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Age and Blended Working

Kiki M. M. De Jonge*, Nico W. Van Yperen and Eric F. Rietzschel
University of Groningen, Groningen, The Netherlands

Synonyms

Distributed work; Flexwork; Mobile work; Remote work; Telecommuting; Telework; Trust-based
working.

Definition

Blended working is the opportunity to blend on-site and off-site working (i.e., working location- and time-
independently), which is enabled by the utilization of information and communication technologies
(ICTs) that provide workers with almost constant access to job-relevant information and coworkers.

Introduction

The workforce is aging rapidly, which means that organizations will have to learn how to manage older
workers better to avoid labor shortages and a loss of organizational effectiveness (Czaja and Moen 2004).
One way to do this, is to rely more on blended working practices, that is, the opportunity to blend on-site
and off-site working enabled through modern information and communication technology (ICT) facilities
(Van Yperen et al. 2014). This chapter summarizes and gives an overview of the opportunities and threats
that blended working may have for older workers, and aims to show that blended working practices can be
helpful to retain older workers and can keep them satisfied, motivated, and productive in their jobs.

Working from the office, having a business meeting with colleagues in a restaurant, preparing a meeting
in the train, online file sharing, and work-related use of tablets and smartphones are the examples of
blended working practices. Off-site working is becoming more and more common through the rise of,
among others, the internet, e–mail, video calling and chat, and cloud-based data storage. These technol-
ogies provide workers with constant and location-independent access to job-relevant information and
coworkers (Van Yperen et al. 2014; McLennan 2008). Obviously, not all work types are suited for blended
working, as some work can only be done on-site, at specific times, or through face-to-face communica-
tion. Blended working is especially suited for knowledge and information work. These work types are
becoming increasingly common andmainly revolve around obtaining, analyzing, and sharing knowledge,
activities that can mostly be performed online and away from the office (Van Yperen et al. 2014;
McLennan 2008).

Another major development in the world of work is that since 2010, the global workforce is aging more
rapidly than ever before, as post-World War II cohorts are reaching ages 65 and over (Hedge and Borman
2012). Many older workers are delaying their retirement as a result of the recent economic crisis (Elias
et al. 2012) but also with the intention to stay productive and mentally healthy (Lee et al. 2009). For
organizations, it is important to retain older workers in order to avoid, or at least lower, the forecasted
shortage of 20.8 million EU workers by 2030 (Sharit et al. 2009), and to keep workers with high levels of
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job expertise within the organization (Hedge et al. 2006). This poses new challenges to organizations and
their personnel management strategies, since working for income and benefits only does not satisfy the
needs of older workers (Hedge et al. 2006). Older workers find it increasingly important to feel
intrinsically motivated in their job and put a stronger emphasis on learning and accomplishing new and
worthwhile things (Hedge et al. 2006). At the same time, they find it important to experience more
flexibility, to have more leisure time and time for nonwork activities, and are less willing to work under
high levels of stress (Hedge et al. 2006).

This suggests that implementing blended working may be particularly relevant for older workers.
Blended working offers the potential to fulfill older workers’ needs and desires by creating a better
balance between work and nonwork activities, which can help them to stay satisfied and effective in the
job. It allows older workers to (re)design their jobs in a way that suits them best and that appeals to their
needs (Hedge and Borman 2012; Hedge et al. 2006; Cutler 2006). Allowing for new and different work
opportunities might therefore be a relatively simple and inexpensive method to keep the aging workforce
satisfied, motivated, and productive in their job (Hedge et al. 2006).

On the negative side, blended working can pose several threats to older workers’ well-being and
performance (Van Yperen et al. 2014; McLennan 2008). Possible threats faced by the aging workforce are
low levels of experience with the computer technologies required for blended working (Elias et al. 2012),
as well as stereotypes about older workers being ill suited for new computer technologies (Sharit
et al. 2004). If these threats are not addressed when implementing blended working practices, organiza-
tions and their workers will not be able to reap the expected benefits and might even incur unexpected
costs. Hence, we will next discuss the opportunities and threats resulting from blended working in more
detail, and zoom in on the effects of blended working for the older workforce.

Blended Working: Opportunities

Blended working has two core aspects: increased discretion to work from various locations and times and
increased connectedness to job-relevant information and coworkers via ICTs. Hence, blended working
can result in saving time (due to reduced commuting time) and freedom from distractions and interrup-
tions when (partly) working from home (Van Yperen et al. 2014; Cutler 2006). Working connectedly
increases (efficiency in) information access and can provide workers with information and feedback that
they would not have obtained as easily or quickly otherwise (Mazmanian et al. 2005). Further, working
connectedly via online devices enables workers to maintain or even extend their contact with coworkers,
and to avoid social impoverishment and isolation when working off-site (Cutler 2006). Blended working,
thus, offers unprecedented opportunities for workers to decide when, where, and how to work. Besides
these general (potential) benefits, blended working offers some opportunities that are especially relevant
for the older worker.

Older Workers and Off-site Working. Research in the US indicates that people working from home
tend to be older than the average worker (Lister and Harnish 2011; Bailey and Kurland 2002). Possibly,
older workers have gained enough job experience and earned sufficient trust on part of the organization to
make frequent off-site working a viable option (Lister and Harnish 2011). Blended working can also be
particularly relevant for the older workforce, as this arrangement may help older workers to move more
slowly towards retirement, enabling older workers to keep on working longer than when working
traditionally at the office (Lister and Harnish 2011).

Balancing Work and Nonwork. Blended working increases flexibility with regard to time and
location, and therefore creates the opportunity to find an optimal work–home balance (Van Yperen
et al. 2014) (however, see below). This opportunity is especially relevant for older workers, as they
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tend to shift their emphasis more towards leisure time and nonwork activities. They often want to continue
working, but only if work and nonwork activities can be aligned closer with their needs (Hedge
et al. 2006). Blended working can be attractive to older workers, because it enables them to obtain this
balance through new work arrangements such as compressed workweeks, reduced workdays, job sharing
and part-time working, as well as working from home (Hedge and Borman 2012). The result is that older
workers can combine work and nonwork activities in a way that fits their needs (Hedge et al. 2006). This
increases the probability that older workers will continue their working careers and retain a positive work
attitude (Hedge and Borman 2012).

Freedom fromDistractions. Blended working offers workers the discretion to decide on their optimal
workplace and schedule. This way, one can more easily avoid working at a workplace that is known to
create distraction. This can be especially helpful for older workers, because stressors such as noise or an
overcrowded environment distract them more easily (Hedge and Borman 2012). Having the opportunity
to work at other places than the office helps them to deal with these stressors from their direct environment
(Hedge and Borman 2012), which could result in their continuing to work longer than they would have in
a traditional work arrangement.

Less Need to Commute. Blended working lowers the need to commute, as workers can combine
working at the office with working from home (Cutler 2006; Thompson andMayhorn 2012). Travelling to
work everyday is thus no longer necessary. This results in efficiency and time savings, and can help to
overcome mobility limitations. Older age brings health changes, and workers close to retirement age
sometimes face age-related health issues or mobility limitations that can make it difficult to travel to and
from the workplace (Thompson and Mayhorn 2012). As the workforce is aging, the number of people
facing such issues will increase (Czaja andMoen 2004). The use of blended working practices offers older
workers the possibility to manage their health issues in a secure environment (Sharit et al. 2009) and hence
increases the opportunity to continue working rather than retire (Czaja and Moen 2004).

It should be noted that, while working solely from home can be associated with the risk of professional
and social isolation (“out of sight, out of mind”) (Bailey and Kurland 2002), blended working refers to the
opportunity to combine different ways of working (Van Yperen et al. 2014). Thus, it represents a benefit,
as workers are enabled to find or create exactly the set of circumstances that work for them.

Caregiving Responsibilities. Given the increasing number of aging or elderly workers, it will become
muchmore common for workers to have to provide elderly care or to take care of a sick or disabled partner
or relative (Czaja andMoen 2004). In fact, the majority of workers that need to provide such care are aged
45 years or over (MacDermott 2014). Blended working represents an important opportunity for these
workers, similar to the possibilities many young parents are given in order to be able to provide childcare
(Hedge and Borman 2012). Blended working practices allow older workers to balance their work and
family duties (Bailey and Kurland 2002) and are found to be related to increased work–family balance,
lower work–family conflict, greater job satisfaction and productivity, and lower absenteeism (Hedge and
Borman 2012).

Blended Working: Threats

Despite their clear potential benefits, blended working practices can also create several challenges or
threats. Some of these are not specific to older workers. For example, being able to decide when, where,
and how to work may come with the cost of increased complexity, and being constantly connected can
result in feelings of external control, resulting from the pressure to be constantly available (Van Yperen
et al. 2014). Task ambiguity may also arise, because being continuously connected to coworkers makes it
unclear whether, how, and when information will be pushed to one’s workplace, while role ambiguity can
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arise resulting from the increased work–home interference. Lastly, working from home increases the
threat of procrastination and cyberslacking, and increases the likelihood of getting interrupted or
distracted by family members (Van Yperen et al. 2014; Mazmanian et al. 2005). While the above issues
apply to the working population at large, there are some possible risks that seem particularly relevant for
older workers. We will discuss these below, and where possible will address ways to mitigate these risks.

OlderWorkers and Technology Use.Given that blended working requires extensive use of ICTs, it is
essential that workers have the skills and confidence to use these technologies. Unfortunately, older
people sometimes lack computer experience as computers were not yet available during their formal
education (Elias et al. 2012). Because of this, older workers report a lower use of technology, more anxiety
to start using these technologies, and are more likely to have a negative attitude towards technologies
relative to younger workers (Elias et al. 2012). Whereas positive attitudes and successful experiences
would result in better implementation of these technologies, anxiety often results in a negative attitude
towards these technologies, and lower intentions to use these technologies (Elias et al. 2012). Research
indicates that within cohorts of age 50 onwards, people are less likely to own a computer, or to use the
internet or computers in general (Cutler 2006). Of those aged 65 years and over, only about 40 % uses the
internet (Charness et al. 2010).

Older workers need more time to perform a computer-interactive task and make more errors while
doing so relative to younger workers (Sharit et al. 2004), but this disadvantage mainly arises due to a lack
of experience with these technologies rather than from chronological age itself (Hedge et al. 2006). As an
increasing amount of future older workers will already have built up experience with computer technol-
ogies, this difference will probably diminish over time (Thompson and Mayhorn 2012). However, as
older workers often face perceptual, physical, and cognitive declines, it may remain difficult for them to
adopt rapidly changing technological innovations. Because of this, a lag in technological knowledge may
continue to exist (Thompson and Mayhorn 2012).

Stereotypes: OlderWorkers and Technology. Problematically, the low rate of technology use among
older workers is reinforced by negative beliefs and stereotypes about them, and older people may be less
likely to use new technologies because of the social expectation that their age group is less willing to do so
(Cutler 2006). Stereotypes about older workers as well as age biases against older workers are often
present in the workplace, and can negatively affect both the individual older worker and the organization
in general (Hedge and Borman 2012; Ng and Feldman 2012). Age biases can result in age discrimination
when implicit biases affect decision making and hence the opportunities given to older workers with
regard to employment, promotions, or training opportunities (Hedge et al. 2006) (also see below).

Typical stereotypes about older workers and technology use (such as the belief that these workers lack
the right technological experience and newest technological skills, are afraid of new technologies, and are
less willing and able to accept and adapt to new technologies (Hedge and Borman 2012; Ng and Feldman
2012)) are already applied to individuals of age 40 (Elias et al. 2012). Also, older workers are thought to
need more time to learn and to be slower and more forgetful. Because of this, training programs are
assumed to be less effective and more costly for older workers, which often results in denying them the
right training opportunities (Hedge and Borman 2012). As older people in fact often do have less
experience with new technologies, denying them training opportunities can result in their avoiding the
use of new technologies altogether. The result is a self-fulfilling prophecy and a risk of stereotype threat:
Their skills and knowledge in the job become outdated, which reinforces the stereotypes about older
workers (Hedge et al. 2006).

Training Older Workers. The (possible) lack of computer experience highlights the importance of
providing appropriate training opportunities for older workers, in order for them to become more familiar
with computer technologies, to overcome anxiety, and accrue positive experiences with technology.
Unfortunately, organizations are often resistant to provide older workers with training opportunities.
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This is not only because of the above-mentioned negative beliefs and stereotypes about older workers and
technology use (Sharit et al. 2009; Thompson andMayhorn 2012), but also because older workers provide
fewer years in which organizations can reap the benefits of their training investments. In fact, the shorter
future tenure is irrelevant, because training investments are likely to pay off within a few years. Hence,
providing training to older workers who do not retire within 2–3 years or so, prevents organizations from
the loss of expertise when losing these workers. As older workers are known to show low rates of
absenteeism and turnover in the job, and high levels of organizational citizenship behavior, it is cost
effective for organizations to give older workers the appropriate training opportunities and to retain them
in the organization (Czaja and Moen 2004; Ng and Feldman 2008).

Although research indicates that older workers are somewhat resistant to engage in training activities
(Ng and Feldman 2012), this is not the case for technological training (Ng and Feldman 2012). In fact,
older workers are very willing to learn the technological knowledge and skills required for their job, and
their experience of success when using new technologies results in favorable attitudes towards it (Czaja
andMoen 2004; Cutler 2006; Ng and Feldman 2012). To enable these positive outcomes, it is important to
give the right type of training (Cutler 2006) and to include familiar tasks in the training program (Czaja
and Moen 2004). Possible physical and cognitive declines need to be taken into account, and the training
program must be aligned with the needs of older workers (Thompson and Mayhorn 2012; Sharit and
Czaja 2012). When older workers have successful experiences with computer technologies, they expe-
rience these technologies as reducing the effort and time required to fulfill job tasks and as increasing their
job performance, enabling them to keep working effectively and productive (Mitzner et al. 2010).

Work–Home Interference. As explained above, blended working has the potential to meet older
workers’ desire for a better work–home balance, because it allows them the discretion to schedule their
work activities and work location as they see fit (Van Yperen et al. 2014; Hedge et al. 2006). Paradoxically,
however, blended working practices also introduce the risk of increased work–home interference, as
workers may feel an expectation to be constantly available and may experience a blurring of work and
private life; this can put a strain on workers themselves and on their relations with partners, family
members, and friends (Van Yperen et al. 2014; Mazmanian et al. 2005). This may be particularly
problematic for older workers. First, older workers have a stronger need to adequately balance work
and private life (and tend to put a stronger emphasis on leisure time) (Hedge et al. 2006). Secondly, older
workers are more likely to face health issues, both regarding their own health (which may mean that they
need more opportunities to recover from work) (Thompson and Mayhorn 2012) and the health of their
partner or other family members (which means that they may need more time to fulfill caring duties)
(Czaja and Moen 2004; Hedge and Borman 2012).

Successful implementation of blended working practices among an aging working population requires
that these issues are explicitly addressed. The perceived pressure resulting from constant connectedness is
found to be contingent on the presence or absence of a shared notion that different workers might use ICTs
differently (Mazmanian et al. 2005). Thus, it is important that older workers are not simply trained and
encouraged to use new ICTs but also that they are encouraged to use them in the way that best fits their
personal situation.

Integration and Practical Implications

Blended working practices can fulfill important psychological needs, some of which are particularly
salient among older workers (such as the need for a distraction-free environment or a better work–home
balance), but also introduces new pitfalls – some of which, again, may be particularly relevant to older
workers (such as intensive use of new technologies and having to deal with negative stereotypes). If this
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brief review shows anything, it is that a contingency approach (Bailey and Kurland 2002) is essential
when it comes to the implementation of blended working practices. Older workers’ job performance can
increase when the work environment is changed so as to fit more closely with their needs. They prefer a
work environment that does not entail many changes, that allows for a flexible approach in conducting
tasks, and in which they feel supported and receive the appropriate training (Hedge and Borman 2012).
Taking workers’ age, needs, and motives into account will help determine how blended working can best
be put into practice for each individual worker, and can give insight in what aspects would require
(additional) training opportunities (Van Yperen et al. 2014).

However, as noted, negative age stereotypes often result in excluding older workers from learning and
training opportunities and lower their comfort to use these technologies. It should be stressed that such
stereotypes are counterproductive and inconsistent with research evidence (Thompson and Mayhorn
2012; Ng and Feldman 2012). Organizations should become aware of these (implicit) biases and start
changing their knowledge about older workers in accordance with what has been shown in the literature
(MacDermott 2014; Ng and Feldman 2012).

The aging workforce is a fact, not an option. Therefore, the challenge is to implement blended working
in a way that matches older workers’ needs and motives, while minimizing the associated risks. While
technological training can be particularly helpful in this regard, it is not simply a matter of teaching older
workers new tricks. Coworkers and supervisors will need to change along with their older colleagues – not
just for the benefit of their colleagues and the organization but also with an eye to their own future. After
all, the world of work will continue to change, and every worker and organization should prepare for these
changes as well as they can.
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