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Boom to Bust for workforce outlook
	Date: 
2 October, 2008

Abstract: 
Finding ways to work with an army of older people is one of the most challenging issues.  


Leon Gettler reports.
	





BACK when the boomers were young and slim, the catch-cry was don't trust anyone over 30. But the transformation of the baby boom into what has been called a "baby bust", and advances in medical science, have changed that. Within the next decade, it could be don't trust anyone over 80.

Retirement, as we know it, will become a thing of the past. With more people living into their 90s, and some beyond, the definition of what it means to be old is changing. It's happening now in the corporate world. Last week, Warren Buffett, 78, made his bid to save world markets with a $US10 billion ($A12 billion) injection into Goldman Sachs. Rupert Murdoch, 77, is pushing into new media and reportedly looking at buying The New York Times.

Retirement, when it was originally conceived, was not seen as something that would last for decades. You retired from work, pottered around and then snapped off this mortal coil. That's no longer the case.

Boomers are also likely to postpone retirement because of market volatility, with the Australian sharemarket losing nearly 17% in the year to June 30 and the average balanced superannuation fund losing 5.7% in the year to the end of August.

What has not yet sunk in at many organisations is that we are now seeing more older people working well into their 70s but not in traditional 9-to-5 jobs. They are moving into the labour force in new roles: part-timers, consultants, contractors and temps. In the next 10 years, finding new ways of working with a growing army of older people at arm's length from the organisation will be one of the most challenging managerial issues.

This is a growth market. Melbourne company Act3, for example, is working with companies to develop options for older workers. The aim is to help companies and their senior talent prepare effectively for the future by getting them to think more creatively, and developing options for this critical part of their workforce and knowledge base. These might include establishing consultancy divisions, allowing older workers to contract back their services and expertise without losing them to the opposition.

Expect to see more of this, and more organisations learning how to manage people who keep growing and learning even as they get older, and who aren't necessarily on their books.

This will be an acute issue in Australia because our baby boom lasted longer than other countries. And there are more boomers because fewer people were born during the Depression and war years.

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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