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Re-designing roles to lock in “3rd act” talent
By Craig Perrett, co-founder of act3
It was a typical scenario faced by today’s Baby Boomers: the executive was farewelled after 30 years with the same company. He then travelled with his wife to London to catch up with a daughter working in the financial services sector and flew on to Tuscany to savor the food and the wine.

Back home, he settled into his holiday home on the coast. Within six months his wife had tired of being asked what “they” were going to do today. She pointed out that in the previous 30 years she had developed a pretty meaningful life of her own.

“I married you for breakfast and dinner, but not for lunch,” she said.

In response to this, and his own steadily increasing boredom, within weeks the executive had landed a part-time role with a major competitor of his previous employer, using all he had learned in 30 years to help his old rival.

The rival had heard he was at a loose end, and head-hunted him. So what was the response of his old company? “If we had known he would have worked part-time we would have created a dream role for him – because he’s brilliant.”

With around 50 per cent of all executives reaching traditional retirement age in the next few years, a critical lack of corporate talent to replace them and the risk intellectual property walking out the door, this issue demands a response. Great opportunities exist for businesses that are prepared to ask some fundamental questions:

“What can we do to engage and retain the best of our Baby Boomers?”

“How can we better leverage and deploy this talent?”

As former Australian Post chairman and current St George Bank non-executive director Linda Nicholls says, these retiring executives are rejecting traditional concepts of retirement They still have plenty of energy and drive, they are living longer, and they now want life and career on their own terms. They do not want to “retire”, they are looking to “re-wire” their lives.

It is the age of the “portfolio career” and of experienced and talented people either extending their careers or taking on new roles. Actor Harrison Ford is still producing hit movies, while Clint Eastwood has re-invented himself as a director. Closer to home, former Victorian Premier Jeff Kennett has found a life after politics with his family, the AFL and the Beyond Blue.

Nicholls says Australian companies need to understand where they are vulnerable to the departure of senior talent and introduce strategies to engage and retain senior talent – such as introducing new roles and flexible work arrangements, as well as financial and retirement planning.  They also need to get much better at mid-career hiring of Boomers.

“Boomers want to keep earning money to validate that they are still relevant and to fund their lifestyle expectations,” Nicholls says. “Research by McKinsey says that about 25 per cent of Boomers can actually afford to maintain their lifestyle, while the next 50 per cent aspire to do so, but cannot afford it.  Keeping them longer in more flexible employment, where they can contribute their experience may give both Boomer and business a win-win deal.”

According to the Australian Business Council, learning how to manage, recruit and train Baby Boomers is just as important as managing Generation Y.  No longer can development plans grind to a halt at 50.

Companies urgently need to look at the current demographic makeup of their organisation and how many staff they could lose in the next three to five years – most have no idea.  Only 14 per cent of employers worldwide have a strategy for engaging and retaining their mature age executives, and less than a third of HR managers have charted their organisation's demographic make-up. Company’s need to ask:

· Where do our critical skills reside?

· What assets might senior workers take with them when they leave?

We know the off-ramps: Retirement, redundancy and death. But where are the on-ramps?

The key to keeping top people is flexibility and customisation of their role. This may not simply be work-life balance, but other options, such as finding what your valuable Boomer executive really enjoys doing, and developing a new role around that.  A win-win situation will emerge for companies that invest in tackling this issue.

CRAIG PERRETT is co-founder of act3, a company established to help organisations retain and engage senior talent. He has an extensive history of facilitating business development and strategic planning sessions with CEOs and senior executives. This article was adapted from a speech given at the 2008 conference of the Australian Institute of Company Directors at Coolum.
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