despite the loss of resources. Work ability,
a descriptor of the physical and intellectual resources on which individuals can rely to respond to
the emotional, cognitive, and physical demands posed by their work [3,4], can represent a significant
indicator to monitor the sustainability of work during the extended working life.

2. Work Ability and Ageing

Several studies indicated that age is significantly and negatively associated with work
ability [5–10]. Ilmarinen and Ilmarinen [11] explained that this decline is due to the imbalance between
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individual resources and the demands of the job, namely the work and the organisational context not
being aligned to the age-related changes in personal resources.

Reflecting on this topic is important because workers with decreased work ability are at greater
risk of reduced productivity at work, and poor work ability is predictive of sickness absences,
early retirement, disability pensions, intention to leave, stress, and depression [3,5,8,12–14].

This theme has assumed a strong relevance in recent years, given the increase in the average
age of workers: in Europe, the employment rate in the 55–64 years old cohort increased by 9.8% in
2008–2016, and the percentage of workers aged over 55 in Italy was 46.2% in 2014 [15]. Workforce
ageing is more pronounced in the public service than in the private sector, especially in Italy, where the
percentage of employees aged 50 years or older in the public sector was more than 50%, while the same
percentage in the total labour force was around 40% [16]. In the Italian public administration (PA),
in 2001, the average age was 44.2 years, while in 2016, it was 50.7 years. Distribution by age groups
makes the Italian demographic picture in the PA even more alarming: in 2016, only 2.7% of the public
workers were 18–29 years old; 11.5% were 30–39 years old; 29.5% were 40–49 years old; 41.3% were
50–59 years old; and 15% were over 60 years old [17]. Consequently, problems related to ageing and
the critical issues associated with this phenomenon are particularly significant in the public sector.

2.1. Job Control and Work Ability

One of the questions with regard to an ageing workforce is how employees can maintain their
function with an acceptable level of work ability over their lifespan, despite a loss of resources. The job
demands-resources model (JD-R) [18] assumes that work factors which affect workers’ psychological
health can be classified into two categories: job demands and job resources. Job demands (those aspects
of the job that require workers to sustain psychological or physical effort) are associated with costs
in terms of health, and job resources (those physical, psychological, social, or organisational aspects
of the job that may help to achieve work goals, reduce job demands and the related physiological
and psychological costs, and stimulate personal growth and development) lead to a positive effect
on organisational outcomes. Regarding this model, several studies showed that work ability could
be sustained by some resources, such as job control. Job control describes autonomy in making
job-related decisions and the opportunity to use skills at work. In the job demand-control-support
(JDC-S) model [19], Karasek (1979) underlines the importance of control to sustain well-being at
work. According to this evidence, studies showed that job control can attenuate the negative impact
of age on work ability [10]. Similarly, Van den Berg et al. [8,9] observed that the negative effects
on work performance of decreased work ability could be partly counterbalanced by increased job
control, while McGonagle et al. [20] observed that skill discretion moderated the negative relationship
between job demands and work ability. More generally, the literature highlighted that decision
authority [21–25] and skill discretion [23,25–28] were very important dimensions in promoting work
ability and well-being at work. The lifespan perspective on work design [23] proposed that some job
resources had a stronger positive relationship with indicators of occupational well-being among older
workers. More specifically, the literature showed that job control [21–24,27,28] was a very important
resource for work ability, and in particular, for older workers.

2.2. SOC Strategies and Work Ability

Another model that has been associated with work ability is the Selection, Optimization and
Compensation (SOC) model; it proposes that in situations characterised by high demands and limited
resources (that may occur during ageing), individuals can make use of a set of four strategies that
help them to invest their resources in an optimal way [29–33]. In fact, employees often face multiple
demands and pursue several goals simultaneously. However, their resources might not always suffice
to meet all demands, and thus, employees need to adapt their behaviour to deal with requests. Freund
and Baltes [34] consider SOC strategies as goal-related behaviours. Selection refers to priorities and
objectives based on personal preferences (elective selection) or due to perceived loss of resources
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(loss-based selection). A key aspect of elective selection is the choice of a small number of goals.
Optimisation involves investment of time and energy into the acquisition of goal-relevant means,
while compensation involves the acquisition and application of alternative strategies or use of external
aids (e.g., technology) to maintain a desirable level of performance when previous resources have
been lost. In sum, people can implement these strategies by selecting the aspects of their lives that are
important to them, optimising the resources and tools that help them achieve their goals in the selected
areas, and compensating for losses by adapting to vital environmental changes. Some authors argue
that the four strategies act in a synchronised and coordinated way [31] and represent “one combined
and orchestrated process” [32]. The synchronised use of SOC strategies enables successful ageing [31].
Over the years, researchers have demonstrated that the use of SOC strategies predict outcomes, such as
work ability, job performance, and occupational well-being.

A recent study by Weber et al. [29] found that favourable working conditions, in terms of a high
degree of job control, as well as individual compensation strategies, could help older employees to
maintain work ability. Similarly, Weigl et al. [30] found that the negative relationship between age
and work ability was weakest for employees with a high level of job control and significant use of
SOC strategies. Moreover, Von Bonsdorff et al. [35] observed that using SOC strategies at work can
help employees compensate for resource loss, which results in a better balance between employees’
resources and job requirements; that is, their work ability. In 2014, some authors [36] provided evidence
for positive associations of job resources with work engagement, mediated through the use of SOC.
Baltes et al. [32] observed that SOC strategies could protect against work-family conflict. In this view,
SOC strategies can help older workers cope with age-related declines [37,38].

2.3. Interplay between Job Control, SOC Strategies, and Work Ability

Some studies considered the relationship between job control, SOC strategies, and work ability.
For example, Müller et al. [39] showed that job control and SOC were positively related with work
ability, and that the positive effect of job control on work ability was significantly mediated through
SOC in a sample of nurses. Similarly, Weigl et al. [30] suggested that the use of SOC strategies
and job control were conducive to maintaining the work ability of ageing employees. However,
Müller et al. and Weigl et al. affirmed that the use of the four SOC strategies was necessarily
“orchestrated”, “synchronised”, and “coordinated”, considering only a little the impact of the four
single strategies. Few studies have paid attention to each single component of the SOC model.
For example, Zacher et al. [38] found that optimisation and compensation were useful for maintaining
work engagement, and Weber et al. [29] observed that only compensation had a positive effect on work
ability. As a result, Segura-Camacho et al. [40] recently said that it is necessary to consider the role of
the four SOC strategies.

2.4. Aims of the Study

The goal of this study is to investigate the work ability of administrative workers and the interplay
between job control, selection (elective and loss-based), optimisation, compensation at work, and age
in determining work ability in administrative workers.

As previously reported, job control and SOC strategies can positively impact work ability;
however, no previous study has tested the mediation role of SOC strategies, considered as four
sub-dimensions, between job control and work ability. Consequently, one of the aims of the study
is to provide additional and more detailed information on the role of the four sub-dimensions of
SOC. Furthermore, in an original way, compared to previous research, our study tested the roles
of moderation, either direct or indirect, and of age, imagining that the use of job control and SOC
strategies were more relevant with increasing age [33,34,37,38].

These goals were important in order to identify elements of support for work ability and
sustainability at work, and to provide useful indications for the planning of organisational
interventions [41–44].
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2.5. Hypotheses

We developed the following hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1 (H1). Job control is positively related to work ability.

Hypothesis 2 (H2). The use of SOC strategies at work (all four single strategies) is positively related to
work ability.

Hypothesis 3 (H3). Job control is positively related to the use of elective selection, loss-based selection,
optimisation, and compensation.

Hypothesis 4 (H4). The use of SOC at work (all four single strategies) mediates the relationship between job
control and work ability.

Hypothesis 5 (H5). Age might play a role as a moderator in the direct or indirect effect (including path a:
job control–work ability; and path b: SOC strategies–work ability) of job control on work ability. More specifically,
age might play the part of a moderator in: (1) the relationship between job control and work ability; (2) the
relationship between job control and SOC strategies; and (3) the relationship between SOC strategies and
work ability.

According to our hypotheses, we confirm that job control, elective selection, optimisation,
and compensation at work are factors that help to protect work ability, especially as workers
get older. Moreover, job control also affects work ability indirectly, through optimisation and
compensation strategies.

3. Materials and Methods

3.1. Participants

In December 2017, as part of an agreement between the Municipality of Turin and the Department
of Psychology of the University of Turin, a self-report questionnaire, aimed at assessing job well-being
among workers, was sent to the institutional e-mail of the administrative employees of the Municipality
of Turin, and 1704 people answered it. Thanks to the agreement between the University and the
Municipality, it has been possible to access a lot of data on the well-being and work ability of public
workers in Turin. The population of municipal workers in Turin is prototypical. Turin is, in fact,
the fourth largest city by number of inhabitants and one of the most important economic bases in Italy.
Moreover, most of the municipal workers were hired in the 1980s and 1990s, and today they are over
50 years old. More specifically, the Municipality of Turin has 9531 employees, with an average age of
52.9 years. The employees of the Municipality of Turin are older than workers in the Italian public
administration, so predict the critical issues that will occur in the wider public context in a few years.

Participation in the survey was voluntary. The research conforms to the provisions of the
Declaration of Helsinki in 1995 (and subsequent revisions), and all ethical guidelines were followed as
required for conducting human research, including adherence to the legal requirements of the country
of study (Italy).

3.2. Measurements

The questionnaire was specifically developed for this study. It included the following:

- Outcome variable: The work ability index (WAI) [45] is a widely used tool that measures the
perception of sustainability at work derived from the construct of WA. The WAI contains seven
items, each of which gives a partial score that contributes to forming the overall WA score (range:
7–49, Cronbach’s α = 0.72). The seven items measure the following: (1) current WA compared
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with lifetime best (range: 1–10); (2) WA in relation to mental and physical demands of the job
(range: 2–10); (3) number of current diseases diagnosed by a physician (range: 1–7); (4) estimated
work impairment due to diseases (range: 1–6); (5) sick leave during the past 12 months (range:
1–5); (6) self-prognosis of WA for the next two years (scores: 1–4 or 7); and (7) mental resources
(range: 1–4).

- Independent variable: Job control. According to Karasek [19], there are two dimensions of
control: skill discretion and decision authority. Job control was measured with the job content
questionnaire (JCQ), which contains eight items that investigate the decision latitude (Cronbach’s
α = 0.76). Five items measured skill discretion (e.g., “People I work with are competent in doing
their jobs”), and three items measured decision authority (e.g., “My job allows me to make a lot
of decisions on my own”). Responses on subscales were given on a 4-point scale with a range of
1 = strongly disagree to 4 = strongly agree. Scores ranged from 0 to 24.

- Mediation and moderation variables: Age and SOC. The SOC questionnaire [46] is a 12-item
scale used to assess SOC strategies: selection (S; e.g., “I focus all my energies on a few
goals”), optimisation (O; e.g., “If I care about something, I dedicate myself to it completely”);
and compensation (C; e.g., “When things do not go as well as usual, I look for other ways to
achieve the same results”). On the original SOC scale, each item consists of two alternative
statements: one referring to SOC techniques and one referring to non-SOC strategy. Participants
were asked to decide which one of the alternatives best fit their behaviour [47]. In the present
study, to reduce cognitive complexity and potential item ambiguity, we used a 4-point Likert
format (0 = strongly disagree to 3 = strongly agree).

3.3. Statistical Analysis

All statistical analyses were conducted by using SPSS 25. Preliminary analyses included
descriptive statistics, independent t-tests, analysis of variance (ANOVA), and Pearson
correlation analyses.

The mediation and moderated mediation models were carried out using the PROCESS macro for
SPSS [48]. The bias-corrected 95% confidence interval (CI) was calculated with a 5000 bootstrapping
resample. Firstly, we tested whether the association between job control and work ability was mediated
by SOC strategies using model 4 (see Figure 1). If the 95% CI of the indirect effect (path a*b) did not
contain 0, it indicated that the mediating effect was significant.

1 
 

 
Figure 1. Schematic model of selection, optimization and compensation (SOC) strategies as a mediator
between job control and work ability (Andrew Hayes’s moderation-mediation model, Model 4).
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Next, Model 59 was used to examine the moderated mediation effect; that is, whether age
moderates the direct and indirect effects of job control on work ability. More specifically, age moderates
the following: (1) the relationship between job control and work ability; (2) the relationship between job
control and elective selection, loss-based selection, optimisation, or compensation; (3) the relationship
between elective selection, loss-based selection, optimisation, or compensation and work ability (see
Figure 2). Likewise, if the 95% CI of the interaction did not contain 0, the moderated mediation
effect was significant. In addition, a control variable (educational level) was included in the model as
a covariate.
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Figure 2. Schematic model of age as a moderator of the mediation model (Andrew Hayes’s
moderation-mediation model, Model 59).

4. Results

4.1. Sociodemographic Working Characteristics and Work Ability

The sociodemographic characteristics are indicated in Table 1. In total, 1704 workers were
contacted. The mean age of the sample was 52.5 (SD = 7.49); 1104 (64.8%) workers were female and 600
(35.2%) were men. Of the participants, 64.4% were married or cohabitants and 35.6% were unmarried
or widowers, and 68.4% had offspring, while 31.6% had no children. Most of the participants had
a high school diploma (53.4%), while the number of graduates was lower (37.7%).

Most of the participants had full-time working hours (91%), and only 9% worked part-time.
The workers considered by the study had an average seniority of service of 24.5 years (SD = 10.48).

The mean score of the WAI was 36.14 (SD = 5.94), which appears to be moderate (score: 7–27: bad;
28–36: moderate; 37–43: good; 44–49: very good), according to the manual [36].

If considered in association with sociodemographic characteristics, the correlations indicated that
the work ability was significantly lower with increasing age (r = −0.35; p = 0.010). Moreover, the t-test
showed that WAI was significantly higher among graduates when compared to workers with a lower
educational qualification (t = 6.88; p = 0.000).
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Table 1. Sociodemographic (age, gender, marital status, offspring, educational level), working hours,
and the distribution of work ability index for administrative workers: Frequencies, work ability index,
t-test or F ratio of ANOVA.

Administrative Workers

Frequencies(%) Work Ability Index F/t p

Age 44.361 0.000
<49 473(27.8%) 39.17

50–55 499(29.3%) 36.28
56–59 470(27.6%) 33.84
>60 262(15.4%) 34.41

Gender 1.319 0.187
Female 1104(64.8%) 35.98
Male 600(35.2%) 36.54

Marital status −0.988 0.323
Married 1097(64.4%) 36.29

Unmarried 607(35.6%) 35.89

Offspring 1.223 0.222
Yes 1165(68.4%) 35.98
No 539(31.6%) 36.49

Educational levels 6.885 0.000
Middle or High school 1026(62.3%) 35.06

College or above 621(37.7%) 37.85

Working Hours −1.557 0.120
Full-time 1550(91.0%) 36.25
Part-time 114(9.0%) 35.27

4.2. Bivariate Correlations among All Variables

Table 2 provides the correlations of the variables studied.
The correlations indicated that job control was positively related to work ability (r = 0.204;

p = 0.000). Optimisation and compensation were positively related to work ability (optimisation:
r = 0.215; p = 0.000 and compensation: r = 0.156; p = 0.000), while loss-based selection was negatively
related to age (r = −0.091; p = 0.000). In addition, job control had a significantly positive relation to
optimisation (r = 0.205; p = 0.000), compensation (r = 0.143; p = 0.000), and age (r = 0.101; p = 0.000),
and a negative relation to elective selection (r = −0.063; p = 0.010).

Table 2. Bivariate correlation among job control, work ability, SOC strategies, and age for
administrative workers.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1. Job control 1 −0.063 * −0.005 0.205 ** 0.143 ** 0.101 ** 0.204 **
2. Elective Selection 0.063 * 1 0.530 ** 0.383 ** 0.358 ** −0.033 0.062

3. Loss based selection −0.005 0.530 ** 1 0.272 ** 0.423 ** −0.091 ** 0.049
4. Optimisation 0.205 ** 0.383 ** 0.272 ** 1 0.587 ** −0.039 0.215 **

5. Compensation 0.143 ** 0.358 ** 0.423 ** 0.587 ** 1 −0.036 0.158 **
6. Age 0.101 ** −0.033 −0.091 ** −0.039 −0.036 1 −0.353 **

7. Work ability 0.204 ** 0.062 0.049 0.215 ** 0.158 ** −0.353 ** 1

* p < 0.05; ** p < 0.001.
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4.3. Mediation Analyses

Considering all SOC strategies, the results of mediation analyses showed that the total effect (path
c) of job control on work ability was significant (B = 0.275; p = 0.000). The significant coefficient of path
a (B = 0.010; p = 0.003) indicated positive associations between job control and SOC strategies. Besides,
the point estimate of the indirect effect (path a*b) between job control and work ability through SOC
strategies was 0.020 (SE = 0.01), and the 95% bias-corrected bootstrap confidence interval was 0.002 to
0.043, which indicated that the indirect effect of job control on work ability was statistically significant
(Table 3).

Below, the SOC strategies are considered separately:

(1a) Elective Selection. The results of mediation analyses showed that the total effect (path c) of job
control on work ability was significant (B = 0.280; p = 0.000), and path a (B = −0.011; p = 0.010) and
path b (B = 0.929; p= 0.017) showed significant coefficients, which indicated negative associations
between job control and elective selection, and positive associations between elective selection
and work ability. The direct effect of job control on work ability (path c’ = 0.290, p = 0.000) was
also significant, but the indirect effect of job control on work ability through elective selection
was not (Table 3). Data indicated that elective selection did not mediate the relationship between
job control and work ability. Therefore, mediation moderation analysis was not carried out.

(1b) Loss-based Selection. The results of mediation analyses showed that the total effect and the direct
effect of job control on work ability were significant (path c: B = 0.280; p = 0.000; path c’ = 0.279,
p = 0.000). However, there was no statistically significant coefficient of path b or path a. Also,
the indirect effect (path a*b) between job control and work ability through selection was not
significant. Data indicated that loss-based selection did not mediate the relationship between job
control and work ability. Therefore, mediation moderation analysis was not carried out.

(2) Optimisation. The results of the mediation analyses confirmed that the total effect (path c) of job
control on work ability was significant (B = 0.280; p = 0.000) and showed a significant coefficient
of path a (B = 0.028; p = 0.000) and path b (B = 2.002; p = 0.000), indicating positive associations
between job control and optimisation, as well as between optimisation and work ability. Besides,
the point estimate of the indirect effect (path a*b) between job control and work ability through
optimisation was 0.057 (SE = 0.016), and the 95% bias-corrected bootstrap confidence interval was
0.029 to 0.090, which indicated that the indirect effect of job control on work ability was statistically
significant. In addition, the direct effect of job control on work ability (path c’ = 0.223, p = 0.000)
was also significant. Data indicated that optimisation partially mediated the relationship between
job control and work ability (Table 3).

(3) Compensation. The results of mediation analyses confirmed that the total effect (path c) of job
control on work ability was significant (B = 0.280; p = 0.000) and showed a significant coefficient
of path a (B = 0.017; p = 0.004) and path b (B = 1.595; p = 0.000), indicating positive associations
between job control and compensation, and between compensation and work ability. Besides,
the point estimate of the indirect effect (path a*b) between job control and work ability through
compensation was 0.028 (SE = 0.011), and the 95% bias-corrected bootstrap confidence interval
was 0.009 to 0.053, which indicated that the indirect effect of job control on work ability was
statistically significant. In addition, the direct effect of job control on work ability (path c’ = 0.252,
p = 0.000) was also significant, indicating that compensation partially mediated the relationship
between job control and work ability (Table 3).
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Table 3. Mediation analysis SOC strategies can mediate the relationship between job control and
work ability.

Variable
Path c Path c’ and b Path a Path a*b

B S.E. B S.E. B S.E. B S.E. LLCI ULCI

Model 1: mediation of all SOC strategies in the relationship between job control and work ability

Job control 0.275 ** 0.049 0.255 ** 0.049 - - 0.020 0.011 0.002 0.043
SOC strategies - - 2.208 ** 0.485 0.008 0.003

R2 0.109 0.129 0.010

Model 2: mediation of Elective Selection in the relationship between job control and work ability

Job control 0.290 ** 0.050 0.290 ** 0.050 - - −0.010 −0.026 0.0004
Elective Selection - - 0.929 * 0.388 −0.011 * 0.004

R2 0.083 0.089 0.007

Model 3: mediation of Loss based Selection in the relationship between job control and work ability

Job control 0.280 ** 0.050 0.290 ** 0.050 - - 0.0003 0.003 −0.007 0.008
Loss Based Selection - - 0.529 0.362 0.0005 0.005

R2 0.083 0.085 0.0001

Model 4: mediation of Optimization in the relationship between job control and work ability

Job control 0.280 ** 0.050 0.223 ** 0.050 - - 0.057 0.016 0.029 0.090
Optimisation - - 2.002 ** 0.376 0.028 ** 0.004

R2 0.083 0.111 0.046

Model 5: mediation of Compensation in the relationship between job control and work ability

Job control 0.280 ** 0.050 0.252 ** 0.050 - - 0.028 0.011 0.009 0.053
Compensation - - 1.595 ** 0.391 0.017 ** 0.004

R2 0.083 0.100 0.022

* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.001
Notes: LLCI = Lower Limits of Confidence Intervals; ULCI = Upper Limit of Confidence Intervals
B = Non standardized parameters; S.E. = Standard Errors

4.4. Moderated Mediation Analyses

Considering all SOC strategies, the results of moderated mediation showed that age moderated
the directed effect of job control on work ability and the directed effect of job control on SOC (Table 4).

Table 4. Moderated mediation analyses with all SOC, and the moderation effect of age on the
relationship between job control and work ability, job control and SOC, and SOC and work ability.

Variable B SE t LLCI ULCI

Outcome variable: SOC strategies

Job control −0.018 0.022 −0.800 −0.061 0.025
Age −0.012 0.006 −2.118 * −0.023 −0.001

Job control*age 0.0005 0.0004 1.284 0.0003 0.001

Outcome variable: Work Ability Index (WAI)

Job control −0.389 0.300 −1.194 −0.978 0.201
SOC strategies −2.565 3.391 −0.756 −9.221 4.090

Age −0.589 0.143 −4.125 ** −0.870 −0.309
Job control*age 0.014 0.006 2.414 * 0.003 0.025

SOC strategies*age 0.080 0.063 1.265 −0.044 0.205

Notes: controlling for educational level * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.001

When considering only optimisation and compensation, the following was observed:

(1) Optimisation. Table 5 shows the results of moderated mediation. Age may function as
a moderator between job control and work ability, either separately, or both, on the direct
effect (job control–work ability) and indirect effect (path a: job control–optimisation and path b:
optimisation–work ability). The results of moderated mediation showed that age moderated the
direct effect of job control on work ability (job control*age: B = 0.012; p = 0.037) and the effect of
optimisation on work ability (optimisation*age: B = 0.090; p = 0.049).
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Table 5. Moderated mediation analyses with optimisation: The moderation effect of age on the
relationship between job control and work ability, job control and optimisation, and optimisation and
work ability.

Variable B SE t LLCI ULCI

Outcome variable: Optimisation

Job control −0.008 0.029 −0.276 −0.064 0.048
Age −0.015 * 0.007 −0.2.089 −0.030 −0.001

Job control*age 0.001 0.001 1.339 −0.0003 0.002

Outcome variable: WAI

Job control −0.332 0.307 −0.1.083 −0.935 0.270
Optimisation −3.104 2.426 −0.1.279 −0.7.866 1.658

Age −0.621 0.119 −0.5.217 −0.855 −0.387
Job control*age 0.012 * 0.006 2.085 0.007 0.024

Optimisation*age 0.090 * 0.046 1.971 0.004 0.181

Note: controlling for educational level * p < 0.05.

Table 6 shows that the direct impact of job control on work ability is stronger as age increases
(44 years old: B = 0.203; 95% CI: 0.070, 0.327; p = 0.002; 55 years old: B = 0.337; 95% CI: 0.229, 0.427;
p = 0.000; 60 years old: B = 0.398; 95% CI: 0.257, 0.516; p = 0.000). Similarly, the direct impact of
optimisation on work ability was stronger as age increased (44 years old: B = 0.877; 95% CI: −0.143,
1.898; p = 0.092; 55 years old: B = 1.873; 95% CI: 1.136, 2.609; p = 0.000; 60 years old: B = 2.325; 95% CI:
1.343, 3.307; p = 0.000). The indirect effect of job control on work ability through optimisation was
also stronger as age increased (44 years old: B = 0.021; 95% CI: −0.005, 0.051; 55 years old: B = 0.060;
95% CI: 0.029, 0.097; 60 years old: B = 0.083; 95% CI: 0.035, 0.144).

Table 6. Conditional direct and indirect effect of job control on work ability at different ages,
with Optimisation as mediator: (1) Conditional direct effect of job control on work ability at different
ages; (2) conditional direct effect of optimisation on work ability at different ages; and (3) conditional
indirect effect at different ages.

B SE LLCI ULCI

Conditional direct effect (focal predict: job control)

44 years old 0.203 0.664 0.073 0.333
55 years old 0.337 0.510 0.237 0.437
60 years old 0.398 0.671 0.266 0.530

Conditional direct effect (focal predict: optimisation)

44 years old 0.877 0.520 −0.143 1.898
55 years old 1.873 0.375 1.136 2.609
60 years old 2.325 0.500 1.343 3.307

Conditional indirect effect

44 years old 0.021 0.014 −0.005 0.051
55 years old 0.060 0.017 0.029 0.097
60 years old 0.083 0.027 0.035 0.144

(2) Compensation. Tables 7 and 8 show that age only moderated the direct effect of job control on
work ability (job control*age: B = 0.014; p = 0.014). The direct impact of job control on work ability
was stronger as age increased (44 years old: B = 0.213; 95% CI: 0.083, 0.344; p = 0.001; 55 years old:
B = 0.371; 95% CI: 0.272, 0.470; p = 0.000; 60 years old: B = 0.442; 95% CI: 0.313, 0.573; p = 0.000).
Similarly, the indirect effect of job control on work ability through compensation was stronger as
age increased (44 years old: B = 0.016; 95% CI: −0.0009, 0.040; 55 years old: B = 0.028; 95% CI:
0.009, 0.056; 60 years old: B = 0.035; 95% CI: 0.007, 0.077).
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Table 7. Moderated mediation analyses with Compensation: The moderation effect of age on the
relationship between job control and work ability, job control and compensation, and compensation
and work ability.

Variable B SE t LLCI ULCI

Outcome variable: Compensation

Job control −0.004 0.028 −0.131 −0.058 0.051
Age −0.009 0.007 −1.225 −0.023 0.005

Job control*age 0.0004 0.001 0.802 −0.001 0.001

Outcome variable: WAI

Job control −0.417 0.306 −1.362 −1.019 0.184
Compensation −0.393 2.664 −0.147 −5.621 4.835

Age −0.514 ** 0.116 −4.409 −0.742 −0.285
Job control*age 0.014 * 0.006 2.462 0.003 0.026

Compensation*age 0.033 0.049 0.668 −0.064 0.130

Note: controlling for educational level ** p < 0.001 and * p < 0.05.

Table 8. Conditional direct and indirect effect of job control on work ability at different ages, with
Compensation as mediator: (1) Conditional direct effect of job control on work ability at different
ages; (2) conditional direct effect of compensation on work ability at different ages; and (3) conditional
indirect effect at different ages.

B SE LLCI ULCI

Conditional direct effect

44 years old 0.213 0.066 0.083 0.344
55 years old 0.371 0.050 0.272 0.470
60 years old 0.443 0.066 0.313 0.573

Conditional indirect effect

44 years old 0.016 0.011 −0.001 0.040
55 years old 0.028 0.012 0.009 0.056
60 years old 0.035 0.018 0.007 0.077

5. Discussion

This study investigated the work ability of administrative workers, examined the mediating role
of SOC strategies (also considered separately) among job control and work ability, and explored the
relationship between job control, optimisation and compensation, age, and work ability via moderated
mediation models.

The findings indicate that job control, SOC strategies, and age were correlated to work ability,
but the effects of these factors were different. To sum up the hypotheses: H1 has been confirmed,
and job control was positively related to work ability. H2 has been partially confirmed. The use of
elective selection, optimisation, and compensation at work was positively related to work ability;
however, loss-based selection was not associated with work ability. H3 has been partially confirmed.
Job control was positively related to use of optimisation and compensation. However, a negative
relationship between job control and elective selection emerged, and there was no relationship between
job control and loss-based selection. H4 has been partially confirmed. Optimisation and compensation
strategies mediated the association between job control and work ability [39]. Conversely, selection did
not mediate the relationship between job control and work ability. H5 has been partially confirmed.
The direct effect of job control on work ability was moderated by age, and also, the direct effect of
optimisation on work ability was moderated by age. Both the direct effect of job control on work
ability and the indirect effect of job control on work ability, through optimisation and compensation
strategies, were stronger as age increased.
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In the present study, the mean score of work ability was 36.1 (SD ± 5.9), which was lower if
compared with the scores that were found in previous studies on work ability among administrative
workers. For example, Godinho et al. [14] observed an average WAI among the administrative workers
of 41.6 (SD ± 5.1) in Brazil. Similarly, in the Netherlands, Schouten et al. [49] and Reeuwijk et al. [50]
found average WAIs of 42.7 (SD ± 4.7) and 42.1 (SD ± 4.8) among office workers. In Italy, Costa and
Camerino [51] observed an average WAI of 42 (SD ± 3.9) among clerks. This result was in line with
the mean age, which was higher than that found in other studies—52 years old in our study, 45 years
old in that of Godinho et al. [14], 47.8 for the case of Schouten et al. [49], and only 43.3 years for the
study of Reeuwijk et al. [50]. In our study, the average age was higher, which could explain the lower
WAI [52]. Another explanation could be based on gender. In our study, the workers were almost
completely female, and previous studies found that work ability of women was generally lower than
that of men [14], probably because they perform two sets of tasks: professional and domestic [53].

Given these problems (significant ageing and a low WAI), it is necessary to consider the
possible resources available to support the work ability of administrative workers in the public
sector. Our results revealed a positive correlation between job control and work ability, which was
consistent with previous studies [8–10,26,29,30,38]. This result confirmed that job control is a crucial
resource for work ability.

In addition, the use of SOC strategies, especially optimisation and compensation, was an aid
for work ability, according to the studies of Müller et al. [39,54], Weigl et al. [30], and Weber et
al. [29], confirming that the use of “successful ageing strategies”, such as SOC, are conducive to the
psychological capability of administrative workers to perform their work.

Results further point to a positive relation between job control and optimisation and compensation
strategies. More job control was associated with the use of optimisation and compensation strategies
at work. This finding confirmed the studies of Müller et al. [39] and Weigl et al. [30], which suggested
that the use of SOC strategies requires favourable working conditions, especially suitable job design
and job autonomy. Job control provides employees with the discretion to select their goals and to
invest available resources on the basis of their preferences, rather than following rigid work routines
that leave little space for SOC strategy use [33].

The current study highlighted optimisation and compensation strategies as a partial form of
mediation between job control and work ability, which may reveal the underlying mechanism through
which job control might indirectly influence work ability. In this way, job control would favour
the adoption of optimisation and compensation strategies, indirectly protecting work ability. Also,
the study by Müller et al. [39] provided support concerning SOC strategies as a form of mediation
between job control and work ability.

In contrast to other studies [35,39], we did not use the unique dimension of SOC strategies,
but instead we used elective selection, loss-based selection, optimisation, and compensation separately,
based on a recent study by Segura-Camacho et al. [40]. The authors underlined that while most studies
used overall SOC or three strategies (selection, optimisation, and compensation), few studies included
four dimensions [33,40]. From this viewpoint, our study underlined that selection strategies, especially
loss-based selection, were not very effective in protecting work ability. This is in line with Zacher et
al.’s findings [38], which showed that optimisation and compensation, but not selection, had positive
effects on work engagement, and the study by Segura-Camacho et al. [40], which found optimisation
and compensation to have a moderating role (in contrast with elective and loss-based selection) in the
relationship between task characteristics and employee well-being. Similarly, Demerouti et al. [55]
found that compensation was the most successful strategy in buffering the negative associations of
disengagement with supervisor-rated task performance, and both disengagement and exhaustion
with supervisor-rated adjustment to change. Weber et al. [29] observed that only compensation had
a positive, albeit weak, effect on work ability.

However, we can imagine that working as an employee in a public context makes it difficult to
select the objectives of your work, while it is easier to optimise your resources and to compensate
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for any limits. For this reason, selection does not mediate the relationship between control and
work ability.

Moreover, Müller et al. [39] and Von Bonsdorff et al. [35] revealed the moderating effect of
age on the association between SOC strategies and work ability (Müller et al. observed a positive
moderating effect, while Von Bonsdorff et al. observed a negative moderating effect). We found
a positive moderating effect of age on the association between job control and work ability. This means
that older respondents benefit more from job control in maintaining their work ability [56]. According
to this, the direct and indirect effects of job control on work ability were stronger as age increased,
confirming one of the basic propositions of the SOC model [31], which underlines that older workers,
in particular, benefit from SOC strategies [57].

The study has several practical implications. First of all, to support the work of administrative
workers, it is necessary to redefine the work and promote job control. In addition, the workers
should be acquainted with and trained using the SOC model and SOC strategies at work, especially
regarding optimisation and compensation. These are essential to sustain work ability, and the results,
in fact, indicated that both job design intervention (job control promotion) and SOC training should
have a positive effect on work ability [58]. Consequently, individual strategies of optimisation and
compensation could be considered as psychological resources useful for supporting work ability [59].
This data confirm that the occupational interventions based on SOC strategies might contribute to
successful ageing at work, despite the fact that SOC interventions at work are scarce [60]. However,
job control seems to be the precondition for the application of optimisation and compensation
strategies at work. As a result, job control should contribute to the effectiveness of SOC training [39].
However, our research considered the four sub-dimensions of SOC separately, providing more specific
information on the effectiveness of each dimension. Job support interventions should develop
job control, foster optimisation, and increase compensation. Furthermore, our study involved
administrative workers, who are not often considered in studies on work ability and the use of
SOC strategies. In view of the very large number of older workers who perform administrative tasks in
public offices, we believe that it is important to involve this population in studies on the sustainability
of work.

The study had several limitations. First, it used a cross-sectional design, so these results were
only a preliminary evaluation of the hypothesised cause-effect relations. There is evidence in the
literature that led us to assume that SOC strategies impact work ability; however, it was also possible
that workers with better work ability had more resources, and therefore, were better able to use SOC
strategies. Second, the age effect may be limited due to differences between birth cohorts and it
may not necessarily reflect the development of ageing [39]. Third, potential healthy-worker effects
could have biased our findings. The workers with impaired work ability might have retired earlier.
Fourth, the study used exclusively self-reported data. Finally, we did not consider the firm size,
which could influence the dimensions investigated. Empirical researchers consider firm size an
important characteristic that can affect the results [61].

To overcome these limitations, future studies should apply cross-lagged or longitudinal designs to
test cause-effect relations clearly and use a multi-method design to overcome the limits of self-reported
data. Moreover, future study should apply methods to address endogeneity bias (e.g., using the
generalised method of moments, GMM) [62].
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