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The aging of the pop-
ulation is at last

becoming visible to em-
ployers. The market ori-
entation of many employ-
ers is shifting as they focus
some of their business on
older clients and cus-
tomers. Employers are
also beginning to realize that the twenty-Wrst
century-workforce will inevitably be diVerent
from the workforce of the twentieth century.
For example, when employers look at their
own employees, they see that a substantial pro-
portion of their workforces may retire in the
next Wve to ten years. As successive waves of
baby boomers reach the retirement ages of
62–65, employers will more fully appreciate that
our society has reached a tipping point with
regard to the composition of the workforce.
Forward-looking employers realize that they
could encounter a human-capital crisis if they
are not prepared.

This article examines the perspectives of those
employers from the public, nonproWt, and for-
proWt sectors who can be considered “early adap-
tors” to the aging of the workforce and the
actions they have taken to prepare. The infor-
mation was gathered as part of the Benchmark
Study conducted by Boston College1. Infor-

mation gathered from this
group provides a look at
emerging best practices.

GETTING OFF

THE DIME

Peter Drucker, one of
the management “thought
leaders” of our time, has

observed the following: “Modern organization
must be capable of change. Indeed it must be
capable of initiative change, that is innova-
tion. . . . Lack of ‘creativity’ is, therefore, not the
problem of organization. Rather it is organiza-
tional inertia which always pushes for continu-
ing what we are already doing” (1992, p. 193).

So, why are some employers getting ready
to take advantage of opportunities associated
with the aging of the workforce while others
appear to be dragging their feet?

Motivation for change may come from pres-
sures that originate either from the inside or the
outside of the organization (see Goodstein,
1994). For example, staYng shortages or antic-
ipated problems with knowledge transfer from
older to younger workers might propel some
employers to take steps to get ready for the aging
workforce. Other employers might track trends
at their workplaces, such as changing demo-
graphics of their workforces, so that they can
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get early signals about changes on the hori-
zon. More than half of the early-adapter
respondents to the Benchmark Study reported
that at the time of the study, their organiza-
tions had experienced an increase over the past
year in the percentage of workers between the
ages of 55 and 65 years.

There are many possible reasons that some
employers have not yet started to plan for the
aging of the workforce. For example, the aging
of the workforce may not in fact be an urgent
issue for some organizations (see Oxford Insti-
tute of Ageing, 2006, pp. 11, 12). Other orga-
nizations may face the traditional barriers to
organizational change, including the not
uncommondiscomfortwithnewwaysofthink-
ing and new approaches to getting work done,
speciWc workplace cultures that resist change, a
lack of understanding of the business oppor-
tunities that could be associated with the aging
of the workforce, and diVerences of opinion
about the change strategies that can best lever-
age those opportunities (Schiemann, 1996).

In an eVort to gain a better understanding
of speciWc situations that might heighten
employers’ awareness of the aging of the work-
force, we asked the Benchmark organizations
about the extent to which they were experi-
encing particular human-resource challenges
that might aVect their receptivity to the full
engagement of older workers.

Figure 1provides informationabout thechal-
lengesexperiencedtoa“moderate/great extent”
by one-third or more of the respondents.

Recruitment was among the top Wve
human resource challenges noted by the
Benchmark organizations, as was unwanted
turnover. The Benchmark organizations esti-
mated that, on average, it costs $41,500 to
replace an employee.

Even though more than half of the Bench-
mark organizations reported that knowledge
transfer is a challenge, 41 percent had either
not developed processes to transfer institu-

tional memory/knowledge “at all” or had only
developed these processes to a “limited extent.”

TAKING THE FIRST STEPS

Organizations often do take steps to bolster
their readiness for possible changes that seem
to be on the horizon. Examples of steps taken

Figure 1
Human Resource Challenges Experienced by Benchmark Employers

ORGANIZATIONAL PAIN: 
A MOTIVATOR TO GET READY

Employers may want to consider how the
aging of the workforce might help them to
address their top human-resources challenges
such as unwanted turnover, recruitment,
knowledge transfer, providing eVective super-
vision as well as gaps in speciWc types of
employee skills and competencies. For exam-
ple, older workers are more likely than
younger workers to indicate that they plan
to stay with their current employers. This
Wnding could be good news to employers
trying to reduce unwanted turnover.
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to prepare to respond to the aging of the work-
force include analyzing workforce demograph-
ics, examining the projected retirement rates for
current older workers, and assessing employees’
career preferences and plans. The Benchmark
Study found that approximately four of every
ten respondents from the Benchmark organi-
zations had analyzed the demographic makeup
of their workforces to a “great” extent.

In addition, 76 percent of the respondents
indicated that their organizations had made pro-
jections about the expected retirement rates of
their workers to a “moderate” or “great” extent.
On average, the respondents stated that they
expect that 16 percent of their employees will
retire over the next four years (by 2010). Finally,
two-thirds (66 percent) of the Benchmark
employers indicated that they had assessed their

employees’ career plans and work preferences, to
a “moderate” or “great” extent.

THE POSSIBILITIES OF AGE DIVERSITY

How ready are employers to leverage the pos-
sibilities of age diversity? Employers’ eVorts to
recruit, retain, and engage employees at all career
stages, and a commitment to promoting them,
oVer indicators of the extent to which employ-
ers value age diversity. While some organiza-
tions are beginning to realize that older workers
can be assets, others have not yet embraced the
concept of valuing age diversity and the inclu-
sion of older workers.

EVorts to recruit. When organizations hire new
employees, they have opportunities to select
individuals who bring a range of diverse talents,
experiences, and perspectives that could help
the organization meet its current and antici-
pated human-capital needs. Research suggests
that older workers may encounter more dis-
criminatory employer attitudes during the hir-
ing process than do their younger counterparts
(Lahey, 2005). In contrast, half (53 percent) of the
“early adaptors” in the Benchmark Study said
that it was “not true” that their organizations
are reluctant to hire older workers. However,
as shown in Figure 2, the respondents to the
Benchmark Study were more likely to indicate
that their organizations had taken steps to recruit
both men and women and to recruit employ-
ees with diverse cultural backgrounds “to a great
extent” than to recruit for age diversity.

EVorts to retain and engage. Recruitment is,
of course, just one strategy for maintaining age
diversity in the workplace. Employers also need

Figure 2
Extent to Which Organizations Take Steps to Recruit for Different Types of Diversity

A STATE OF READINESS

Collecting information that anticipates the
future can give employers a competitive edge.
It is important to analyze information about
the workforce—such as employees’ eligibil-
ity for retirement—on the team and depart-
ment level as well as organizationally. For
example, the “average” age in a company
might be 45 years but some departments (par-
ticularly small departments) with high per-
centages of older workers may be particularly
vulnerable to the loss of institutional knowl-
edge. Examining trends only on an organi-
zational level may hide some of the needs of
speciWc departments.
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to consider how they might encourage diverse
groups of valued employees to remain with the
organization rather than leaving and possibly
going to work for a competitor. The Wndings
of the Benchmark Study are sobering on this
account: The employers indicated that they are
more than twice as likely to encourage (to a

“moderate/great extent”) early-career employees
to remain with their organizations than late-
career employees.

One indicator of employers’ eVorts to
engage older workers is their interest in
encouraging them to remain with the organi-
zation past the normal retirement ages of 62–65

years. About one-third of the Benchmark orga-
nizations reported that they had, to a “great
extent,” adopted strategies to encourage late-
career employees to work past the normal
retirement age.

Training can be an eVective way for employ-
ers to help employees keep their skills current
and remain engaged at work. A majority of the
Benchmark Study respondents reported that
their organizations have increased training and
cross-training for employees at all stages of their
careers, but they were somewhat more likely
to indicate that their organizations have done
this to a “great extent” for employees in their
early-career stages (77 percent) and mid-career
stages (71 percent) than for those in late careers
(59 percent).

EVorts to promote. Promotions create oppor-
tunities for the renewal of the employer-
employee contract, reaYrming their commit-
ment to each other. The Benchmark employers
(56 percent) were less likely to report that their

organizations had taken steps to a “moder-
ate/great extent” to promote employees of var-
ious ages equitably than to promote employees
with diverse cultural backgrounds (61 percent)
equitably or to promote men and women equi-
tably (71 percent).

VALUING THE DIVERSITY OF A

MULTIGENERATIONAL WORKFORCE

Organizations that truly value diversity
demonstrate the conviction that workforce
diversity can result in tangible beneWts to orga-
nizations and that the beneWts of diversity far
exceed any challenges associated with the dif-
ferences when managed in a thoughtful man-
ner. Many employers across the country have
recognized the advantages of ethnic and gen-
der diversity in the workforce, and studies sug-
gest that quality diversity initiatives can align
with an organization’s eVorts to promote inno-
vation, problem solving, and eVective market-
ing and sales (see Jayne and Dipboye, 2004).

The Benchmark Study gathered information
about employers’ perceptions of age diversity
at the workplace. The study used the designation
of career stages rather than age, emphasizing
employees’ experience and competence levels.

We recognize, of course, that there can be impor-
tant diVerences between age and career stage.
As one of the respondents observed, age of
employees in diVerent career stages “will vary
depending on the age when the employee enters

PATHS TO NEW CAREERS

Over the past two decades, employers and
employees have adjusted to new expectations
that employees may change jobs—and even
careers—multiple times over the course of
their lives. Employers may be able to tap into
new energy and engagement of valued
employees if they demonstrate that they are
willing to consider requests made by older
workers for job shifts that entail career
changes.

AGE DIVERSITY AS AN ADVANTAGE

It is important to emphasize that individ-
ual employees at any particular career stage
might or might not exhibit the characteris-
tics of coworkers who belong to the same
generation. The information included in the
table above suggests that employees at dif-
ferent career stages—as groups—might bring
diVerent strengths and challenges to the
workplace. Organizations experiencing
speciWc types of challenges related to the man-
agement of human capital might Wnd it
advantageous to develop strategies related to
recruiting and retaining older workers as one
strategy for maintaining age diversity.
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the . . . workforce. If 55 and one year of service,
an employee could be in their early career . . .
We use scope and depth of experience . . . to
determine if [position title] is entry, mid, or
high level. . . .” As a group, the participants in the
Benchmark Study suggested that they associate
the term early career with employees between
the ages of 21 and 31, mid-career with those
between the ages of 31 and 48, and late career as
those age 50 and older. Of course, caution must
always be exercised when discussing the attrib-
utes—positive or negative—of any employee
group. Ascribing general characteristics of
groups of employees to individual employees
without considering the important variations
within groups almost always produces negative
consequences. Clearly, it would be contrary to
the principles of valuing diversity, which aim to
debunk myths and negative stereotypes, if dis-

cussions about generational diVerences were to
result in the creation of new stereotypes about
employee groups of diVerent ages.

Participants in the Benchmark Study reported
their perceptions of the characteristics that are
associated with employees who are in early-
career, mid-career, and late-career stages. As indi-
cated by Table 1 below, more than 50 percent of
the respondents to the Benchmark Study said
that late-career employees tend to take initia-
tive, be loyal to the company, be reliable, have
established networks of professional colleagues,
have high skills relative to what is needed for
the job, have strong work ethics, and have low
turnover rates.

EMPLOYEE BENEFITS AND POLICIES

In general, the Benchmark organizations oVer
comprehensive beneWt options to their employees.

Table 1
Employers’ Perceptions of Positive Workforce Characteristics by Employee Career Stages

Early Career Mid-Career Late Career

Our employees take initiative. 53% very true 47% very true 53% very true

Our employees are creative. 56% very true 47% very true 35% very true

Our employees are 
loyal to the company. 18% very true 53% very true 77% very true

Our employees are productive. 41% very true 53% very true 47% very true

Our employees are reliable. 35% very true 56% very true 75% very true

Our employees have
established networks of  18% very true 53% very true 59% very true
professional colleagues.

Our employees have 
established networks 13% very true 27% very true 47% very true
of clients.

Our employees have high levels
of skills relative to what is 31% very true 56% very true 56% very true
needed for their jobs.

Our employees have 
a strong work ethic. 29% very true 47% very true 65% very true

Our employees have 
low turnover rates. 12% very true 35% very true 65% very true

Our employees want to 
lead and supervise others. 24% very true 29% very true 29% very true
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In addition to the somewhat standard menu
of employee beneWts, this study also found that
the Benchmark employers had created some
beneWt provisions that might have particular
appeal to their late-career employees. Some
examples are the following:

• A majority (80 percent) of the Benchmark
organizations allow retirees access to at least
some beneWts.

• Half of the Benchmark organizations allow
employees who are grandparents access to at
least some employee beneWts for the care that
they provide to their grandchildren.

• Half of the Benchmark organizations stated
that they have formal policies or programs to
rehire retirees, with another third indicating
that they do rehire retirees, although they have
no formal policies for doing so.

A majority of workers—at all career stages—
express preference for having access to Xexible
work options (Corporate Voices for Working
Families, 2005). The preference for Xexible
options is particularly pronounced among older
workers.

THE POWER OF ATTITUDES

Workplace attitudes and values aVect orga-
nizational decision-making as well as employee
job satisfaction. The Benchmark survey included
questions about several diVerent dimensions of
workplace culture, including multigenerational
respect. Of course, virtually all employees want
to be treated with respect at the workplace,
regardless of the stage of their careers. The aging
of the workforce and the presence of four dif-
ferent generations at the workplace have spurred
conversations about workplace attitudes and
values with regard to diVerent generations of
workers. Three-fourths of the Benchmark orga-
nizations oVer supervisor training about man-
aging a multigenerational workforce. More than
half of the respondents said it was “true” that
their organizations understand the importance
of treating employees at all stages of their careers
with respect and recognize the accomplishments
of employees at all stages of their careers.

CONCLUSION

The Benchmark organizations can be viewed
as explorers at one of the frontiers of the twenty-

Wrst-century workplace. These organizations are
early adapters to the aging of the workforce and
early adopters of innovative practices—thus,
they set the standards early. �

Marcie Pitt-Catsouphes, Ph.D., is codirector,
Boston College Center on Aging and Work/Work-
place Flexibility, Chestnut Hill, Mass.

NOTE: The Boston College National Study of
Business Strategy and Workforce Development was
implemented in two phases. Phase I, the part of the
study discussed in this article, is the Benchmark
Study, in which 136 “leading edge” workplaces were
invited to participate. Representatives from twenty-
Wve organizations provided information, for a
response rate of 18 percent. The “average” respon-
dent organization is a for-proWt business with 28,633
(mean) employees (ranging from 456 to 148,000
employees). The respondent organizations are aYli-
ated with a range of industry groups, with the largest
numbers of respondents in healthcare and social assis-
tance, professional, scientiWc, or technical services,
and manufacturing. Approximately three-fourths of
the employees are full-time employees (mean). On
average, the employers report that about one-third of
their employees are 40 years of age or older and that
the retirement age of employees working at the Bench-
mark organizations is 63 years. Readers should keep
in mind that these respondents are among the cut-
ting-edge organizations in the area of aging and
work. Therefore, the organizations described in this
report are not “typical” workplaces. Given the small
sample size, the findings are similar to insights that
might be gained from case studies.

The Center on Aging and Work is grateful for
the support of the Alfred P. Sloan Foundation for
the National Study of Business Strategy and Work-
force Development and for the resources that the
Foundation has provided for other Center initia-
tives. The author would like to thank Michael A.
Smyer, Ce Shen, Jessica J. McCabe, and Kathleen
Kane for their contributions to this study.

REFERENCES

Beinhocker, E. 2006. “The Adaptable Corporation.”
The McKinsey Quarterly 2: 76–87.

Corporate Voices for Working Families. 2005. Busi-
ness Impacts for Flexibility: An Imperative for Expansion.
Washington, D.C.

Drucker, P. 1992. The Age of Discontinuity. Guidelines
to Our Changing Society. New Brunswick, N.J.: Harper
& Row.

Gen31_1_DB  6/18/07  3:02 PM  Page 55



Gladwell, M. 2002. The Tipping Point: How Little
Things Can Make a Big DiVerence. Boston: Little, Brown
& Company.

Goodstein, J. 1994. “Institutional Pressures and
Strategic Responsiveness: Employer Involvement in
Work-Family Issues.” Academy of Management Journal
37(2): 350–83.

Jayne, M. E., and Dipboye, R. L. 2004. “Leverag-
ing Diversity to Improve Business Performance:
Research Findings and Recommendations for Organi-
zations.” Human Resource Management 43(4): 409–24.

Lahey, J. 2005. Age, Women and Hiring: An Experi-
mental Study. nber Working Paper Series: Working
Paper 11435 (June). Cambridge, Mass.: National Bureau
of Economic Research. http://www.nber.org/papers/w11435.
Accessed August 1, 2006.

Oxford Institute of Ageing. 2006. “hsbc: The Future
of Retirement: What Businesses Want.” London, U.K.
www.thefutureofretirement.com. Accessed August 22, 2006.

Schiemann, W. 1996. “Driving Change Through Sur-
veys. Aligning Employees, Customers, and Other Key
Stakeholders.” In A. Kraut, ed., Organizational Surveys:
Tools for Assessment and Change, pp. 88–116. San Fran-
cisco: Jossey-Bass, Inc.

Generations

56 Spring 2007

Volume XXXI, Number 1. Pages 50–56

©2007 The American Society on Aging

Gen31_1_DB  6/18/07  3:02 PM  Page 56


