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Portfolio career replaces jobs for life as baby boomers pay

	Date: 
20 February, 2009

Leon Gettler reports.
	





THE financial meltdown will reshape the nature of work forever. When the recovery finally comes, careers and employment practices will look different, with more people taking time out during the upheaval. That will lead to a reappraisal of the way we see work and leisure.

How is that possible when people put in long hours? They do it because income, not the amount of leisure, is linked to our unquenchable desire for recognition and status. And how could there be more leisure with the traditional concept of retirement now coming to an end? After all, with so many Australians having their superannuation savings wiped out, or having lost everything because they took advice to buy shares with borrowed money, baby boomers will be working longer.

Still, to describe this as "work until you drop" is wrong and simplistic. With fewer full-time jobs, it will be more of a portfolio approach, a term usually associated with the management thinker Charles Handy, who first used it in 1984.

Portfolio careers often entail bringing together lots of different jobs, anything from working as a temp to consulting to company director. It can also involve volunteer work and time for personal development, which can mean anything from travel to writing books to yoga or learning a language. This is not unlike the student who attends uni, works as a part-time receptionist and does volunteer work at the local mission.

But this trend was happening before the downturn. There is no longer a binary choice between work and retirement. The phenomenon of "worktirement", where older workers were staying on the job, going part-time, and taking on other kinds of work, was becoming popular. As was the "encore career", where boomers lent their skills to non-profits tackling such issues as environment, education, poverty and health.

There are obvious reasons. First, the shift to service industries in the developed world means that fewer people have been doing hard, physical yakka in factories and mines and on farms and docks. We are not worn out after decades in the workforce. Secondly, the concept of retirement was originally designed around the notion that people stepped down at 65, and then snapped off this mortal coil shortly after. These days, they can be around 20 or even 30 years on from their 60s, and still be active.

Adding to the leisure push is the growing trend of companies now cutting costs by putting their workers on three or four-day weeks. In the US, for example, Nissan is keeping car assembly plants on a four-day weeks and KPMG in Britain is offering its staff a shorter working week — at last count, 70% of staff had applied to work a shorter week or take extended, unpaid leave — and in Germany, Siemens is looking at reduced working weeks to prevent lay-offs. In Australia, several smaller companies are starting to do it and staff at accounting firm PricewaterhouseCoopers are being urged to cut their hours.

Three years ago, a study by US economists Mark Aguiar and Erik Hurst found a dramatic increase in leisure time over the past 40 years. Leisure for men had increased by six to eight hours a week, motivated principally by fewer hours at work. Even more interesting was the figure showing that leisure for women had increased four to eight hours a week, motivated by what the economists call a "decline in home production work hours", created by dishwashers, washing machines, dryers, more sophisticated cooking equipment and outsourcing of functions such as house cleaning. Women have more leisure, despite their greater numbers entering the workforce.

The combining of work and leisure has become an increasing focus of Melbourne company Act 3. Set up to work with companies to develop options for older workers, the downturn sees it helping companies transfer people out of the business at all levels, through solutions that provide more leisure time.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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