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We need to be bold to deal with the old
	Date: 
13 June, 2007
Abstract: 
The advent of the multi-generational workforce presents challenges.  


Leon Gettler reports.
	





AGEING populations and shifting demographics worldwide are slowly reshaping workforces, careers, management and leadership. 

People are living longer and spending more time at work, so companies and workers will need to start coming up with smarter and more creative strategies about age and work. 

Age-related career stress points are everywhere. 

In some organisations, people in their 20s and 30s are discovering that their career paths are stuck, blocked by underperforming managers in their 50s who, like rusty nails, can't be pulled out. 

In other places, more people in their 50s will find themselves being managed by people young enough to be their children. 

And managing a multi-generational workforce has been identified as a key challenge for the 21st century manager. 

Add to that another trend in the greying of business leaders. Some of the world's most prominent corporate chieftains now seem to be hanging around for longer. 

The Sage of Omaha, Warren Buffett, is 76 and Viacom chairman Sumner Redstone is 84. Former Federal Reserve chairman Alan Greenspan, who turned 81 in March, has been hired as a consultant by Pacific Investment Management Company, a subsidiary of Allianz. And Rupert Murdoch, at 76, wants to buy Dow Jones, publisher of The Wall Street Journal. 

None shows any sign of slowing down. What's more, the trend is expected to continue. 

Society and the business world has a youth fetish. But demography tells another story. 

There was a time when bosses would have stepped down on to a board sinecure. But an ageing population means we can expect to see more business leaders hanging on well beyond the traditional retirement age of 65, and working into their 70s and 80s, and, who knows, perhaps beyond. 

And with the first of the boomers turning 61 this year, and with people more accustomed to living longer and being healthier, it's no surprise the trend is reflected in shifting attitudes in popular culture. 

Forty years ago, on Sgt Pepper's Lonely Hearts Club Band, Paul McCartney posed the question: "Will you still need me, will you still feed me, when I'm 64?" 

Having reached that age, McCartney is now not exactly doing the garden and digging the weeds. Apart from earning royalties on Beatles songs, his business, MPL Communications, owns rights to more than 3000 songs, including musicals and the Buddy Holly catalogue. And he is putting out a new album, Memory Almost Full (which has references to him getting older and eventually dying). 

All over the world, the over-60s are being like McCartney and continuing to work. People in the third stage of their lives, in their 60s and beyond, are expanding and refashioning careers. 

Last month, a global HSBC report, The Future of Retirement, presented the rhetorical question: is 70 the new 50? 

The report, written by the Oxford Institute of Ageing, surveyed 21,000 people aged 40 to 79 in 21 countries - not Australia - and found that 11 per cent in their 70s were doing some form of paid work, either full-time, part-time or casual. 

The study found that nearly 70 per cent of the over-60s still in the workforce were still at it because they wanted to be. Early retirement was no longer seen as the preferred option. 

There are some obvious reasons for this. 

First, the shift to service industries in the developed world means that fewer people are doing hard, physical yakka in factories and mines and on farms and docks - fewer people who are worn out after decades in the workforce. 

Secondly, people are living longer - back in the 1950s, a large proportion of executives would die before they hit 65, effectively dying in office - which means, these days, they can be around 20 or even 30 years on from their 60s. 

They are also healthier and more likely to live independently and have a better quality of life than their counterparts 100 years ago. 

Because an ageing society creates the problem of unsustainable dependency ratios - over-64-year-olds to 15 to 64-year-olds - there will be a policy focus worldwide as the cost of providing retirement income, health care and housing to a growing population of older people increases. 

An ageing workforce will have profound issues for careers, organisations and the education system. It might well call for new management models where companies are no longer led by the oldest employees, before they head off into retirement. 

By transferring leadership to younger staff, it would also mean rethinking ways of keeping older people working without loss of respect. And it means providing older workers with continued access to training. 

Companies will also have to rethink compassionate leave. An ageing population means greater incidence of strokes, Alzheimer's and vascular disease, and more likelihood of a 45-year-old employee balancing his or her time between grandchildren, a frail parent in his or her 70s and a grandparent in his or her 90s. 

The late management guru's guru Peter Drucker argued that organisations were ill-equipped for this change. 

Since World War II, he said, organisations had put an undue emphasis on promotion, without presenting people with enough challenges to keep them motivated. As a result, there were too many managers just treading water. 

"Only a small minority of the really good people don't get tired of it," Drucker said. "At age 43, the rest retire on the job, go into mid-life crisis and either take to the bottle, have a torrid affair with a 19-year-old, or go into psychoanalysis . . . 

"And yet there is that small minority who have inner resources, who still keep on. Many of the others wanted to, but the university system wouldn't allow them to; they had to become overspecialised. We have come to organise knowledge work very much on the model of industrial mass production." 

There are signs that this is changing with the convergence of forces. More seniors want to keep working, and businesses will need them to fill what is now a looming shortage in skills and talent. 

Creative solutions are now coming up. Several years ago, IBM Belgium set up a separate company that re-employed retirees, in effect contracting back their services but on a reduced salary. 

The company was for 55 to 60 year olds, but the same model could be applied for older employees. In Melbourne, a new company, act3, is working with organisations and workers to redefine the careers of older workers, introducing them to a portfolio approach that can take on all sorts of areas, from board positions to academic work, volunteering, study and consulting. 

The plan, worked out with a person's partner, balances work activities with recreational interests, social life and household commitments, providing an alternative career path and allowing the company to keep tapping into the expertise. 

act3 has been operating for a few months, and one of its directors, David Stratford, says a big challenge is changing the mind-set of managers who believe it's simply a case of moving on to the next job. 

"Many of them still think in rigid career terms and just assume they'll just move to another business. But this is very different." 

Whether those attitudes will change that quickly remains to be seen. But we can expect to see more consultancies moving into this space. 

It is a sign of the times, and one of the many shifts ahead in the world of work and saving. 

Global KPMG research shows how big a problem it will be. From as early as 2010, boomers will start leaving the workforce faster than generation Y will be entering. KPMG demographer Bernard Salt calls it the "baby bust". He says the boomer hegemony saw 200,000 enter the workforce each year. This will fall to 100,000 by 2012, starting about 15 months from now. It will continue scaling down, slipping to 50,000 by 2025.

That will have a massive impact in such areas as house prices, retail and housing and construction.

According to the KPMG report, The Global Skills Convergence, it is creating a demographic fault line that applies at different times in different countries.

Salt says the only answer to the problem is to increase Australia's migration rate from 110,000 to 180,000 a year, a 64% increase. But other countries are doing exactly the same.

According to KPMG's projections, the US is looking to increase migration rates 58%, Britain 31%, France 100%, Spain 62% and Italy by an extraordinary 116%.

Another approach, says Salt, would be to change Australia's policies on skilled migration and age criteria, and revert to the 1950s policy when this country invited people regardless of their skills, ushering in the great entrepreneurial boom of the 1950s and 1960s.

Still, with Victorian Premier John Brumby calling for a pause in the growth of Australia's migrant intake to give the state breathing space for its infrastructure, the issue is politically loaded.

Like the questions around retirement, it will not be easy to resolve.
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