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s udies offer confic ing evidence on whe her older age hinders or improves career resilience. In response  o  his confic ing 
evidence,  he presen  s udy employs mul i‐level da a from 6772 employees in 28 coun ries  o examine  he age‐career resilience 
rela ionships and underlying mechanisms, hence advancing our unders anding of career resilience across  he life course. By 
in egra ing macro‐con ex ual fac ors such as  he unemploymen  ra e and  he cul ure of educa ion wi h individual‐level 
mechanisms such as posi ive career meaning and career op imism, we provide a comprehensive model explaining how 
career resilience varies across age groups. Grounded in life course  heory, our fndings resolve prior inconsis encies in resilience 
research, con ribu e  o bridging  he micro‐macro gap in HRM li era ure, and challenge exis ing age‐based s ereo ypes. 

1 | Introduction 

As workforces in many economies are rapidly aging 
(OECD 2019), career resilience becomes increasingly impor an  
for main aining sus ainable careers over  he life course (De Vos, 
Van Der Heijden, and Akkermans 2020). Career resilience refers 
 o “persis ing, adap ing, and/or fourishing in one's career 
despi e challenges, changing even s, and disrup ions” (Mishra 
and McDonald 2017, 216). Concerns abou   he fscal sus ain-
abili y of social securi y sys ems and labor supply have  riggered 
na ional policy‐makers worldwide  o implemen  labor marke  
and welfare s a e policies aimed a  ex ending working lives and 
delaying full‐ ime re iremen  (Flynn and Schröder 2021; Marcus 
e  al. 2024). Ye ,  he success of  hese ini ia ives is  hrea ened by 
 he widespread s ereo ypical belief  ha  older workers are less 
resilien  in  heir careers (Murphy and DeNisi 2021; Ng and 
Feldman 2012), which may limi   he employmen  chances of 
 hese older workers (Abrams, Swif , and Drury 2016; Oude 
Mulders, Henkens, and Schippers 2017) or even promp   heir 
early re iremen  during economically  urbulen   imes (Bo elho 
and Weißler 2022). Bu  does career resilience universally 
decline wi h advancing age? 

Career resilience has been discussed in Human Resource 
Managemen  (HRM) (e.g., Kossek and Perrigino 2016; Mishra 
and McDonald 2017, 107) because i  enables people  o overcome 
career‐rela ed adversi ies (Akkermans, Seiber , and Mol 2018; 
Bimrose and Hearne 2012; Seiber , Kraimer, and Heslin 2016), 
such as  he career shocks caused by  he Covid‐19 pandemic 
(Akkermans, Richardson, and Kraimer 2020). This makes career 
resilience crucial as  here is a grea er need for individuals  o 
adap   o a changing career environmen , learn new skills, and 
remain resilien  in  he face of various jobs or organiza ional 
challenges (Jogulu and Franken 2023). Addi ionally, career 
resilience leads  o grea er income and career sa isfac ion (Lyons, 
Schwei zer, and Ng 2015; Mishra and McDonald 2017) by sup-
por ing  he developmen  of professional a  i udes and career 
self‐managemen  behaviors (Pee ers, Caniëls, and Ver-
bruggen 2022), as well as improving  he abili y  o cope wi h 
career s ress (Han, Chaudhury, and Sears 2021). 

However, ex an  s udies con radic  each o her abou  whe her or 
no  older age is a disadvan age for career resilience. Some 
s udies suppor   he s ereo ypical view  ha  older workers are less 
willing and able  o adap   o new career‐rela ed changes (Caniëls 
and Ha ak 2022; Niessen, Swarowsky, and Leiz 2010); however, 
o hers show  ha   hey are more open  o change (Kunze, Boehm, 
and Bruch 2013), have higher career adap abili y (Rudolph, 
Lavigne, and Zacher 2017), and s ay more resilien  in  he face of 
crisis (Scheibe, De Bloom, and Modderman 2022)  han younger 

workers. When explaining how age rela es  o career resilience, 
prior s udies have drawn on differen   heore ical ra ionales. 
These differen  explana ions are arguably bo h convincing given 
 ha  human developmen  en ails mul iple change  rajec ories, 
including age‐rela ed benef s and losses (Kanfer and Acker-
man 2004; Scheibe and Kooij 2024), and a single underlying 
mechanism is unlikely  o explain why older workers may be 
more or less career resilien . 

However, wha  explains  hese confic ing fndings? In  his paper, 
we argue  ha   he inconsis en  resul s of pas  s udies could be 
explained by  he infuence of na ional economic and social 
con ex ual condi ions. Ye ,  he prevailing s udy designs based on 
single‐coun ry samples canno  accoun  for  he varia ion in age 
effec s across differen  na ional con ex s. Hence, in line wi h calls 
 o s udy  he cri ical impor ance of con ex  in HRM (Farndale 
e  al. 2023),  here is a growing need  o bridge  he micro‐macro gap 
(Cowen e  al. 2022) and  heorize  he infuence of coun ry‐level 
fac ors in  he forma ion of individual career resilience. 

We address  he shor comings in previous li era ure in several 
ways: Firs , by examining  he mul iple underlying mechanisms 
 ha  explain  he rela ionship be ween age and career resilience 
and second, by inves iga ing how  his rela ionship is infuenced 
by ins i u ional‐level con ex ual fac ors. We employ a large‐scale 
mul i‐coun ry s udy, including 6772 individuals from 28 differen  
socie ies. We iden ify  wo possible media ing mechanisms which 
underlie  he rela ionship be ween age and career resilience: 
namely, career op imism (i.e., posi ive expec a ions abou   he 
developmen  of individuals' careers in  he fu ure; Ro  inghaus, 
Day, and Borgen 2005) and posi ive career meaning (i.e.,  he 
percep ion of one's career as personally signifcan  and having a 
posi ive valence; hereaf er ‐ career meaning; S eger, Dik, and 
Duffy 2012). To con ex ualize  hese micro‐level mechanisms 
(Cowen e  al. 2022), we inves iga e how  wo macro‐level con ex-
 ual fac ors (i.e.,  he unemploymen  ra e and  he cul ure of edu-
ca ion) can drive or hinder  he main enance of career resilience in 
la er s ages of  he lifespan across differen  socie ies. 

Our s udy makes  hree con ribu ions. Firs , our s udy consid-
erably advances  he career resilience li era ure by developing 
and  es ing a comprehensive  heore ical model grounded in life 
course  heory (Elder Jr 1998; Elder Jr, Johnson, and Cros-
noe 2003). By in egra ing individual and macro‐con ex ual 
perspec ives, we reconcile mixed fndings in previous research 
and demons ra e how career resilience is driven by mul idirec-
 ional age‐rela ed mechanisms (i.e., career meaning and op i-
mism) embedded wi hin socio‐economic con ex s, such as 
unemploymen  ra es and educa ional cul ure. Drawing on 
Cronin, S ou en, and Van Knippenberg’s (2021) framework for 
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Summary 

• Wha  is curren ly known? 
◦ Career resilience is a resource  ha  is especially 
impor an  when working longer in life and in vola ile 
circums ances. 

◦ Research on  he link be ween age and career resil-
ience a   he individual level is inconsis en , and  he 
mechanisms leading  o career resilience are unclear. 

◦ I  is no  known how  he rela ionship be ween age and 
career resilience varies depending on  he macro‐level 
coun ry con ex . 

• Wha  does  his paper add  o  he exis ing li era ure? 
◦ Two opposing individual‐level mechanisms, oper-
a ing simul aneously and canceling each o her ou , 
connec  age  o career resilience. 

◦ Older age is associa ed wi h lower career resilience 
due  o lower op imism, bu  is also associa ed wi h 
grea er career resilience due  o grea er career 
meaning. 

◦ These rela ionships vary depending on  he macro‐
level con ex . Across various coun ries,  he higher 
 he unemploymen  ra es,  he s ronger  he nega ive 
rela ionship via career op imism. The s ronger  he 
cul ure of educa ion across coun ries,  he s ronger  he 
posi ive rela ionship via posi ive career meaning. 

• Implica ions 
◦ For individuals: becoming more aware of  heir 
weaknesses and leveraging  heir s reng hs  o enhance 
or preserve  heir career resilience as  hey age. 

◦ For career counselors and developmen  specialis s: 
developing increased sensi ivi y and unders anding of 
 heir ac ions concerning younger and older workers. 

◦ For HR professionals: designing HR sys ems  ha  
crea e a higher sense of career meaning and 
op imism. 

◦ For policymakers: inves ing in educa ion programs as 
long‐ erm, cumula ive inves men s, and under aking 
ac ive ini ia ives  o curb unemploymen  and promo e 
equali y. 

 heory developmen , we advance  he concep ual clari y in career 
resilience research by in egra ing uni   heories in o program-
ma ic  heory wi hin a life course perspec ive. This is,  o our 
knowledge,  he frs  s udy  ha  in egra es bo h socio‐economic 
condi ions and  he mul iface ed individual age‐rela ed differ-
ences in career resources, shedding ligh  on con ex ‐dependen  
age‐rela ed dispari ies in career resilience. Our fndings shif  
 he research focus from asking wh th r or no  older workers 
main ain career resilience  o inves iga ing how  hey do so, and 
iden ifying which ins i u ional fac ors suppor   his. 

Second,  his s udy responds  o calls for more mul i‐level 
research (Zacher and Froidevaux 2021) and con ex ualized 
HRM research (Budhwar e  al. 2024), addressing  he cri ical 
gaps in unders anding how career resilience is infuenced by 
bo h individual mechanisms and socio‐economic condi ions. 
Addressing calls  o go beyond individual agency in developing 
career ou comes (Jogulu and Franken 2023; Tomlinson 
e  al. 2018), we emphasize  he role of broader socio‐economic 
se  ings and highligh  how ins i u ional‐level fac ors drive 

individual career a  i udes and behaviors  hrough shared norms. 
While  he need  o con ex ualize careers has increasingly been 
highligh ed, research examining career ac ors' goals, behaviors, 
and ou comes ( he micro level) wi h  heir ins i u ional con ex  
( he macro level) is scarce (Andresen e  al. 2023). By accoun ing 
for  he be ween‐coun ry variance in socio‐economic variables, 
we demons ra e  ha  ins i u ional con ex  no  only infuences 
career goals and ou comes (Andresen e  al. 2020, 2023) bu  also 
age effec s on career variables, as  hese also depend on es ab-
lished norms across coun ries, occupa ions, and indus ries. This 
addresses  he cri icism of career research being overly individ-
ualis ic while opening pa hways for exploring how shared 
norms media e  he rela ionship be ween coun ry‐level condi-
 ions and career behaviors. 

Finally, our s udy advances  he li era ure on aging by illus ra ing 
 he in erac ion be ween age‐rela ed benef s and losses in shaping 
career ou comes. By demons ra ing  he parallel  rajec ories of 
career losses (reduced career op imism) and gains (increased 
career meaning) wi h age, we challenge  he simplifed views of 
career developmen  and advance a more nuanced unders anding 
of career developmen  across  he life course in HRM research. 

2 | Theoretical Overview and Hypotheses 

2.1 |  ife Course Theory 

Life course  heory (Elder Jr 1998; Elder Jr, Johnson, and Cros-
noe 2003) offers a comprehensive framework for unders anding 
how individual biographies are shaped by  he in erplay of per-
sonal choices, social s ruc ures, and his orical change. Cen ral  o 
 his  heory is  he “agency wi hin s ruc ure” paradigm (Se  ers-
 en Jr and Gannon 2005, 36), which posi s  ha  life  rajec ories 
are infuenced no  jus  by individual agency bu  also by  he 
socio‐economic con ex  in which individuals fnd  hemselves. 
This is par icularly relevan   o unders anding career develop-
men  over  he lifespan, as career resilience can be seen as a 
resul  of developmen  processes  ha  are shaped by bo h human 
agency and social s ruc ures (Heckhausen and Schulz 1995). 
Age, as a func ion of life course  heory, is  herefore no  merely a 
chronological marker bu  a signifer of accumula ed experi-
ences, social expec a ions, and cul ural norms  ha  can ei her 
enhance or cons rain career resilience (Se  ers en Jr 2003). 

Because life course  heory  heorizes  he dynamics be ween 
human agency and socio‐economic con ex s (Hi lin and Elder 
Jr 2007), i  allows us  o inves iga e  he connec ion be ween 
career‐rela ed individual a  i udes, such as career op imism and 
career meaning, and socio‐economic con ex s. From  he social 
and cul ural perspec ive, age serves as a basis for social orga-
niza ion and s ra ifca ion, infuencing life  ransi ions and ex-
pec a ions (Se  ers en Jr and Häges ad 1996). Age as social 
expec a ions se s “social clocks” (Neugar en, Moore, and 
Lowe 1965) or “chrononorma ivi y” (Riach, Rumens, and 
Tyler 2014), which are cul urally defned  ime ables for life 
even s. Older age is largely depic ed as  he  ime  o wi hdraw 
from  he workforce (Moen e  al. 2000; Super 1980), and a 
nega ive rela ionship be ween age and career op imism migh  
be predic ed wi h  his perspec ive. A   he same  ime, 
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individuals' career meaning could be fur her clarifed and 
enhanced, as  hey age,  hanks  o  he rela ed career experience 
(Van Wingerden and Poell 2019). 

Fur hermore,  he predic ed rela ionships may be in ensifed or 
a  enua ed depending on  he socio‐economic con ex  as, fol-
lowing life course  heory, individuals work ou   heir own life 
course and career  rajec ories “in rela ion  o ins i u ionalized 
pa hways and norma ive pa  erns” (Elder Jr, Johnson, and 
Crosnoe 2003, 8). Life course  heory defnes  he social con ex  as 
a mul i‐level sys em ranging from governmen s a   he macro 
end  o more proximal variables a   he micro levels (Elder Jr and 
Shanahan 2007). In  his s udy, we focus on  wo indica ors of 
ins i u ional regula ion:  he unemploymen  ra e, which refec s 
 he availabili y of paid jobs (OECD 2018), and  he cul ure of 
educa ion, which indica es  he socie al value placed on educa-
 ion and academic knowledge (Kavadias, Spruy , and Kup-
pens 2024). Bo h indica ors represen  cen ral variables of labor 
marke  policy (Thurow 1996). Thurow (1996) emphasizes  ha  
labor marke  policy can in ervene  o correc  s ruc ural problems 
such as unemploymen  by providing informa ion abou   he 
fu ure of  he labor marke . This helps  o reduce  he risk of in-
dividual decisions  o inves  in educa ion (e.g.,  raining older 
people when inves ing in  hem no longer seems  o pay off in  he 
long  erm). Through  he labor marke  and  he educa ion sys em, 
 he s a e ac s as a ga ekeeper and sor er, and s andardizes poin s 
of en ry and exi  in o and ou  of employmen  and educa ion 
(Mayer 1986; Thurow 1996), which ac  as norms. These en ry 
and exi  poin s represen  cri ical life course risks or chances  ha  
infuence individuals' decisions and developmen . Thus, career 
resilience,  ha  is,  he remaining individual con rol over one's 
career, will vary depending on how favorable an individual 
views  he social con ex  in  erms of  he risk of unemploymen  
and  he personal resources  hey draw from  he meaning  hey 
assign  o  heir own career. 

Following life course  heory,  his perceived individual con rol is 
no  only infuenced by someone's curren  social circums ances, 

bu  also by  heir experiences earlier in life and  heir an icipa ion 
of  he fu ure, and i   ends  o vary by  he age a  which individuals 
pass  hrough career  ransi ions (Elder Jr and Shanahan 2007; 
see also Thurow 1996) as resource differences accumula e over 
 he “working and educa ional” life course (Ferraro and Ship-
pee 2009). For  his reason, we assume and examine  he differ-
ences in perceived career resilience across differen  ages; 
however, given  ha  age infuences career resilience  hrough  wo 
opposing pa hways we do no  formula e a direc  hypo hesis for 
 he overall age‐career resilience rela ionship bu  ra her focus on 
 hese dis inc  explana ory mechanisms. The  heory's emphasis 
on human agency acknowledges how individuals vary in  heir 
responses  o socially defned expec a ions regarding age 
(Heckhausen and Schulz 1995). Thus,  he effec s of age on 
various career‐rela ed a  i udes and behaviors are likely  o vary 
depending on ins i u ionally embedded norms and expec a ions 
along wi h  he accumula ion of experiences infuenced by 
having mul iple ins i u ional con ex s over  he life course (Elder 
Jr, Johnson, and Crosnoe 2003). Figure 1 shows  he concep ual 
model. 

2.2 | Age and Career Resilience: Career Optimism 
as a Mediator 

Career op imism refers  o posi ive expec a ions abou  fu ure 
career developmen  (Ro  inghaus, Day, and Borgen 2005). 
Whereas, ini ially, career op imism was concep ualized as a s a-
ble  rai , scholars now recognize i  as a s a e‐like cons ruc  (Eva 
e  al. 2020). While younger individuals en ering  he workforce 
demons ra e posi ivi y  oward  heir career prospec s,  his op i-
mism may decline across  heir lifespan, leading older individuals 
 o be less driven  o seek new career oppor uni ies. According  o 
life course  heory, people face age‐graded norms and “common 
no ions abou  appropria e behavior or  he proper  iming” for 
impor an  life experiences (Elder Jr, Johnson, and Crosnoe 2003, 
81), such as pla eauing career progression and approaching 
re iremen  (Moen e  al. 2000). Such norms of en con ribu e  o 

FIGURE 1 | Concep ual model. The numbers on  he arrows indica e  he hypo hesis numbers. 
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older individuals perceiving limi ed oppor uni ies  o achieve 
 heir career goals (Oe  ingen and Mayer 2002), leading  o lower 
op imism and a more pessimis ic professional ou look (Bown‐
Wilson and Parry 2013). According  o life course  heory, which 
recognizes  he impac  of socie al s ruc ures (e.g.,  he educa ion 
sys em) on individuals' a  i udes  oward career prospec s, older 
workers may also feel less op imis ic abou   heir careers due  o 
perceived diminished oppor uni ies for career advancemen  or 
 raining (Pos huma and Campion 2009), nega ive age discrimi-
na ion (Oude Mulders, Henkens, and Schippers 2017; Perry, 
Kulik, and Bourhis 1996), or declining heal h (Shao e  al. 2022). 

Research sugges s  ha  career op imism genera es in eres  in 
individuals abou   heir fu ure careers (Eva e  al. 2020), en-
courages  hem  o s rive  oward  heir imagined fu ure (Cha  er-
jee, Afshan, and Chhe ri 2015), and makes  hem feel  ha   hey 
will be successful in  heir careers (Hara sis, Hood, and 
Creed 2015). Consequen ly,  hey perceive  he barriers  hey face 
as  emporary and are more likely  o persevere even af er 
encoun ering adversi ies (Duffy 2010). Career op imism can ac  
as a resource  ha  propels individuals  o engage proac ively wi h 
 heir career developmen , helping  hem  o bounce back from 
se backs and naviga e  ransi ions more effec ively (Mishra and 
McDonald 2017; Pa hak and La a 2018). Wi h  he decrease in 
career op imism a  an older age, individuals lose  he resources 
 o adap  and persis  in  he face of career challenges. Taken 
 oge her, we hypo hesize. 

Hypothesis 1a. Ag  is n gativ ly r lat d to car  r optimism. 

Hypothesis 1b. Car  r optimism m diat s th  r lationship 
b tw  n ag  and car  r r sili nc . 

2.3 | Age, Career Optimism and Career Resilience:
The Moderating Role of the Unemployment Rate 

Life course  heory sugges s individuals' percep ion of  heir own 
career oppor uni ies is “cons rained by  he oppor uni ies s ruc-
 ured by social ins i u ions and cul ure” (Elder Jr, Johnson, and 
Crosnoe 2003, 8). Therefore,  he rela ionships be ween age, 
career op imism, and career resilience are likely  o be infu-
enced by  he larger social and economic con ex . Nega ive 
economic condi ions, such as a high unemploymen  ra e, can 
crea e perceived career cons rain s and unfavorably al er career 
experiences (De Hauw and De Vos 2010). Individuals  end  o 
experience high levels of s ress during economic down urns 
(Dooley, Prause, and Ham‐Rowbo  om 2000; Fenwick and 
Tausig 1994) and unemploymen  ra es have been found  o be 
nega ively correla ed wi h op imis ic a  i udes  oward work (Tay 
and Har er 2013). Older individuals, whose career op imism 
could already have been affec ed by  he limi ed amoun  of  ime 
lef  in  heir career (Bown‐Wilson and Parry 2013),  end  o be 
par icularly vulnerable  o poor economic condi ions (Hessel 
e  al. 2018), and may perceive  heir chances of fnding new 
employmen  or advancing in  heir careers as par icularly bleak 
(Dello Russo e  al. 2020; Goš au ai ė and Šerely ė 2024). This is 
consis en  wi h  he concep  of “his orical  ime and place” in life 
course  heory, in which  he  iming of an individual's life even s 
in rela ion  o his orical even s (such as economic recessions) is 

pivo al (Elder Jr, Johnson, and Crosnoe 2003). A higher un-
employmen  ra e can amplify concerns abou  job securi y and 
fu ure employmen  prospec s, par icularly for older workers, 
who no  only face age discrimina ion (Perry, Kulik, and Bour-
his 1996) bu  are also ei her  he leas  likely  o be hired (Roscigno 
e  al. 2007) or more likely  o end up in lower‐quali y jobs 
(OECD 2019). A high unemploymen  ra e could  herefore 
accelera e  he deple ion of older workers' career op imism, 
meaning  ha   heir nega ive career expec a ions may be in en-
sifed (S ypińska and Nikander 2018). 

The overall nega ive rela ionship be ween age and career op i-
mism and career resilience may  herefore be exacerba ed in 
coun ries wi h high unemploymen  ra es. Despi e legisla ive ef-
for s  o comba  ageism (e.g.,  he Age Discrimina ion in 
Employmen  Ac  of 1967 in  he USA;  he European Commission's 
direc ive on equal  rea men  in employmen ), nega ive economic 
condi ions worsen ageism and  he subsequen  discrimina ion 
agains  older workers (Eurobarome er 2019), relega ing older 
worker  o a less favorable posi ion in  he job marke  (Cheung, 
Kam, and Man‐hung Ngan 2011). Moreover, early re iremen  
policies can lead  o older workers being perceived even more 
nega ively—namely as unemployable and redundan  (S ypińska 
and Nikander 2018)—which resul s in  he rela ive loss of career 
oppor uni ies for older workers compared  o younger workers. 
Therefore, older workers migh  face more in ense hardship in 
coun ries wi h higher unemploymen  ra es  han in  hose wi h 
lower unemploymen  ra es because  heir resources for comba ing 
such nega ive effec s become deple ed, po en ially making  hem 
less resilien . We  herefore hypo hesize. 

Hypothesis 2a. Th  n gativ  r lationship b tw  n ag  and 
car  r optimism is mod rat d by th  country‐l v l un mploym nt 
rat  such that th  r lationship is strong r wh n th  un mploym nt 
rat  is high r. 

Hypothesis 2b. Th  indir ct r lationship b tw  n ag  and 
car  r r sili nc  via car  r optimism is mod rat d by th  country‐
l v l un mploym nt rat  such that th  indir ct r lationship is 
strong r wh n th  un mploym nt rat  is high r. 

2.4 | Age and Career Resilience: Career Meaning 
as a Mediator 

Career meaning refec s  he percep ion of one's career as being 
personally signifcan  and having a posi ive valence (S eger, Dik, 
and Duffy 2012). Drawing on  he life course framework (Elder 
Jr 1998), we argue  ha  career meaning increases wi h age. Over 
 he life course, individuals naviga e signifcan  life even s and 
career  ransi ions, which can enhance self‐awareness abou  
 heir values, in eres s, and s reng hs (Haynie and Shep-
herd 2011; S eindórsdó  ir e  al. 2023). This allows  hem  o self‐
selec  in o jobs  ha  align wi h  hese values (Zacher and Froi-
devaux 2021), po en ially leading  o grea er career meaning. 
Indeed, evidence indica es  ha  older workers are more likely 
 o focus on work  ha  aligns wi h  heir personal values 
and iden i y (Wong and Te rick 2017), fnding grea er mea-
ning in  heir work‐roles compared  o younger workers (Kooij 
e  al. 2011). Addi ionally, older workers benef  from 
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accumula ed experiences, which allow for a deeper under-
s anding of  heir work's impac  and meaning (Goš au ai ė 
e  al. 2020). As individuals age,  hey of en progress  hrough 
various s ages of career developmen , fos ering an alignmen  
be ween  heir personal values and  heir professional roles 
(Zacher and Froidevaux 2021). The drive for meaning, a 
fundamen al human mo iva ion (Baumeis er and Wilson 1996), 
in ensifes as individuals refec  on  he achievemen s  hey have 
accumula ed  hroughou   heir careers. 

Life course  heory (Elder Jr, Johnson, and Crosnoe 2003) em-
phasizes how pas  experiences, presen  roles, and fu ure aspi-
ra ions are in er wined in o a career narra ive, enabling 
individuals  o naviga e career‐rela ed se backs more effec ively. 
When individuals perceive  heir work as congruen  wi h  heir 
self‐concep  and life goals,  hey are more inclined  o develop 
effec ive s ra egies  o overcome obs acles in  heir careers 
(Rocha , Masdona i, and Dauwalder 2017) and  hey display 
resilience in  he face of adversi y (Treadgold 1999). Indeed, 
career meaning serves as a personal resource for career resil-
ience (S eger, Dik, and Duffy 2012), enhancing an individual's 
capaci y  o adap   o changes and overcome challenges (Van 
Wingerden and Poell 2019). In  his sense,  he deepening of 
career meaning wi h age could facili a e older individuals' 
abili y  o accumula e resources and coping s ra egies  o main-
 ain career resilience. We  herefore hypo hesize. 

Hypothesis 3a. Ag  is positiv ly r lat d to car  r m aning. 

Hypothesis 3b. Car  r m aning m diat s th  r lationship b -
tw  n ag  and car  r r sili nc . 

2.5 | Age, Career Meaning and Career Resilience:
The Moderating Role of the Culture of Education 

In line wi h life course  heory (Elder Jr 1998), we argue  ha   he 
cul ure of educa ion in a socie y modera es  he rela ionships 
be ween age, career meaning, and career resilience. The cul ure 
of educa ion, defned as  he “ins i u ionaliza ion of a se  of nar-
ra ives abou   he au hori y and impor ance of educa ion” 
(Kavadias, Spruy , and Kuppens 2024, 9), seems  o be par icularly 
impor an   o  hese rela ionships. The cul ure of educa ion in-
dica es  he degree  o which universal educa ion is considered key 
 o socie al progress,  he belief  ha  educa ion should be acces-
sible for everyone, and  he  rus  in academic knowledge (Kava-
dias, Spruy , and Kuppens 2024). We argue  ha  a s rong cul ure 
of educa ion crea es a social norm  ha  refec s a cou-
n ry's commi men   o lifelong learning, which may increase 
 he mo iva ion  o pursue educa ional and career aspira ions 
(Thurow 1996; Yun and Yusoff 2019). Addi ionally,  he social 
norm of commi men   o lifelong learning fos ers an expec a ion 
for individuals  o seek self‐realiza ion a  work (Shao e  al. 2022) 
and  o pursue meaningful employmen  (Meeks and Mur-
rell 2001). In suppor  of  his, higher spending on educa ion, as an 
indica or of educa ional cul ure, has been found  o posi ively 
infuence labor marke  ou comes for individuals, such as 
increased job oppor uni ies, educa ion level, income, and skill 
developmen  (Jones and Zimmer 2001; Kousar e  al. 2023; Pa el 
and Annapoorna 2019; Thurow 1996). Therefore, s rong cul ures 

of educa ion no  only fos er  he acquisi ion of essen ial skills and 
compe encies needed in  he labor marke , bu  ac  as a key ins i-
 u ion  ha  drives people's career decisions and  rajec ories. 

Life course  heory emphasizes cumula ive advan age and 
disadvan age across  he lifespan (Dannefer 2003). Ini ial ad-
van ages or disadvan ages  end  o compound over  ime, shaping 
individuals'  rajec ories (Ferraro and Shippee 2009) and la e‐life 
careers (Turek, Henkens, and Kalmijn 2024). For example, ac-
cess  o educa ion and social expec a ions of meaningful work 
earlier in life have long‐ erm consequences for individuals' 
career oppor uni ies and success la er in life (Walsemann, 
Geronimus, and Gee 2008). This process of cumula ive advan-
 age and disadvan age across  he lifespan is infuenced by socio‐
economic fac ors (Leopold 2016; Sieber e  al. 2020). Therefore, 
we expec   ha   he age‐rela ed posi ive effec s on career meaning 
—driven by enhanced awareness and life‐long self‐selec ion in o 
work roles  ha  increasingly align wi h personal goals (Goš au-
 ai ė e  al. 2020; Zacher and Froidevaux 2021)—will be more 
pronounced in coun ries wi h a s rong cul ure of educa ion. In 
 hese con ex s, shared norms fos er individuals' lifelong dedi-
ca ion  o learning and  he pursui  of self‐realiza ion a  work. 
Moreover,  he socie al emphasis on lifelong learning and self‐
realiza ion enhances  he posi ive impac  of age on career resil-
ience, as individuals are more likely  o leverage  heir mean-
ingful career experiences  o effec ively naviga e career 
challenges (Mishra and McDonald 2017). Taken  oge her,  he 
rela ionship be ween age and career resilience  hrough career 
meaning may  herefore be in ensifed in socie ies wi h a s rong 
cul ure of educa ion. We hypo hesize. 

Hypothesis 4a. Th  positiv  r lationship b tw  n ag  and 
car  r m aning is mod rat d by country‐l v l cultur  of  ducation 
such that th  r lationship is strong r wh n th  cultur  of  duca-
tion is strong r. 

Hypothesis 4b. Th  indir ct r lationship b tw  n ag  and 
car  r r sili nc  via car  r m aning is mod rat d by country‐l v l 
cultur  of  ducation such that th  indir ct r lationship is strong r 
wh n th  cultur  of  ducation is strong r. 

3 | Methods 

3.1 | Procedure and Sample 

To  es  our hypo heses, we collec ed da a from mul iple sources. 
Firs , we ob ained archival coun ry da a from exis ing da abases, 
such as  he World Bank and OECD da abases. Second, we 
ma ched  he archival da a wi h individual da a, which was ob-
 ained via an online survey of managers and professionals from 28 
coun ries (Argen ina, Aus ralia, Aus ria, Belgium, Brazil, Can-
ada, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Iceland, Ireland, I aly, 
Japan, Sou h Korea, Li huania, Mexico,  he Ne herlands, Nor-
way, Serbia,  he Slovak Republic, Slovenia, Spain, Swi zerland, 
Thailand, Turkey,  he Uni ed Kingdom,  he Uni ed S a es) be-
 ween December 2020 and Sep ember 2021. The da a collec ion 
was under aken by a par ner in each coun ry and revolved around 
four main s ra egies: namely,  hrough  he use of panel providers; 
alumni lis s and personal con ac s; social media pla forms 
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(especially LinkedIn); and reques s for repos ing and snow-
balling. The coun ries varied in  he ex en   o which  hey relied on 
each of  hese due  o ease of access,  he resul s ob ained via each 
s ra egy, e c. Af er da a cleaning, a  o al of 6772 comple ed 
ques ionnaires were used in  he fnal analyses. The average 
number of responden s per coun ry was 240, and  he median 
number of responden s per coun ry was 208. On average,  he re-
sponden s were 45 years old (SD = 12); 44% and 56% of  hem re-
por ed a managerial or professional occupa ion, respec ively. In 
 erms of sec or, 65% of  he responden s worked in  he priva e 
sec or and 31% in  he public sec or, wi h  he remaining 4% no  
providing  his informa ion. Wi h regard  o indus ry, “educa ional 
services” (14%) was  he mos  represen ed in  he sample, followed 
by bo h “heal hcare and social assis ance” and “ echnical and 
scien ifc services” (11% each), and “manufac uring” (10%). 

3.2 | Measures 

Car  r r sili nc  was measured wi h a fve‐i em scale from 
London (1993), wi h response op ions ranging from “low, less 
developed, would like  o improve” (1)  o “high, well developed, 
no improvemen  needed” (5). A sample i em is “Please indica e 
how developed you are in  he following aspec s of your career… 
able  o adap   o changing circums ances (in your career)”. 
London (1993) repor ed medium  o s rong posi ive rela ionships 
wi h career resilience and  he o her  heore ically similar vari-
ables, career insigh  and career iden i y. The scale demons ra ed 
predic ive validi y wi h self‐repor ed salary and general career 
sa isfac ion (Pee ers, Caniëls, and Verbruggen 2022). The in-
 ernal consis ency was 0.83. 

Car  r optimism was measured wi h a  hree‐i em scale from 
McIlveen, Bur on, and Beccaria (2013), wi h response op ions 
ranging from “s rongly disagree” (1)  o “s rongly agree” (5). A 
sample i em is “I am eager  o pursue my career dreams”. This 
scale scores well, concerning  he bes  s andards for scale 
developmen  (Eva e  al. 2020) while also having  he advan age 
of being shor —and  herefore parsimonious in  his  ype of large‐
scale da a collec ion. The in ernal consis ency was 0.81. 

Car  r m aning was measured wi h  he four‐i em posi ive 
meaning subscale of  he Work and Meaning Inven ory (WAMI) 
scale (S eger, Dik, and Duffy (2012), wi h response op ions 
ranging from “absolu ely un rue” (1)  o “absolu ely  rue” (5). A 
sample i em is “I have a good sense of wha  makes my job 
meaningful”. This scale was chosen because i  cap ures  he 
cons ruc  well, avoiding confa ing i  wi h i s an eceden s or 
ou comes (Allan e  al. 2019). The in ernal consis ency was 0.91. 

Ag  was measured by asking  he employees  o indica e  heir 
chronological age in years, which was  hen rescaled by 10  o 
facili a e  he in erpre a ion of coeffcien s. 

Un mploym nt rat  was measured as  he percen age of ci izens 
be ween 15 and 64 no  working bu  ac ively seeking employ-
men  in 20191 (OECD 2022). In our sample of 28 coun ries,  he 
unemploymen  ra e ranged from 0.007  o 0.175 (M = 0.06, 
SD = 0.039), sugges ing  ha  on average 6% of  he working age 
popula ion (15–64) was unemployed. 

Cultur  of  ducation was measured using  hree proxies, as sug-
ges ed by Kavadias, Spruy , and Kuppens (2024): (1) govern-
men  expendi ure on educa ion as a percen age of  he Gross 
Domes ic Produc  (GDP); (2) number of researchers per million 
inhabi an s; and (3)  rus  in  he educa ional sys em, as repor ed 
in  he World Values Survey and  he European Values S udy (for 
more de ails, see Kavadias, Spruy , and Kuppens 2024). Due  o 
differen  measuremen  scales, we s andardized  he values, 
averaged, and rescaled  he score for easier in erpre abili y  o 
range be ween 0 and 1, so  ha  in our sample of 28 coun ries,  he 
cul ure of educa ion ranged from 0.3  o 0.99 (M = 0.60, 
SD = 0.17). The in ernal consis ency was 0.68. 

Control variabl s. We considered several con rol variables 
(gender, occupa ion, educa ion, hierarchical level, indus ry, and 
organiza ional size), ye , as none of  hese showed subs an ial 
rela ionships wi h our s udy variables (see Table 1), we  es ed 
our hypo heses bo h wi h and wi hou  con rol variables. The 
pa  ern of resul s was  he same in bo h cases, which suppor s 
 he robus ness of our fndings. We repor   he resul s wi hou  
con rol variables (Berner h and Aguinis 2016). 

TAB E 1 | Descrip ive s a is ics, in ercorrela ions, and reliabili y coeffcien s of s udy variables. 

Variables M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 
1 Age 45.64 11.85 — 

2 Gender 0.50 0.50 0.15 — 

3 Educa ion 5.43 1.02 −0.01 −0.02 — 

4 Occupa ion 0.44 0.50 0.12 0.15 −0.15 — 

5 Hierarchical level 4.42 1.54 0.25 0.11 −0.03 0.32 — 

6 Number of employees 3.67 1.66 −0.06 0.02 0.12 0.01 −0.31 — 

7 Career op imism 3.43 0.94 −0.18 −0.04 0.03 0.07 0.10 0.01 0.81 

8 Career meaning 3.88 0.88 0.10 −0.08 0.04 0.02 0.15 −0.03 0.44 0.91 

9 Career resilience 3.78 0.71 −0.03 −0.03 0.08 0.11 0.12 0.04 0.37 0.38 0.83 
Not : N = 6727–6772 (pairwise). Gender (0 = female, 1 = male), occupa ion (0 = professionals, 1 = managers), educa ion (from 1 = early childhood and primary 
educa ion  o 7 = doc ora e or equivalen ); hierarchical level (from 1 = lowes   o 7 = highes ); and  he size of  he organiza ion (i.e., number of employees; from 1 = fewer 
 han 10 employees  o 6 = more  han 5000 employees); reliabili y coeffcien s are presen ed on  he diagonal; correla ion coeffcien s in bold are signifcan  a  p < 0.001. 
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3.3 | Analysis 

The  es  for measuremen  invariance, following  he alignmen  
procedure in Mplus as sugges ed by Asparouhov and 
Mu hén (2014) for large coun ry projec s, permi s non‐
invariance across all loadings and in ercep s  o be 25%. The 
resul s sugges ed high levels of invariance across  he 28 
par icipa ing coun ries, as  he  o al invariance across bo h in-
 ercep s and loadings for  he  hree scales were 13%, 9%, and 23%. 

Confrma ory fac or analysis suppor ed  he proposed fac or 
s ruc ure, as i  revealed  ha   he  hree‐fac or model (separa e 
fac ors for career resilience, posi ive career meaning, and career 
op imism; χ2 = 815.57, p < 0.001, df = 51, CFI = 0.98, TLI = 0.97, 
RMSEA = 0.046, SRMR = 0.026) yielded a be  er f   han  he  wo‐
fac or model (posi ive career meaning, and career op imism 
loading on one fac or; χ2 = 6237.75, p < 0.001, df = 53, CFI = 0.84, 
TLI = 0.80, RMSEA = 0.129, SRMR = 0.086; Δχ2 = 5422.18, df = 2, 
p < 0.001) or  he one‐fac or model (all  hree individual‐level 
refec ive cons ruc s loading on one fac or; χ2 = 14456.57, 
p < 0.001, df = 54, CFI = 0.63, TLI = 0.55, RMSEA = 0.196, 
SRMR = 0.134; Δχ2 = 13641.00, df = 3, p < 0.001). A   he reques  
of an anonymous reviewer, we conduc ed separa e CFAs per 
coun ry wi h resul s presen ed in online Appendix A (h  ps://osf. 
io/q rg7/?view_only=94067d5ac5804f258350198d245c34f9). 

We used conven ional mul i‐level modeling2 (CMLM, González‐
Romá and Hernández 2023) in Mplus 8.8 (Mu hén and 
Mu hén 1998–2022) wi h maximum likelihood es ima ion wi h 
robus  s andard errors (MLR)  o  es   he hypo heses. As per  he 
me hodological recommenda ions (An onakis, Bas ardoz, and 
Rönkkö 2021; González‐Romá and Hernández 2023), we used 

TAB E 2 | Resul s of  he mul ilevel modeling. 

cen ered wi hin con ex  wi h rein roduc ion of  he sub rac ed 
means (CWC(M)) models  o avoid  he confa ion be ween  he 
wi hin and be ween clus er variances. As recommended by 
Enders and Tofghi (2007), all wi hin‐coun ry variables were 
group‐mean cen ered, and all be ween‐coun ry variables were 
grand‐mean cen ered. For  he mul ilevel media ion analysis, we 
used Mon e Carlo  echniques implemen ed in R  o ob ain conf-
dence in ervals for  he non‐normally dis ribu ed indirec  effec s 
(Preacher and Selig 2012). Before  es ing our hypo heses, we frs  
es ima ed null models, which revealed  ha   he in ra‐class cor-
rela ions (ICC) for career resilience (0.098), posi ive career 
meaning (0.075), and career op imism (0.111) were large enough 
 o warran  a mul i‐level approach. 

To address po en ial concerns regarding common me hod bias 
(CMB), we conduc ed supplemen al analyses using a marker 
variable— he use of nu ri ion informa ion (Moorman 1998). 
These analyses revealed negligible correla ions wi h key s udy 
variables, and  he CFA Marker Technique indica ed  ha   he 
common me hod fac or accoun ed for a modes  por ion of i em 
variance. Toge her,  hese resul s sugges   ha  CMB does no  pose a 
signifcan   hrea   o  he validi y of our fndings. Full de ails of 
 hese and o her supplemen al analyses are presen ed in online 
Appendices B–D. 

4 | Results 

The descrip ive s a is ics and correla ions are presen ed in 
Table 1. The descrip ive s a is ics of  he s udy variables by 
coun ry are presen ed in online Appendix E. The resul s of our 
mul ilevel pa h model are repor ed in Tables 2 and 3. In suppor  

Variables 

Career 
optimism 

Estimate S.E. 

Career 
meaning 

Estimate S.E. 

Career 
resilience 

Estimate S.E. 
In ercep  3.48*** 0.06 3.92*** 0.05 3.81*** 0.04 

Level‐1 (individual‐level) predic ors 

Age −0.14*** 0.02 0.10*** 0.01 0.03* 0.02 

Career op imism 0.18*** 0.02 

Career meaning 0.20*** 0.03 

Level 2 (na ional‐level) predic ors 

Unemploymen  ra e 0.11 1.05 0.45 0.97 

Cul ure of educa ion 0.44** 0.17 0.02 0.18 

Cross‐level modera ion effec s 

Age x unemploymen  ra e −1.78** 0.58 

Age x cul ure of educa ion 0.16** 0.06 

Variance componen s 

Residual variance of  he random slope be ween age and career op imism 0.01** 0.00 

Residual variance of  he random slope be ween age and career meaning 0.00 0.00 

Level‐1 residual variance 0.75*** 0.03 0.70*** 0.03 0.38*** 0.03 

Level‐2 residual variance 0.10*** 0.03 0.06** 0.02 0.05** 0.02 
Not : Level 1: N = 6,772, Level 2: N = 28. Uns andardized coeffcien s. 
*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001. 
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of H1a, age was nega ively rela ed  o career op imism 
(γ = −0.14, p < 0.001), which, in  urn, was posi ively rela ed  o 
career resilience (γ = 0.18, p < 0.001). The indirec  rela ionship 
be ween age and career resilience as media ed by career op i-
mism was nega ive and signifcan  (−0.024; 95% CI = −0.033, 
−0.017), providing suppor  for H1b. 

TAB E 3 | Resul s of  he media ion and  he modera ed media ion 
effec s. 

Point 95% confdence 
Indirect effects estimate interval 
To al indirec  effec  −0.004 [−0.015, 0.006] 

Career op imism as a media or 

Indirec  effec  −0.024 [−0.033, −0.017] 

Index of modera ed 
media ion 

−0.322 [−0.543, −0.118] 

Condi ional indirec  effec s 

High unemploymen  
ra e (þ1 SD) 

−0.037 [−0.051, −0.024] 

Low unemploymen  ra e 
(−1 SD) 

−0.012 [−0.020, −0.004] 

Career meaning as a media or 

Indirec  effec  0.021 [0.015, 0.027] 

Index of modera ed 
media ion 

0.031 [0.008, 0.059] 

Condi ional indirec  effec s 

High cul ure of 
educa ion (þ1 SD) 

0.026 [0.018, 0.035] 

Low cul ure of 
educa ion (−1 SD) 

0.015 [0.009, 0.022] 

Not : Level 1: N = 6,772, Level 2: N = 28. Bold coeffcien s are signifcan  based 
on 95% Mon e Carlo confdence in ervals (20000 repe i ions). 

Nex , we examined whe her  he rela ionship be ween age and 
career op imism depends on  he unemploymen  ra e in a 
coun ry. This modera ion effec  is illus ra ed in Figure 2. As 
presen ed in Table 2,  he in erac ion  erm of age and unem-
ploymen  ra e was signifcan  in predic ing career op imism 
(γ = −1.78, p < 0.001), suppor ing H2a. A simple slope analysis 
indica ed  ha   he age effec  for coun ries wi h a high unem-
ploymen  ra e (i.e., one s andard devia ion above  he mean) was 
s ronger (γ = −0.21, p < 0.001)  han  he effec  for coun ries wi h 
a low unemploymen  ra e (i.e., one s andard devia ion below  he 
mean; γ = −0.07, p = 0.004). We also examined whe her  he 
unemploymen  ra e shaped  he indirec  rela ionship be ween 
age and career resilience via career op imism (Table 3). Sup-
por ing H2b,  he fndings indica ed  ha   his indirec  rela ion-
ship differed across coun ries wi h differen  levels of 
unemploymen  ra e. Specifcally, a  higher levels of unemploy-
men  ra e (i.e., one s andard devia ion above  he mean),  he 
condi ional indirec  rela ionship be ween age and career resil-
ience via career op imism was −0.037 (95% CI = −0.051, 
−0.024), while a  lower levels of unemploymen  ra e (i.e., one 
s andard devia ion below  he mean),  he condi ional indirec  
rela ionship be ween age and career resilience via career op i-
mism was −0.012 (95% CI = −0.020, −0.004). The index of 
modera ed media ion was signifcan , as i s 95% CI excluded 
zero (−0.322; 95% CI = −0.543, −0.118). 

Fur her, in suppor  of H3a, age was posi ively rela ed  o career 
meaning (γ = 0.10, p < 0.001), which, in  urn, was posi ively 
rela ed  o career resilience (γ = 0.20, p < 0.001). The indirec  
rela ionship be ween age and career resilience as media ed by 
career meaning was posi ive and signifcan  (0.021; 95% 
CI = 0.015, 0.027), suppor ing H3b. 

Nex , we examined whe her  he rela ionship be ween age and 
career meaning depends on  he cul ure of educa ion in a coun ry. 
This modera ion effec  is illus ra ed in Figure 3. As shown in 
Table 2,  he in erac ion  erm of age and educa ional cul ure was 

FIGURE 2 | The effec  of unemploymen  ra e on  he rela ionship be ween age and career op imism. 
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FIGURE 3 | The effec  of  he cul ure of educa ion on  he rela ionship be ween age and posi ive career meaning. 

signifcan  in predic ing career meaning (γ = 0.16, p = 0.005), 
suppor ing H4a. A simple slope analysis indica ed  ha   he age 
effec  for coun ries wi h high educa ional cul ure (i.e., one s an-
dard devia ion above  he mean) was s ronger (γ = 0.13; p < 0.001) 
 han  he effec  for coun ries wi h low educa ional cul ure (i.e., 
one s andard devia ion below  he mean; γ = 0.08; p < 0.001). Nex , 
we  es ed if educa ional cul ure also modera ed  he indirec  
rela ionship be ween age and career resilience via career mean-
ing. Suppor ing H4b,  his indirec  rela ionship also differed 
across coun ries wi h differen  levels of educa ional cul ure. 
Specifcally, a  higher levels of educa ional cul ure (i.e., one 
s andard devia ion above  he mean),  he condi ional indirec  
rela ionship be ween age and career resilience via career mean-
ing was 0.026 (95% CI = 0.018, 0.035), while a  lower levels of 
educa ional cul ure (i.e., one s andard devia ion below  he 
mean),  he condi ional indirec  rela ionship be ween age and 
career resilience via career meaning was 0.015 (95% CI = 0.009, 
0.022). 

5 | Discussion 

Despi e  he ex ension of working lives and  he growing need  o 
sus ain career resilience in many aging socie ies worldwide, 
especially as a resul  of  he Covid‐19 pandemic,  he exis ing 
research has ye   o provide a comprehensive  heore ical un-
ders anding of career resilience  hroughou   he life course as 
embedded in  he coun ry's socio‐economic con ex . Prevalen  
age‐based s ereo ypes sugges  decreasing career resilience across 
 he life course, while s udies on age and career resilience repor  
mixed fndings. To resolve  his puzzle, we proposed a dual 
mechanism—career op imism and career meaning—as a novel 
pa hway  o sus aining career resilience across  he life course, 
which is s reng hened under cer ain socio‐economic condi ions 
in a coun ry. Our fndings, based on 6772 individuals from 28 
coun ries, are consis en  wi h our  heore ical model sugges ing 
 ha  age infuences career resilience in  wo opposing ways: 

nega ively  hrough lower career op imism and posi ively 
 hrough increased career meaning. Addi ionally,  hese re-
la ionships vary by coun ry‐level fac ors—higher unemploy-
men  ra es s reng hen  he nega ive link be ween age and career 
op imism, while a s ronger cul ure of educa ion reinforces  he 
posi ive link be ween age and career meaning. Toge her our 
s udy showcases  he impor ance of con ex ‐dependen  research 
using mul i‐level models  o explain career ou comes, ra her 
 han  he single‐level s udies  ha  domina e  he ex an  research 
in HRM and career managemen  (Farndale e  al. 2023). 

5.1 | Implications for Theory 

Our fndings have implica ions for bo h career and aging a  
work li era ure. Firs ,  he presen  s udy advances our curren  
unders anding of career resilience across  he life course by 
providing an in egra ed  heore ical model  ha  helps resolve a 
growing disagreemen  in ex an  s udies and reconciles previous 
mixed resul s in career resilience research. Ex an  s udies pre-
dominan ly focus on isola ed aspec s of career resilience from 
ei her individual or organiza ional perspec ives (Mishra and 
McDonald 2017). By leveraging life course  heory, we provide a 
more fne‐grained pic ure of whe her, why, and when career 
resilience varies a  differen  ages, depending on  he specifc 
combina ion of macro‐con ex ual condi ions and individual re-
sources. In doing  his, we in egra e and reconcile uni   heories 
explaining  he rela ionship be ween age and career resilience 
in o a coheren  framework,  ha  is, programma ic  heory (Cro-
nin, S ou en, and Van Knippenberg 2021). Specifcally, our 
fndings provide suppor  for our concep ual model no  only 
showing  ha  mul idirec ional opposing mechanisms ac ing in 
parallel (i.e., career op imism and career meaning) explain  he 
rela ionship be ween age and career resilience bu   ha   hese 
mechanisms are embedded in socio‐economic con ex s, such as 
unemploymen  and  he cul ure of educa ion in a coun ry. This 
in egra ion advances  heory by addressing  he gap highligh ed 
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by Cronin, S ou en, and Van Knippenberg (2021) in refning 
concep ual explana ions and boundaries in  heory building. In 
 his way, we move  he conversa ion on lifelong career resilience 
forward from whe her older workers can main ain resilience 
over  heir career course  o how  hey can main ain i  on an in-
dividual level and which ins i u ional con ex  variables are 
conducive  o life course career resilience. Despi e repea ed calls 
for more mul i‐level research in egra ing bo h person‐rela ed 
mechanisms  ha  cause age‐rela ed variabili y in impor an  
career ou comes, as well as macro‐level con ex ual condi ions of 
 hese mechanisms (Tomlinson e  al. 2018; Zacher and Froide-
vaux 2021),  o our knowledge, no s udies have ye  adop ed a 
mul i‐level approach  o inves iga ing lifespan career resilience. 

Second, drawing on Budhwar e  al.’s (2024) emphasis on 
con ex ualized HRM research, our s udy emphasizes  he impor-
 ance of “ he broader con ex  in which modern careers unfold” 
(Zacher and Froidevaux 2021, 2) as a cen ral concern in career 
research  ha  can help explain why individuals in some coun ries 
are more or less likely  o experience decreasing career resilience 
a  an older age. Career li era ure has been cri icized for being 
“highly individualized and overly agen ic” (Tomlinson 
e  al. 2018, 6). Even  hough researchers emphasize  ha  career 
resilience may be a func ion of na ional ins i u ions and sugges  
 ha  fur her research should be conduc ed on  heir role (Jogulu 
and Franken 2023), exis ing s udies  end  o focus on single‐
coun ry samples and ignore  he be ween‐coun ry variance due 
 o socio‐economic condi ions. In con ras , grounded in  he con-
 ex ualis  perspec ive of  he life course  heory (Elder Jr, Johnson, 
and Crosnoe 2003) and relying on a large sample from 28 coun-
 ries, we explain how life course career developmen  is embedded 
and shaped by ins i u ional con ex s, crea ing s ruc ured de-
pendency (Townsend 2006). Of en overlooked by career re-
searchers,  hese s ruc ural socio‐economic fac ors refec  norms 
abou   he  ypical en ry and exi  poin s in o and ou  of employ-
men  and educa ion  ha  drive workers' values, a  i udes, and 
behaviors (Mayer 1986). We sugges   ha   he unemploymen  ra e 
increases age‐based discrimina ion, and hereby accelera es 
 he nega ive  rajec ory of career op imism for older workers 
(Bown‐Wilson and Parry 2013), while a s rong cul ure of educa-
 ion fos ers a social norm of a lifelong dedica ion  o lear-
ning and  he pursui  of meaningful roles a  work (Kousar 
e  al. 2023; Pa el and Annapoorna 2019). This approach responds 
 o Budhwar e  al.’s (2024) call for in egra ing macro‐con ex ual 
fac ors in o HRM research, bridging micro‐macro gaps, and 
providing a framework for unders anding  he infuence of socio‐
economic fac ors on individual career a  i udes. Our focus on  he 
underexplored pa h  hrough which socio‐economic fac ors in-
fuence individual‐level a  i udes and behaviors resona es wi h 
 he deba e on bridging  he micro‐macro gap in managemen  
 heories (Cowen e  al. 2022) and opens up new avenues for fu ure 
research. While our supplemen al analyses provide some suppor  
for our  heorizing, sugges ing  ha  amplifed age‐based discrim-
ina ion maybe associa ed wi h increased unemploymen  and is 
likely responsible for age‐rela ed decreases in career op imism, 
fur her s udies are needed  o inves iga e  he role of various shared 
norms as mechanisms be ween coun ry‐level socio‐economic 
fac ors and individual career behaviors. 

Finally, our s udy also has implica ions for aging a  work 
li era ure and addresses recen  calls  o sys ema ically analyze 

 he mechanisms in  he bivaria e rela ionship be ween age and 
career ou comes (Zacher and Froidevaux 2021). Al hough  he 
li era ure acknowledges  ha  aging a  work may follow mul iple 
divergen  change  rajec ories (Kanfer and Ackerman 2004; 
Scheibe and Kooij 2024), ex an  s udies have mos ly relied on 
single explana ory mechanisms and have rarely considered  he 
in erplay of bo h age‐rela ed career benef s and losses  o 
explain differen  career ou comes. Our s udy advances  he 
li era ure by illus ra ing  he usefulness of considering mul iple 
divergen  mechanisms ac ing in parallel and challenging  he 
somewha  simplis ic view of how career developmen  is shaped 
across  he life course. Due  o decreasing occupa ional oppor-
 uni ies, older individuals perceive lower career op imism 
(Bown‐Wilson and Parry 2013). A   he same  ime, older in-
dividuals are more likely  o fnd  heir careers personally 
meaningful because of  heir heigh ened awareness and life‐long 
self‐selec ion in o work roles  ha  increasingly align wi h  heir 
personal needs (Goš au ai ė e  al. 2020). By demons ra ing  he 
impor ance of  hese parallel diverging resource  rajec ories as a 
resul  of aging, our s udy se s  he s age for a more nuanced view 
of career developmen  across  he life course in HRM li era ure. 

5.2 |  imitations and Future Research 

The presen  s udy also has limi a ions. The frs  limi a ion 
concerns  he cross‐sec ional design  ha  preven s us from 
making causal inferences;  his design however was necessary  o 
achieve  he large and mul i‐coun ry sample  ha  reinforced our 
conclusions. We believe our me hodology suppor s covaria ion, 
a prerequisi e for causali y (Spec or 2019), and enhances  he 
model's generalizabili y while illumina ing coun ry differences. 
Fu ure research migh  focus on exploring causal rela ionships 
by adop ing a longi udinal design and examining how career 
meaning and career op imism change as individuals evolve 
 hroughou   heir life courses and how  hese effec s differ for 
differen  occupa ions and indus ries. A second limi a ion per-
 ains  o  he scale of career resilience used in  his paper, which 
mos ly covered aspec s of adap a ion and resis ance  o career 
disrup ions, leaving unexplored more proac ive aspec s, such as 
an icipa ion (Rae ze e  al. 2022). 

5.3 | Practical Implications 

This s udy has impor an  prac ical implica ions for various 
s akeholders. Individuals can become be  er aware of  heir 
career resilience. For example, knowing  ha  wi h a more 
ma ure age, a person may experience lower career op imism, 
which in re urn migh  lower one's career resilience, individual 
employees can compensa e for  his by ac ively seeking ou  op-
por uni ies  ha  fur her enhance  heir s reng hs, namely, 
perceived career meaning. For organiza ions and HRM pro-
fessionals, effor s could be direc ed a  designing HRM sys ems 
 ha  crea e a higher sense of meaning (e.g., by emphasizing 
person‐job and person‐organiza ion f ; Eva e  al. 2020), as well 
as grea er op imism (e.g., developmen al prac ices; Eva 
e  al. 2020). A   he s a e level,  his s udy helps  o raise awareness 
of  he need  o examine  he impac  of unemploymen  and 
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educa ion policies on  he s a us of older workers and  he ex en  
 o which  hey enable  hem  o par icipa e in working life. 
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Endnotes 
1 We re rieved da a from  he OECD da abase for 24 coun ries and from 
offcial na ional sources for  he remaining 4 coun ries. 

2 We used  he Conven ional Mul ilevel Modeling (CMLM) as opposed  o 
Mul ilevel S ruc ural Equa ion Modeling (MLSEM) (González‐Romá 
and Hernández 2023) because our s udy's primary objec ive was  o 
explore  he rela ionships be ween variables across differen  levels of 
analysis (e.g., individual‐ and coun ry‐level), making i  essen ial  o 
accoun  for  he hierarchical s ruc ure of  he da a. Mul ilevel pa h 
analysis allows us  o direc ly model  hese rela ionships and examine 
cross‐level in erac ions, providing a clear pic ure of how variables a  
one level (i.e., coun ry‐level) can infuence ou comes a  ano her (in-
dividual‐level career ou comes such as posi ive career meaning and 
career op imism). Moreover, according  o recommenda ions (Gonzá-
lez‐Romá and Hernández 2023), CMLM has several advan ages in 
comparison wi h MLSEM: i  shows fewer convergence problems and 
requires smaller samples  o reach similar power levels. Finally, as our 
Level 2 variables are opera ionalized as global L2 variables (Klein and 
Kozlowski 2000) wi h no L1 analog,  here is no need  o correc  for 
measuremen  error. 
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