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A B S T R A C T

In recent years, early retirement has attracted increasing attention in the literature. Using a larger Italian-
Spanish sample, this study examines the push and pull factors related to early retirees’ mental health 
status, as well as the moderating effects of perceived self-efficacy on the relationships between reasons for 
early retirement and mental health. Analyses revealed that poor retirees’ mental health is positively 
correlated to the push factor Pressure from Employer and negatively related to the pull factor Pursue Own 
Interests. Thus, mental health status is better for Italian retirees than for their Spanish counterparts. The 
Italian sample shows that Pursue Own Interests was negatively related to poorer mental health particularly 
under the low self-efficacy condition. Findings suggest that mental health depends on both the motivating 
reasons that lead people to retire early and the personal resources available to them to manage this 
psychosocial transition.

© 2013 Colegio Oficial de Psicólogos de Madrid. All rights reserved. 

Los factores que empujan y atraen a la jubilación anticipada y sus relaciones con 
la salud mental: un estudio comparativo entre Italia y España

R E S U M E N

El interés por el estudio de la jubilación anticipada se ha incrementado en los últimos años. 
Utilizando una muestra ítalo-española este estudio examina los factores que empujan y atraen a 
la jubilación anticipada y sus relaciones con la salud mental, así como los efectos moderadores de 
la auto-eficacia en dichas relaciones. Los resultados muestran una relación positiva entre los 
peores niveles de salud mental y el factor de empuje Presión del Empleador y una relación negativa 
con el factor de atracción Perseguir Intereses Propios. Así, el estado de salud mental es mejor para 
los jubilados italianos que para sus homólogos españoles. En la muestra italiana Perseguir Intereses 
Propios se relaciona negativamente con los peores niveles de salud mental en la condición de baja 
auto-eficacia. Los resultados sugieren que la salud mental depende de las razones que motivan 
hacia la jubilación anticipada y los recursos personales para afrontar esta transición psicosocial.

© 2013 Colegio Oficial de Psicólogos de Madrid. Todos los derechos reservados.

Countries all over the world are facing unprecedented, and in 
many cases not fully predictable, demographic changes (The 
Economist, 2012; van der Heijden, Schalk, & van Veldhoven, 2008). 
The percentage of the world population in 2011 aged 60 years and 

over reached 11.2%, and is expected to reach 22% in 2050 (United 
Nations, 2011). Within the European Union (EU), the number of 
young people (here defined as 25-39-year-olds) has started to 
decrease. In the EU-27, projections for the next 50 years indicate that 
the percentage of older people will increase gradually, and not only 
in the segment between 65 and 79 years, but especially in the group 
of more than 80 years and both groups of age can reach 30% of the 
global population (European Commission, 2012). Thus, relevant 
institutions like the Organization for Economic Cooperation and 
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Development (OECD) have highlighted the criticality of an aging 
population and the risks and costs of retirement in OECD countries 
(OECD 2006, 2007). Specifically, the rate of employability of EU 
workers within the age range of 55-64 was 43.5% (+3.9% in 2011). 
However, the participation and retirement rates among older 
workers differ between European countries. The legal retirement age 
varies from country to country, but it is generally around 60. This 
eligible age can vary depending, for example, on the gender, the 
occupational sector, or the contribution plans. 

For instance, in 2006 Italy was characterized as having one of the 
weakest rates of employment of residents aged 55 and over (32.5%), 
in comparison to 44.1% for Spain. Italy has since increased the rates 
in 2011 of working people aged 55-64 and over (+5.4%), whereas 
Spain demonstrates an increase of only 0.4% (OECD, 2011).

Although demographic trends imply an increase in participation 
rates of older employees, a concurrent trend of early retirement is 
visible during the last decades, overall worldwide (OECD, 2008). 
Since the 1990s, many organizations have implemented early 
retirement practices as a strategy to reduce personnel and costs, in 
order to cope with the contingencies of the labor market (Armstrong-
Stassen, 2004; Beehr, Glazer, Nielson, & Farmer 2000; Feldman, 
1994; Szinovacz & Davey, 2005). This ‘early retirement trap’ has been 
particularly extensive in some Southern and Central European 
countries (Angelini, Brugiviani, & Weber, 2009). At the time of this 
study, the Spanish job market was characterised by organizations 
which offered explicit pension benefits, incentives, and other 
financial solutions to encourage workers to retire at the age of 55 or 
earlier (Alcover, Crego, Guglielmi, & Chiesa, 2012). Pre-retirement 
plans were used to push Spanish employees to exit from the labor 
market before the established retirement age, thus having a 
significant impact on European societies on multiple levels (von 
Nordheim, 2003). According to OECD (2005), Spaniards retired on 
average three years before the mandatory retirement age (62 vs. 65). 
However, in 2011 the average retirement age has risen to 63 years 
due to the impact of measures established in recent years to prolong 
working life (Pacto de Toledo, 2012). Compared to Spanish context, at 
that time of this study, Italy was trying to extend the working life of 
its residents by focusing on retaining people aged 55 and over in the 
labor market. Several interventions, such as pension system reforms, 
were devised to change working conditions in order to retain workers 
aged 55 and over in the labor market and to promote their active 
participation at work and knowledge transfer to younger workers. 
OECD (2005) reported that Italians retired three years before the 
legal retirement age (57 vs. 60).

These two approaches to retirement and the perceived value of 
older workers demonstrate and provoke the need to study early 
retirement, its determinants and effects in work and organizational 
psychology.

Despite the wide diffusion of early retirement plans across 
European countries, only a partial knowledge exists of the psychological 
condition of early retirees who are forced to conclude their working 
life sooner than expected. Our study aims to contribute to the 
knowledge about such specific social groups who have experienced 
the work-retirement transition. Thus, we considered the reasons for 
early retirement as well as mental health status experienced in the 
post-retirement life. Within this framework, two samples of Italian 
and Spanish early retirees have been comparatively studied. 

Theoretical background 

Early retirement 

In this current study, early retirement is considered as a typology 
of exit from the labor market before retirement age, as defined by the 
legislation (Blau & Gilleskie, 2003; Hansson, Koekkoek, Neece, & 
Patterson, 1997; Kim & Feldman, 2000; van der Heijden et al., 2008). 

In particular, early retirement is an individual’s development and 
change as ‘an exit from an organizational position or career path of 
considerable duration, taken by individuals after middle age, and 
taken with the intention of reduced psychological commitment to 
work thereafter’ (Feldman, 1994, p. 287). 

According to theoretical models proposed by Beehr et al. (2000), 
Davis (2003), Feldman (1994), and Shultz, Morton, and Weckerle 
(1998), early retirement is a psychosocial process that can be 
determined by different factors (e.g., social norms, working 
conditions, demographic factors, marital status, incentives, and 
pension systems) and likewise can produce different outcomes (e.g., 
stress, mental health problems, general health, life satisfaction). 

Reasons for early retirement and effects on mental health status

Research on the determinants of early retirement is fragmented 
and an articulation of different levels of analysis exists (i.e., personal, 
interpersonal, organizational, and social) (Crego, Alcover, & Martínez-
Íñigo, 2008). 

A categorization of these motivating reasons can be described in 
terms of push and pull factors that influence older workers’ decisions 
to retire (Feldman, 1994; Hanisch, 1994; Hardy & Quadagno, 1995; 
Shultz et al., 1998; Taylor & Shore, 1995). Push factors have been 
defined as negative considerations that induce older workers to retire 
before the legal age like, for example, stressful working conditions 
(Henkens & Tazeelar, 1997), excessive workload, low wages (Kim & 
Feldman, 1998), health concerns, work changes, and work pressure 
(McGoldrick & Cooper, 1994). Conversely, pull factors are typically 
positive considerations that attract older workers toward retirement 
(Shultz et al., 1998). Free time, leisure activities, unpaid volunteer 
work, and family support can all lead to voluntary withdrawal from 
the labor force in order to pursue personal interests (e.g., McGoldrick 
& Cooper, 1994). Individuals forced to retire by push factors appear to 
have generally lower self-ratings of physical and emotional health and 
lower retirement and life satisfaction (Shultz et al., 1998). Older 
workers who perceive their retirement as forced are at risk of long-
term effects on post-retirement well-being and health (Henkens, van 
Solinge & Gallo, 2008; van Solinge & Henkens, 2007). On the other 
hand, people for whom retirement was a voluntary choice tend to feel 
better after retirement (van Solinge, 2007), perceiving high levels of 
satisfaction with retirement and psychological well-being (Potöcnik, 
Tordera, & Peiró, 2008). These findings are supported by results of 
several recent Italian-Spanish studies in which the perception of 
voluntary retirement choice moderates the relation between work 
satisfaction and retirement satisfaction (Chiesa, Negrini, Crego, & 
Alcover, 2009), being as well associated to positive outcomes of early 
retirement, in opposition to involuntary retirement (Alcover et al., 
2012; Fernández, Alcover, & Crego, 2010, 2013). 

In this current study, Pressure from Employer and Pursue Own 
Interests were considered. The first variable represents a push factor, 
which defines a transition in which people are forced to retire. The 
second variable represents a pull factor that refers to a voluntary 
choice to retire. Previous studies have showed that these reasons for 
retirement are determinants of post-retirement adjustment, life 
satisfaction, and well-being (Shultz et al., 1998; Topa, Moriano, 
Depolo, Alcover, & Morales, 2009). 

In this study, Mental Health Status is taken into consideration as 
the individual’s mental state or psychological well-being after 
retirement. Prior research has shown the existence of different 
subgroups of retirees, who suffer different consequences on their 
health (Wang, 2007), although there is evidence of increased 
prevalence of mental disorders in early retirees (generalized anxiety 
disorders and depressive disorders) compared to those who continue 
to work in the same age groups (Buxton, Singleton, & Melzer, 2005). 
There is also some evidence suggesting that the adverse effects of 
retirement on mental health (in particular, depression) may be larger 
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in the event of involuntary retirement (Dave, Rashad, & Spasojevic, 
2006). We are able to assess if early retirees, depending on their 
reason for retirement, have experienced a particular symptom (e.g., 
psychological distress) or behavior (e.g., unsocial behavior) in their 
post-retirement life. 

Perceived Self-Efficacy 

Bandura (1977) situates self-efficacy within a social cognitive 
theory that operates with other socio-cognitive factors in regulating 
human well-being and attainment. According to Bandura’s 
perspective (Bandura, 1997), self-efficacy beliefs influence the 
choices people make, their effort and persistence in accomplishing 
goals, their thought processes, and their emotional reactions. In 
addition, self-efficacy predicts confidence in own ability to deal with 
new changes. Personal feelings of competence have a primary 
influence on an adult’s reaction to life transitions and implications 
for retirement preference and retirement decisions (Barnes-Farrel, 
2003). In this context, self-efficacy can be seen as a factor that helps 
employees feel comfortable when they make a retirement decision 
and enhances post-retirement adjustment (Adams & Beehr, 2003; 
Taylor-Carter, Cook, & Weinberg, 1997). Self-efficacy is one of the 
behavioral predispositions that lead people to engage in proactive 
strategies for mastering role changes inherent in retirement 
transition (Taylor-Carter & Cook, 2005). In contrast, older workers 
who have little confidence in their ability to cope with change in life 
constitute a clear risk group in terms of health (van Solinge, 2007). 
Furthermore, self-efficacy appears to be important in the adjustment 
of older adults with pain, moderating the effect of poor health 
(Turner, Ersek, & Kemp, 2005). 

In a similar vein, a sense of mastery or personal control may well 
be a key psychosocial resource for well-being in retirement. For 
example, Kim and Moen (2002) found that, during the transition to 
retirement, a greater sense of mastery was predictive of higher 
morale for men and less depressive symptoms for both men and 
women. Donaldson, Earl, and Muratore (2010) found that, after 
controlling for the effects of demographics and health, a higher 
personal sense of mastery and more favorable conditions of exit 
significantly predicted adjustment to retirement.

Acknowledging these premises, perceived self-efficacy has been 
retained, in this paper, to be a core aspect in retirees’ mental health 
status. Specifically, this paper tested the hypotheses that self-efficacy 
moderates the relationship between reasons for early retirement and 
retirees’ mental health status. 

Objectives and hypotheses

The present study is part of a larger research project involving the 
University of Bologna (Italy) and the Universidad Rey Juan Carlos in 
Madrid (Spain). This cross-European research project aims to 
investigate the experience of retirement in the Italian and Spanish 
early retirees and to contribute to the knowledge of the psychosocial 
transition “work-retirement” of these two specific social groups.

The three main objectives of this study were: (a) To measure the 
relationships between different reasons for early retirement (Pressure 
from Employer, Pursue Own Interests) and the mental health of early 
retirees; (b) to explore differences between Italian and Spanish early 
retirees; and (c) to assess the moderating effect of Perceived Self-
Efficacy on the relationships between reasons for early retirement 
and retirees’ mental health.

Specifically, the present study sought to test the following 
hypotheses:

H1: Poor Mental Health Status will be positively related to early 
retirement due to the push factor Pressure from Employer, whereas 
it will be negatively related to early retirement motivated by the 
pull factor Pursue Own Interests.

H2: Italian and Spanish retirees differ in their reasons for early 
retirement (Pressure from Employer, Pursue Own Interests) and 
resulting Mental Health Status.
On the basis of the different existing social and legal situations of 

these two countries, we hypothesized that the Spanish sample would 
have higher Pressure from Employer scores and a poorer mental 
health status than the Italian sample. Pursue Own Interests is 
hypothesized to have a higher score in the Italian sample 
corresponding to a better Mental Health Status.

H3: The relationship between early retirement owing to the 
Pressure from Employer push factor and Mental Health Status will 
be moderated by Perceived Self-Efficacy. 
H4: The relationship between early retirement derived from the 
Pursue Own Interests pull factor and Mental Health Status will be 
moderated by Perceived Self-Efficacy. 
All hypotheses were tested separately on two samples consisting 

of Italian and Spanish early retirees.                   

Method

Participants and procedure

The Italian sample. The Italian sample consisted of individuals who 
belonged to one of the major Italian retirees’ unions. Every retiree 
registered with the Union for at least two years received a paper-
and-pencil questionnaire by post. Enclosed with the questionnaire 
there was a letter briefly explaining the general aim of the study and 
emphasizing the confidentiality and anonymity of the answers. 
Participants took part in this study voluntarily. Data were analyzed 
exclusively by the research team. 

The Italian sample was composed of 548 retirees. Fifty-five per 
cent of respondents were male. The age range was between 50 and 
65 (M = 58.4, SD = 2.6). Of all the participants, 48.8% had a junior high 
school qualification, 44.5% a high school qualification, and 7.3% a 
university degree. Before retirement, most participants (73.3%) 
worked in the private sector (e.g., industries, commercial enterprises).  

The Spanish sample. The Spanish participants belonged to four 
major Spanish early retirees’ associations. They received the Spanish 
version of the same questionnaire and a cover letter. Participants 
chose voluntarily to take part in the study. The questionnaire was 
administered by Spanish researchers following the same procedure 
used by Italian researchers (see description above). 

The Spanish sample consisted of 566 participants, of whom 81.5% 
were male, and the age range was between 50 and 70 (M = 60.2, SD 
= 4.6); some 16% had a high school degree, 47.4% had a bachelor’s 
degree, and 36.6% had a professional degree. Before retirement, all 
participants worked in the private sector (e.g., communications 
industry, banks). 

Measures

The same questionnaire was administered to both samples in 
their respective languages. Italian and Spanish participants answered 
a battery of questionnaires, including socio-demographic variables 
and the measures of Retirement Satisfaction Inventory (Floyd et al., 
1992), Perceived Self-Efficacy (Borgogni, Petitta & Steca, 2001) and 
Mental Health Status (Goldberg, 1992) used in this paper. In order to 
guarantee coherence and validity of the questions, all items were 
translated utilizing a standard translation-back-translation 
procedure (Brislin, 1980). The internal consistency for both the 
samples is presented in Table 1. 

Socio-demographics. Participants indicated gender, age, level of 
education, and the sector where they worked before retirement.

Reasons for early retirement. A reduced and adjusted version of the 
Retirement Satisfaction Inventory (Floyd et al., 1992) was used to 
measure the reasons for retirement. The reasons considered were: 
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Pressure from Employer (two items, e.g., ‘I was pressured to retire by 
my employer’), and Pursue Own Interests (four items, e.g., ‘I wanted 
more time to pursue my interests, such as hobbies and travel’). 
Responses were provided on a seven-point Likert scale ranging from 
1 (‘very unimportant’) to 7 (‘very important’). 

Perceived Self-Efficacy was measured by eight items of the 
Perceived Self-Efficacy Scale adapted to retirement (Borgogni et al., 
2001). The items referred to perception of one’s competences and 
beliefs about one’s ability to cope with difficulties and achieve goals 
in retirement (e.g., ‘Master unexpected events of retirement’). 
Participants answered on a seven-point scale ranging from 1 (‘not 
able at all’) to 7 (‘completely able’). Thus, higher scores indicated 
higher perceived self-efficacy status.

Mental Health Status was evaluated by the General Health 
Questionnaire (GHQ-12, Goldberg, 1992). Each item was rated on a 
four-point scale, in which higher scores indicated a more poorly 
perceived mental health status. We used a modified scoring method, 
called Goodchild and Duncan-Jones’s method (CGHQ), as it 
demonstrated superior construct validity and greater sensitivity 
with respect to the traditional scoring method of GHQ (Whaley, 
Morrison, Payne, Fritschi, & Wall, 2005). On the basis of this method, 
the scoring of negative items, such as “feeling unhappy and 
depressed” is 0, 1, 1, 1. The scoring of positive items, such as “been 
able to concentrate on whatever you’re doing” is 0, 0, 1, 1. 

Results

The statistical package SPSS 18.0 was used for all analyses. 
Descriptive statistics, correlations among variables, and alpha 
coefficients were separately computed for both samples. Results are 
presented in Table 1. 

Inter-correlations between variables

As reported in Table 1, poor Mental Health Status was found to be 
positively related to early retirement owing to the push factor 
Pressure from Employer in both the Italian (r = .13, p < .01) and Spanish 
samples (r = .18, p < .01). In support of H1, as reported in Table 1, early 
retirement owing to the pull factor Pursue Own Interests was found to 
be negatively correlated with poor Mental Health Status in both the 
Italian (r = -.16, p < .01) and Spanish samples (r = -.18, p < .01).

Hypothesis 1 was thus supported by the analyses.

Group differences

A multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) was performed to 
verify H2. Country (i.e., Italy, Spain) was assumed as an independent 

variable and two reasons for early retirement (i.e., Pressure from 
Employer, Pursue Own Interests) and Mental Health Status were 
assumed as observed variables. An overall significant multivariate 
effect of the country was found, Wilks’ λ = 0.70, F(3, 1110) = 157.33, p 
< .001, partial η2 = .30]. As shown in Table 2, subsequent univariate 
analysis of variance (ANOVAs) indicated that the two country groups 
differed significantly in early retirement owing to Pressure from 
Employer, F(1, 1112) = 358.56, p < .001, partial η2 = .24 and to Pursue 
Own Interests, F(1, 1112) = 168.84, p < .001, partial η2 = .13; and in 
Mental Health Status, F(1, 1112) = 35.03, p < .001, η2  = .02). 

Specifically, Italian respondents seemed to retire before the legal 
age in order to Pursue Own Interests (M = 4.04, SD = 1.52 vs. M = 2.89, 
SD = 1.44), whereas Spanish respondents tended to retire before the 
legal age because of Pressure from Employer (M = 3.60, SD = 1.90 vs. M 
= 1.70, SD = 1.41). With regards to Mental Health Status, Italian 
respondents showed better levels of mental health (M = 3.00, SD = 
3.04) than Spanish respondents (M = 4.10, SD = 3.16), although in this 
case the effect size associated with the univariate F test was small. 
Thus, Hypothesis 2 was supported by the analyses.

Interaction effects

To test the proposed effects of pull and push factors (Pressure from 
Employer and Pursue Own Interests, respectively) and Perceived Self-
Efficacy on Mental Health Status (H3), a series of hierarchical 
moderated regressions were used separately for the two samples. 
Control variables (i.e., gender, age, and education) were introduced 
during step 1. In step 2, the main effects of independent variables 
(Pressure from employer or Pursue Own Interests) and the moderator 
(Perceived Self-Efficacy) were tested. In step 3, the 2-way interaction 
of Pressure from Employer or Pursue Own Interests and Perceived Self-
Efficacy was examined. All variables were mean-centered prior to 
computing the interaction terms (see Aiken & West, 1991).

Table 1
Descriptive statistics, correlations between variables and internal consistencies

M (SD) α

    Variable Italy Spain Italy Spain 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1. Gender (1 = male) 0.55 (.50) .81 (.39) - - .21** -.06 .12** -.09* -.07 .01

2. Age 58.35 (2.57) 60.16 (4.55) - - -.11** -.33** .21** -.11** -.21** .20**

3. Education (1 = high) 0.42 (.49) .84 (.37) - - -.03 .15** -.08 .03 .10* -.10*

4. Pressure from Employer 1.70 (1.41) 3.60 (1.89) .60 .49 .14** .01 .05 -.18** -.15** .18**

5. Pursue Own Interests 4.04 (1.52) 2.89 (1.44) .66 .72 .00 -.17** -.14** -.08 .17** -.18**

6. Perceived Self-Efficacy 5.74 (1.02) 5.66 (1.11) .92 .78 .03 -.03 .05 -.06 .17** -.51**

7. Mental Health Status 3.00 (3.04) 4.10 (3.16) .85 .85 -.10* .10* -.06 .13** -.16** -.44**

Note. Correlations between variables for the Italian sample are below the diagonal; correlations between variables for the Spanish sample are on top of the diagonal. 
Italian sample, N = 548; Spanish sample, N = 566. 
*p < .05, ** p < .01.

Table 2
Group differences in the reasons for early retirement and mental health of the 
retirees

Variable Italy
N = 548

Spain
N = 566

M SD M SD F(1, 1112) η2

Pressure from Employer 1.70 1.41 3.60 1.89 358.56*** .244

Pursue Own Interests 4.04 1.52 2.89 1.44 168.84*** .132

Mental Health Status 3.00 3.04 4.10 3.16 26.20*** .023

***p < .001.
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Italian sample

As can be seen in Table 3, gender and age were significant 
predictors of mental health, with female and older employees 
reporting themselves as having poorer mental health status. Pressure 
from Employer had a positive main effect on poor Mental Health 
Status, whereas Self-Efficacy had a negative main effect on poor 
Mental Health Status. This suggests that perceptions of high self-
efficacy could have a positive effect on perception of a better Mental 
Health Status. However, the two-way interaction was not significant, 
meaning that H3 was not supported for the Italian sample.

As far as the pull factor was considered (Table 4), it is possible to 
note that both Pursue Own Interests and Self-Efficacy had a negative 
effect on poor Mental Health Status. Moreover, the increase of the 
variance explained by the interaction terms was significant for 
Pursue Own Interests x Perceived Self-Efficacy (β = .11, p < .01). In order 
to test the significance of each slope, a simple slope analysis was 
performed (Aiken & West, 1991). 

Simple slopes analysis revealed that the negative effect of Pursue 
Own Interests on poor Mental Health Status was more marked for 
employees who were less self-efficacious (β = -0.19, p < .01), than for 
those employees who were more self-efficacious (β = 0.01, p = .88, 
ns). Italian sample partially supported H4.

Spanish sample 

As can be seen in Table 3, only age was a significant predictor 
of mental health, such that male employees reported themselves 
as having poorer mental health. Pressure from Employer had a 
positive main effect on Mental Health Status, whereas Perceived 
Self-Efficacy had a negative main effect on Mental Health Status. 
This suggests that, as much as the Italian sample, the perceptions 
of high self-efficacy could have a positive effect on perceiving 
better mental health. However, the two-way interaction was not 
significant, meaning that H3 was not supported for the Spanish 
sample.

As far as the pull factor was considered (Table 4), it is possible to 
note that both Pursue Own Interests and Perceived Self-Efficacy had a 
negative effect on mental health. However, the two-way interaction 
was not significant, meaning that H4 was not supported for the 
Spanish sample.

Discussion

The first goal of this study was to examine the relationship 
between reasons for early retirement and mental health status. 
According to the first hypothesis, the push factor Pressure from 
Employer was positively related to poor mental health status whereas 
the pull factor Pursue Own Interests was negatively associated with it. 

This study demonstrates that the experience of forced early 
retirement represented a difficult psychosocial transition compared 
to that experienced by individuals who exit voluntarily to pursue 
their own interests. Our results support the conclusions of prior 
studies that suggest the existence of differences in post-employment 
life depending on the level of voluntariness concerned in retirement 
from the labor market (Alcover et al., 2012; Crego et al., 2008; 
Fernández et al., 2010, 2013; Isaksson & Johansson, 2000; Reitzes & 
Mutran, 2004; Shultz et al., 1998).

With regard to the push factors, Siegrist, Wahrendorf, von dem 
Knesebeck, Juürges, and Börsch-Supan (2006) have pointed out that 
the exposure to poor quality of work, in combination with pressure 

Table 3
Summary of hierarchical regression analysis: Interaction between Pressure from 
Employer and Perceived Self-Efficacy on Mental Health Status for the Italian (N = 548) 
and Spanish (N = 566) samples

Italy
β

Spain
β

Step 1: Control variables

   Gender (1 = male) -0.09* -0.02

   Age 0.10* 0.18***

   Education (1 = high) -0.08 -0.03

   R² adjusted .02** .03***

Step 2: Main effects

   Pressure from Employer 0.12** 0.09*

  Perceived Self-Efficacy -0.43*** -0.48***

   ∆ R² .20*** .24***

Step 3: Two-way interaction 

   Pressure from employer x Perceived Self-Efficacy 0.02 0.03

   ∆ R² .00 .00

*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001

Table 4
Summary of hierarchical regression analysis: Interaction between Pursue Own 
Interests and Perceived Self-Efficacy on Mental Health Status for the Italian (N = 548) 
and Spanish (N = 566) samples

Italy
β

Spain
β

Step 1: Control variables

   Gender (1 = male) -0.09* -0.02

   Age 0.10* 0.18***

   Education (1 = high) -0.08 -0.03

   R² adjusted .02** .03***

Step 2: Main effects

   Pursue Own Interests -0.09* -0.09*

   Perceived Self-Efficacy -0.42*** -0.48***

   ∆ R² .19*** .24***

Step 3: Two-way interaction 

   Pursue own Interests x Perceived Self-Efficacy 0.11** -0.02

   ∆ R² .01** .00

*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001
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Figure 1. Interaction between Pursue Own Interests and Perceived Self-Efficacy on 
Mental Health Status for the Italian sample.
Note. Labels “Low” and “High” refer to 1 SD below the mean and to 1 SD above the 
mean, respectively. 
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from employers, often reduces performance and motivation at earlier 
stages of employment trajectories, thus inducing individuals to leave 
the labor force before the legal retirement age. Conversely, pull 
factors, attracting individuals to engage in post-retirement activities, 
have an impact on their retirement adjustment and satisfaction 
(Price, 2003). Voluntary retirement gives retirees a sense of control 
that non-voluntary retirees may not perceive (Kimmel, Price, & 
Walker, 1978). According to Noone, Stephens, and Alpass (2009), our 
results confirmed the importance of the pre-retirement phase, 
during which people experience their transition from work to 
retirement. The way people experience this phase (forced vs. 
voluntary retirement) has significant impact on their mental health 
status after their exit from work life. This is in line with the second 
result of this inquiry, which concerns the differences between Italian 
and Spanish retirees. The two samples differed with respect to the 
presence of push and pull factors. In Spain the push factor, Pressure 
from Employer, was prevalent and had the highest score among 
reasons for early retirement, whereas in Italy the pull factor of Pursue 
Own Interests was the most important aspect that urged workers to 
exit early. These findings confirm that the two countries under 
consideration seem to differ substantially in employment 
opportunities for and perceived value of older workers. 

In fact, within the Spanish context retirement choice was 
regulated by strong incentives to retire early (Boldrin, Jiménez-
Martín, & Peracchi, 1997). Companies have cut high salary expenses 
and replaced senior people with younger, cheaper personnel. 
Compared with the Spanish situation, the Italian ratio of forced 
retirement is relatively low and early exits from the labor force have 
not been promoted by public policies. 

The human cost of the Spanish ‘formula’ for retirement also has 
an impact on the personal life of each employee who retires early 
(Alba, 1997) and our findings support negative outcomes of forced 
retirement. In fact, the Spanish sample showed a worsened mental 
health status because the perception of being forced to retire 
probably prevailed among the participants. Van Solinge and Henkens 
(2007) found that the perception of voluntary vs. non-voluntary 
retirement is not completely at the mercy of retirement circumstances 
such as mandatory retirement age, early retirement incentives or 
related health issues. The difference seems to lie also in the resources 
available for retirement. 

In this study, Perceived Self-Efficacy, as a personal resource, has 
been studied. A third significant result showed that self-efficacy 
moderated the effect of the pull factor Pursue Own Interests by 
diminishing the risk of poor mental health of Italian retirees. 
Specifically, our results confirm that retirees’ Mental Health Status 
may be enhanced if individuals have the belief that they can perform 
certain behaviors and cope with transition. According to Bandura’s 
Social Learning Theory (1977), self-efficacy is a motivational construct 
that relates to a specific task. Empirical evidence that self-efficacy 
might be an important predictor of the ability to adjust successfully 
to retirement comes from the work of Taylor and Shore (1995). Also, 
Barnes-Farrel (2003) showed that higher self-efficacy was associated 
with lower pre-retirement anxiety. Our findings corroborate these 
theories and provide further evidence of the importance of 
considering self-efficacy, as done in this study, when addressing 
mental health status of early retirees. Our results also confirm the 
assertion that a sense of mastery or personal control may be a key 
psychosocial resource for mental health in retirement (Donaldson et 
al., 2010). In fact, when some adverse organizational aspects cannot 
be avoided —and therefore lead to people leving the labor force— the 
feeling of personal control over the transition could help individuals 
maintain active lifestyles and nourish personal self-concepts to 
counter the loss of former professional roles.

A last consideration needs to be made with regard to the fact that 
self-efficacy has no moderating role in the relationship between 
reasons for retirement and Spanish participants’ mental health. This 

difference probably lies in the social, legal, and economic contexts of 
forced retirement of each of the two countries. Spanish participants 
have a higher score for the Pressure from Employers than Italians and 
the average score for Pursuing Own Interests is very low. The Spanish 
retirees perceive their exit from work as forced and this is justified 
by the historical labor force change of the last years (Gómez & Martí, 
2003; UGT, 2001). It is thus possible to conclude that the 
institutionalization of early retirement observed in the Spanish case 
could set disincentives for the continued education and motivation 
of older workers rather than viewing them as a key resource in an 
economy affected by population ageing, with lifestyle consequences 
after exit from the labor force.

Study Limitations

The results of this study must be interpreted in the light of certain 
limitations that raise issues for future research. 

The cross-sectional design does not allow us to establish the 
direction of relations between reasons for early retirement and 
mental health status. If the retirement decision implies a long-term 
sequential process within the lifespan (Settersten, 2003), longitudinal 
studies are then necessary to describe and explain their complex 
pathways and the consequences of early retirement. Another 
important limitation of our study refers to the retrospective nature 
of the data, so it will be necessary to replicate the results in 
prospective studies with extensive follow-up over the years 
(Schuring, Robroek, Otten, Arts, & Burdorf, 2013).

This comparative study has led to an exploration of the differences 
in the Italian and Spanish socio-economic contexts, which have 
experienced very different labor force changes over the last few 
years. A limitation of our study concerns the different 
sociodemographic characteristics of the Spanish and Italian samples, 
particularly with regard to gender, since 82% were male in the 
Spanish sample compared to 55% in the Italian sample. This study is 
one of the first attempts to explore how various reasons for 
retirement can influence early retirees’ mental health status in the 
time following their exit from the workforce. Despite this, the 
comparison between Italy and Spain requires future research to 
study the specific social, legal, and economic systems of these two 
European countries, as well as to consider the potential effects of 
cultural factors specific to each country. 

Practical implications and future research

The results of our study support the concept of retirement as a 
process involving a variety of factors, in line with recent research 
(e.g., Pleau & Shauman, 2013; Shultz & Wang, 2011). In addition, we 
have found that the consequences for individuals can be very 
different depending on how the process unfolds. This has important 
practical implications since the effects on health can be very 
different depending on how people experienced retirement. Thus, 
future studies should explore the factors associated with work 
retirement which have positive and negative causal effects on the 
health of citizens (Coe & Zamarro, 2011), due to great transcendence 
for the European countries and their design of labor policies about 
later retirement ages. In this sense, our study has implications not 
only for the well-being of individuals and for retirement transition 
and adjustment (Wang & Shultz, 2010), but it also implies socio-
political concerns (Topa, Alcover, Moriano, & Depolo, 2013). 
Population ageing is one of the most urgent challenges that is 
currently faced by both developed and developing countries 
(United Nations, 2011). The early retirees’ both objective and 
perceived health, especially their mental health status, is a matter 
of great importance, since it can have consequences for the quality 
of life of older people, as well as for the cost and viability of social 
protection systems.
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Conclusion

To conclude, during the last decade figures of individuals involved 
in early retirement have grown in many European countries. 
Meanwhile, it has been well established that outcomes of motivations 
for early retirement affect personal, social, and organizational 
domains. Further studies can contribute to more in-depth research 
into the impact of early retirement (forced vs. voluntary) on the 
retirement adjustment process. We also anticipate that it will be 
possible to identify typologies of organizational exit as well as 
typologies of post-retirement adjustment which would be an 
important further nuance in determining the effects of motivational 
impacts on early-retirement as an important life transition. 
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