
KBS RESEARCH BULLETIN
February 2021

Issue 90

Authors

Synopsis

The concept of work ability, or a person’s 
ability to meet the demands of their job, is 
rooted in the occupational medicine literature. 
Recently, researchers in the organizational 
sciences have adopted the concept of work 
ability for understanding employee well-being, 
performance, and retirement. However, the 
antecedents of work ability need greater clarity 
to understand how organizations and societies 
can promote it. The outcomes of work ability 
need greater examination as well. To address 
these issues, we meta-analytically summarized 
the results of 247 studies (312,987 employees). 
We found that job demands and resources were 
related to employee work ability, and that work 
ability in turn was related to outcomes such as 
employee attitudes, behaviour, and retirement.

Introduction and Background

The concept of work ability, or a person’s ability 
to meet the demands of their job, has its roots 
in the occupational medicine literature as a 
way of predicting the likelihood of a person 
seeking retirement or going out on disability. 
Work ability is typically measured by asking a 
person how well they can meet the physical 
and psychological challenges of their job. 
Some measures of work ability also ask about a 
person’s health. 

In the last decade, the work ability concept 
has been adopted by researchers in the 
organizational sciences because of its 
usefulness in understanding employee 
well-being, performance, and retirement. In 
particular, there is a keen interest in how to 
promote work ability in order to support an 
aging workforce, specifically, so that people 
can continue working longer and effectively 

with increased well-being. However, there has 
been no quantitative summary of the broad 
work ability literature to clarify the specific 
antecedents of work ability (e.g., health, 
co-worker/supervisor support, physical and 
emotional stressors). This is unfortunate 
because understanding these antecedents 
can enable organizations and policymakers to 
support the work ability of their workforces. In 
addition, although it is known that work ability 
predicts worker attitudes, performance, and 
retirement, the strength of these relationships 
is unclear.

Issues and Questions Considered 

Most of the research on work ability has come 
from the occupational medicine literature. The 
way work ability has been measured in this 
literature has often included objective health 
measures. On the other hand, researchers in 
the organizational sciences have relied primarily 
on brief, self-report measures of work ability 
– easier to use in a survey, and less invasive 
regarding personal information. One of our main 
questions, then, was the degree to which these 
two different types of work ability measures 
were useful in predicting employee attitudes, 
well-being, performance, and retirement.

We used the job demands-resources model 
to consider the possible antecedents of work 
ability. 

Specifically, we examined whether:
•	 Job demands such as physically and 
mentally demanding work and workplace 
mistreatment negatively impact work ability. 

•	 	Job resources such as co-worker and 
supervisor support, control over work, and 
fair treatment are positively related to work 
ability.
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excellence in teaching and 
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understanding of business 
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research active and socially 
engaged environment.

Research at KBS serves this mission. 
Our goal is to cultivate excellence 
in research, underpinned by our 
core values including commitments 
to  promote learning and discovery 
as well as social responsibility 
and ethical behaviour; to protect 
academic freedom and enhance 
knowledge; to maintain a future 
orientation and an international 
perspective; to promote inclusive and 
sustainable societies and facilitate 
the involvement of industry. 

Our research finds a focus in the four 
academic departments of the School 
as well as in active research clusters 
and broad thematic descriptors. 
The current research clusters are: 
Accountability (ARC); Efficiency & 
Productivity Analysis; Emerging Risk 
Assessment & Underwriting; Human 
Rights & Development Practice; 
Interpretive Consumer Research; 
Psychological Science in Business; 
Privatisation & PPP; and Quality of 
Work. Research seminars are also 
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Work, Knowledge & Employment and 
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•	 Personal resources such as optimism, 
resilience, and self-efficacy support work 
ability.

•	 	Physical and mental health and positive 
health behaviours are associated with 
greater work ability. 

•	 	Age is negatively related to work ability.

In addition, we examined whether work ability 
was related to important outcomes such 
as attitudes, motivation, performance, and 
turnover and retirement, and whether work 
ability mattered more for certain occupations 
than others.

Finally, we wanted to see if work ability would 
also predict these attitudinal and behavioural 
outcomes over and above similar constructs 
such as self-efficacy and perceived fit. 

Methodology

Because the work ability concept was 
developed in the medical literature and later in 
the occupational health psychology literature, 
we performed database searches from both 
the psychology/management (PsychINFO) 
and medical (PubMed) literatures, examining 
research from 1980 until 2017. We also reviewed 
the reference lists from the papers we found 
and presentations from relevant conferences 
(2012-2017).  We also submitted a call to the 
Organizational Behavior and Occupational 
Health Psychology listservs. Article screening 
resulted in 247 studies (312,987 employees) 
which were coded by two of the authors. Meta-
analyses were conducted using the Hedges 
and Olkin (1985) approach.

Outcomes and Findings

Antecedents of work ability. We found 
that mental/emotional demands, physical 
demands, and workplace mistreatment had a 
negative effect on work ability. On the other 
hand, co-worker and supervisor support, job 
control, and fair treatment were positively 

related to employees’ work ability. Personal 
characteristics such as optimism, resilience, 
and self-efficacy had a positive effect on work 
ability. Physical and mental health also had a 
positive impact, and older age was associated 
with slightly lower work ability. 

Outcomes of work ability. We also found that 
high work ability was related to a number of 
important outcomes such as job satisfaction, 
work motivation, and work performance, while 
low work ability was associated with burnout, 
retirement intentions, and actual retirement. 
In terms of the type of work ability measure 
(subjective versus more health-based), few 
differences were found. Interestingly, we found 
that different types of work ability measures 
seem comparable in predicting these nearly 
all outcomes, except for heavily health-based 
outcomes such as disability, where health-
based measures were more predictive. Our 
analyses showed that work ability is different 
from other, related concepts such as self-
efficacy and perceived fit.

Implications. Taken together, this study shows 
the importance of work ability to society, 
organizations, and workers. First, it shows 
that organizations can support work ability 
by reducing job demands and increasing 
employee resources. Second, it shows that 
how people perceive their work ability is related 
to important outcomes such as job satisfaction, 
well-being, performance, and retirement. Third, 
it suggests that societies should monitor and 
support the work ability of their workforces 
to provide economic advantages in terms 
of maintaining a productive workforce while 
promoting well-being and reducing medical, 
disability, and retirement costs. In short, these 
findings illustrate that work ability can provide 
a useful lens for understanding how to support 
worker well-being and performance.

Note: This study was conducted as part of the 
doctoral dissertation of Grant Brady at Portland 
State University

The underlying paper was 
published in the Journal of Applied 
Psychology, 105, 637-670.  a full 
copy can be obtained at 
https://doi.org/10.1037/apl0000454
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About the KBS Research Bulletin
The purpose of the KBS Research 
Bulletin series is to make our 
research more readily accessible 
to a wide range of interested 
stakeholders, and so to allow our 
work to have a useful impact on the 
society in which we operate. We 
regard this as an important part of 
our stakeholder engagement. The 
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cultivating excellence in research 
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Factors Found to Relate 
to Work Ability 

Work Environment Factors That 
Can Impact Work Ability: 

Job Demands, for example: 
• Work quantity 
• Mental/emotional demands 
• Physical demands 
• Mistreatment 

Job Resources, for example: 
• Coworker support 
• Supervisor support 
• Job control 
• Fair treatment 

Personal Factors That Can Impact 
Work Ability 

Person characteristics, for 
example: 

• Self-efficacy 
• Optimism 
• Resilience 

Health, for example: 
• General health 
• Mental health 
• Physical health 

Age 

Outcomes of Work 
Ability  

For example: 
 

Job Satisfaction 

Job Performance 

Work Motivation 

Strain 

Exit Intentions 

Intentions to Retire 

Actual Retirement 

WORK ABILITY 

Work ability’s antecedents and outcomes. (Based on: Brady, G. M., Truxillo, D. M., Cadiz, D. M., 
Rineer, J. R., Caughlin, D. E., & Bodner, T. (2020). Opening the black box: Examining the nomological 
network of work ability and its role in organizational research. Journal of Applied Psychology, 105, 
637-670.  https://doi.org/10.1037/apl0000454)
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