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Executive summary
An ageing population and workforce bring both challenges and opportunities to employers.
Consideration of these, alongside changing work requirements and environments, is needed to
aid understanding and organisational planning. This Evidence Review focuses on the ageing
workforce, how organisations are reacting (or not) to this, and what the likely impact of
workforce demographics and organisational changes will be on older individuals in the future,
i.e. those reaching age 65 in 2025 and 2040. The review presents existing research evidence
and covers four broad areas: changing institutional arrangements, work environments, employer
attitudes, and older workers’ capacity to work. Evidence gaps and areas where limited evidence
exists are identified.
The attitudes of older individuals to work can be expected to change between 2025 and 2040.
Workers retiring in 10 years’ time have spent the majority of their working lives with the
expectation of retiring at approximately 65, and will be more likely to expect a ‘main’ career with
a steady rise up the career ladder before retirement. However individuals aged 65 in 2040 will
be more accepting of the need to work to an older age, and the possibility they may need to
move between jobs and roles and to acquire new skills throughout their career.
The outlook for older workers in 10 and 25 years’ time is drawn from the evidence presented
and summarised at the start of each review area. Change, particularly in relation to attitudes
and workplace practices, is likely to be gradual. Given this, it is expected that workers aged 65
in 10 years’ time will have experiences similar to those detailed by the evidence in this review,
whereas workers aged 65 in 25 years’ time are likely to have different work attitudes and will be
exposed to a different work ‘reality’ as practices and attitudes towards older workers change.
Although not exhaustive, the following points summarise the outlook for older workers:
•

Older workers will increasingly be protected against age discrimination by policies and
practices.

•

There will be increasing older worker demand for part-time and flexible work.

•

Training demand will increase to enable workers to have skills relevant to changing work
environments.

•

The trend towards reduced manual and increased people work will continue. Older
workers have the skills needed for such work but may be deterred by low pay.

•

Stereotypes change slowly and older workers may continue to be negatively affected in
the near future. Over time, however, increased positive older worker information, and
demographic change, should begin to challenge and reduce negative stereotypes.

•

Uncertainty relating to changes to retirement practice will reduce over time. By 2040
retirement decisions should be driven by employee choice, or be performance-related, and
be less influenced by expectations of a ‘normal’ retirement age.
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1. Introduction
The UK population aged over 65 rose from 15% in 1985 to 17% in 2010 and is predicted to
continue to rise (Office for National Statistics, 2012a). Men/women aged 65 can expect to live
another 18.3/20.8 years (Office for National Statistics, 2014a). One outcome of such changes is
the need to encourage workforce involvement to older ages, as evidenced by changes to
pension income and the rising state pension age, which will influence whether or not older age
employment is a financial necessity. However, researchers and policymakers have only recently
begun to take an interest in older age working, meaning evidence is relatively scarce.
Furthermore, the rapid change in the workforce age profile and population may mean that
research findings from 10 years ago could be unreliable in terms of guiding current attitudes and
behaviour (McNair et al., 2012). A review of existing advice and evidence is therefore timely.
This review covers four areas: (i) changing institutional arrangements; (ii) work environments;
(iii) employer attitudes; and (iv) older workers’ capacity to work. Given the contention above that
rapid change may reduce the usefulness of prior research findings, research is needed in all
these areas. Nevertheless, a broad distinction is attempted between ‘evidence gaps’ and areas
where there is ‘limited evidence’.
Labour market involvement varies across cohorts, especially for women, and yet much of the
research is ‘gender blind’ and fails to report gender differences. There is a likely interaction
between gender and age and evidence suggests issues facing the older workforce may affect
women more negatively. There are now more women than men over state pension age and
women are more likely to work part-time and hold low-status positions, and there remains a
significant gender gap in employment and pay (Cory, 2012). There are also issues relating to
informal caring that can influence decisions to exit the workforce, which are arguably more likely
to affect women than men.
Limited evidence: There should be increased focus and reporting on gender differences. How
will gender employment rates change over time? How will different treatment across genders
affect older worker employment rates? What are the gender-related barriers (e.g. caring)
affecting older individual employment and how will these change over time?
There also appears to be little understanding of how other demographic variables, such as
disability and ethnicity, may interact in terms of the issues discussed in this report.
Evidence gap: How do other demographic variables (e.g. disability and ethnicity) interact with
age and what effect does this have on employees and workplaces?
There is a lack of agreement on what constitutes an ‘older worker’, with workers considered
‘older’ at ages ranging from 28 to 75 years (McCarthy et al., 2014). This review focuses on
workers at or above age 65 but draws on research evidence that has conceptualised older at a
variety of ages.
Limited evidence: There is a need to consider what defines an ‘older worker’ to allow greater
comparison across sectors, occupations and evidence sources. Longitudinal and long-term
research is needed to disentangle generational and ageing effects (Scheibe and Zacher, 2013).
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2. Changing institutional arrangements
Outlook: Decreasing public sector work will continue to affect older workers, who in general will
increasingly need to move between jobs to stay in employment. By 2040 individuals will be
more informed and accepting of working to older ages, and the possibility of needing to move
between jobs, although older workers reaching 65 in 2025 may be more resistant to this. There
will be a steady increase in training demand to enable workers to have skills relevant to
changing work environments. Workers will be differentially affected across UK regions, and
training and support will need to be targeted as appropriate. Appropriate occupational health
provision should increase over time in SMEs if the Government Health and Work service proves
successful.

2.1 Employment and labour market patterns
In Europe employment rates of older workers have increased (Eurostat, 2014) and the trend for
‘over 65s’ to work in the UK is continuing, despite the economic recession (Office for National
Statistics, 2013). The number of people of state pension age and in employment has almost
doubled since 1993 and is at an all-time high (Office for National Statistics, 2012b). It is
expected that this growth will continue, in part due to changing pension entitlement designed to
encourage older age working.
The nature of work varies with age and gender, and changes in employment patterns will affect
the type of work available to older workers. It is evident that individuals may change their
expectations of work as they age, for example part-time employment and self-employment is
more common among older age groups (Cory, 2012). Older worker preference for part-time
work is discussed later in the Evidence Review but could fit well with the trend for the labour
market to become more flexible (Office for National Statistics, 2012a).
Older workers often work in local, low-skilled jobs regardless of former skill levels (Health and
Safety Executive, 2011), which means pay may decrease with age. After age 60 the majority of
employees are in low-skilled work, a large minority are in high-skilled work, and there is an
increase in employment in the service sector (McNair, 2010).
Between 2010 and 2020 employment growth is expected in private services, and higher-skilled,
white collar occupations, including managers, professionals and associate professional roles.
This trend will probably continue after 2020. Declines are predicted in skilled and semi-skilled
manual roles, and administrative and secretarial occupations. Low-skilled jobs will remain a
significant component of the labour market (UK Commission for Employment and Skills, 2012).
Older workers have differing employment rates across industries (Department for Work and
Pensions, 2015) and are therefore likely to be differently affected. For example, projected falls
in public sector employment are thought to affect older workers more than other age groups
(Cory, 2012).
There is a risk that older workers are seen as employable only for ‘peripheral jobs’ (dead-end
jobs requiring few skills, offering poor wages, fewer benefits, and low job security) rather than
‘core jobs’ (good jobs requiring high skills, offering decent wages and supporting training) (Billet
et al., 2011). Training is needed to help older workers move between jobs (Department for
Business, Innovation & Skills, 2010a), and to have the flexible and adaptable skills needed to
match changing work environments (Health and Safety Executive, 2011).
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Evidence for changing employment and labour market patterns includes:
•

Men and women are increasingly working beyond age 65. From 1996 to 2011 the
percentage of men aged over 65 and working rose from just over 7% to around 11.5%,
and the percentage of women rose from 3% to just over 6% (Beers, 2014).

•

Between 2001 and 2013 the employment rate of workers aged 50 to 64 increased from
62% to 67%. Workers aged 65 and over increased from 5% to almost 10% (Office for
National Statistics, 2013).

•

Workers over state pension age are more likely to work part-time compared to full-time
(Office for National Statistics, 2012c).

•

Work is changing, with increased internationalisation, new technologies, increased
flexibility and new working practices (Koukoulaki, 2010).

•

A fall of around 11% is predicted in administrative and secretarial occupations by 2020,
largely due to the impact of workplace technology (UK Commission for Employment and
Skills, 2012).

•

Increases in service sector jobs and decreases in manufacturing jobs are evident (Clancy,
2009).

Limited evidence: What type of training is suitable to ensure older workers have the skills to
match changing work environments?
Evidence gap: Can older workers’ preference for part-time work meet the desire of employers to
have a flexible workforce?

2.2 Regional variations
There are regional variations in health and life expectancy. For example life expectancy for men
at age 65 is highest in Harrow (20.9 years) and lowest in Glasgow City (14.9 years). For women
it is highest in Camden (23.8 years) and again lowest in Glasgow City (18.3 years) (Office for
National Statistics, 2014b).
Limited evidence: How will health and life expectancy variations affect employment trends
across different UK regions?
There are also employment rate variations across the UK. London and the South East have the
highest percentage of people aged above state pension age in employment, and the North East
has the lowest (Office for National Statistics, 2012b). High older worker employment rates in
London may reflect the higher cost of living, greater availability of jobs, and wider job variety,
which could incentivise people to remain in work beyond state retirement age. There also
appears to be a drift out of London after retirement so the older individuals remaining are likely
to be working (Office for National Statistics, 2012b).
Other regional differences include more employment opportunities anticipated in southern
England than the devolved nations and northern England, due to more rapid employment
growth (half of the growth of employment in higher-level occupations is expected to occur in
London, South-East England and the East of England) (UK Commission for Employment and
7

Skills, 2012). Employment type also varies between UK regions. For example, highest selfemployment levels are in Southern and Eastern regions, and the lowest in the North East and
North West. Given the desire for self-employment by some older workers (Cory, 2012), these
regional differences may be partly explained by older workers.
Changes in traditional industries, such as the decline of heavy industry, are also likely to
disparately affect older workers across regions. Older workers may be skilled in declining or
obsolete industries, and therefore face higher levels of unemployment and inactivity in some
parts of the country (Cory, 2012).
Evidence for regional variations includes:
•

In 2010 the highest rate of employment of people aged 50 to 64 was in the South of
England (70.2%), and the lowest in Northern Ireland (55.3%). Scotland’s rate was 63.3%
and Wales 58.3%. Self-employment incidences increase with age (Department for Work
and Pensions, 2010).

•

Private sector employment growth is more strongly concentrated in London and SouthEast England, with other areas excessively dependent on public sector employment (UK
Commission for Employment and Skills, 2012).

•

The level of regional variation in employment levels for people aged 50 to state pension
age is more than twice that of younger workers (Cory, 2012).

•

The UK Commission for Employment and Skills (2012) outline the prospects for the UK
labour market (2010 to 2020), presenting data for the devolved nations and regions of
England.

Limited evidence: How do regional employment trends and opportunities influence older
workers’ involvement in the labour market?
Evidence gap: Can regionally specific training be helpful in terms of facilitating older worker
employment?

2.3 SMEs
The number of SMEs is increasing and they account for 99.9% of private sector businesses,
employing an estimated 14.4 million people. Much of this is due to an increase in the number of
businesses without employees, which may be explained by the economic downturn
encouraging people to set up businesses after redundancy (Department for Business,
Innovation & Skills, 2013). More older workers (32%) are self-employed than younger workers
(13%) (Office for National Statistics, 2012b), which may contribute to this. In addition there are
more older workers in SMEs, although this is due to workers remaining and ageing within small
firms rather than recruitment of older workers (McNair et al., 2012).
Age demographics in SMEs are complex and although older workers form a large proportion of
employees, the majority of firms employ no older workers (McNair et al., 2012). Just above half
of older workers work in small firms of less than 25 employees. One possible explanation for
this is that smaller firms were less likely to offer workplace pensions than larger organisations,
which meant workers stayed longer for financial reasons (Office for National Statistics, 2012b),
although this may change now all employees must be enrolled in workplace pensions.
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Smaller firms are less likely to have policies and practices against age discrimination and equal
opportunity policies than larger organisations (Metcalf and Meadows, 2010). They also lack
resources and the scale to implement major health initiatives and provide occupational health
support (McNair et al., 2012). The Government Health and Work service, where employees will
be referred to an occupational health professional via their doctor following 4 weeks of sickness
absence, should help to address this (Department for Work and Pensions, 2014).
Evidence gaps: What will be the impact of the introduction of compulsory workplace pensions?
What will be the impact of a Government Health and Work service on older workers?
Training levels in SMEs are lower than in large organisations. Furthermore, training is often
informal and does not lead to formal qualifications (McNair et al., 2012). This can restrict job
movement, with older workers not holding relevant qualifications despite expertise.
Evidence for SMEs includes:
•

More larger, and fewer smaller, establishments monitor the age profile of their workforce
(Metcalf and Meadows, 2010).

•

Negative older worker attitudes and practice are seen in SMEs, although both negative
and positive age stereotypes can coexist. Negative stereotypes can damage the perceived
economic value of older workers (Fuertes et al., 2013).

•

HR expertise is not usually available internally in SMEs, meaning they tend to rely more on
external sources of advice, information and support (ACAS, 2012).

•

Smaller businesses are more likely to take an informal approach to continuing vocational
training (CEDEFOP, 2010).

•

Recruitment practices in SMEs may limit opportunities for older workers (Kitching, 2006).

•

Flexible working in small businesses may be informal rather than strategic, and can have
operational and administrative challenges (Maxwell et al., 2007).
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3. Changing work environments
Outlook: It is expected the trend for less manual work and more ‘people’ work will continue,
which will match older worker skill sets well, and mean less negative impact of physical work on
health. However, low pay may deter some older workers from entering the service sector. The
predicted growth of information and communication technologies will influence the jobs
available and skills required in the future.
Over the next 25 years older workers should increasingly be protected by policies and practices
against age discrimination, particularly in SMEs and the private sector, who are managing this
less successfully at the moment but can be predicted to catch up over time.
Increasing demand for part-time and flexible work will need to be met by employers to retain
workers. However without the provision of support to SMEs in this regard it can be predicted
that older workers in SMEs will continue to have fewer opportunities in this area.

3.1 Work requirements and job characteristics
The last few decades have seen a decline in traditional industries, with older workers most
affected by this (Cory, 2012), and reductions in skilled and semi-skilled manual roles are
predicted (UK Commission for Employment and Skills, 2012). A shift is evident from
manufacturing to service industries, with increasing service sector employment expected to
continue alongside increases in skilled and white-collar occupations (UK Commission for
Employment and Skills, 2012). Such changes mean less heavy manual work and more work
involving people skills, which should protect employment prospects for the older cohort to some
extent as older workers typically have the skills needed for the service sector. Less heavy
manual work also means a likely reduction in the negative physical impact of work on employee
health. While the potential psychological health impacts of ‘people work’ such as burnout should
not be ignored, there is evidence that older workers are better equipped to deal with such
demands and have fewer negative health outcomes (Johnson et al., 2013). Increased people
work may also align well with older workers’ intrinsic job satisfaction (Bertolino et al., 2013).
The continued growth of information and communication technologies will probably influence
the jobs available and skills required in the future, which links to training requirements
mentioned in Section 2.1.
Evidence for older worker service sector skills includes:
•

Ng and Feldman (2010) report that older workers experience fewer problems with burnout.

•

Age is related to the experience of fewer customer confrontations, meaning older workers
are less exposed to negative customer behaviours than younger workers (e.g. Johnson et
al., 2013).

•

Urry and Gross (2010) and Charles and Carstensen (2010) detail how emotion regulation
develops and is modified across the lifespan, with increased emotional control and
variability in emotion regulation with age.
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•

The association of age with emotional competence, and the motivation to avoid or limit
negative or high arousal situations, is attributed to a shift in priorities as time is perceived
to be more limited as people age, and to possible declines in physiological flexibility and
cognition (Scheibe and Zacher, 2013).

•

In a work-based study, Johnson et al. (2013) report that older workers have better emotion
control when faced with customer stressors.

3.2 HR and diversity practices
Age-related practices differ between organisations, sectors and job roles. Some organisations
have adopted life-phase oriented HR management to reduce age discrimination and increase
employee motivation, but HR management is still often characterised by discrimination of older
workers (Schröder et al., 2014). Positive managerial attitudes to older workers, a focus on HR
management, and moral obligation to combat early retirement, increase the likelihood of
organisations having active ageing policies. SMEs are less likely to have age-related policies,
and examples of good practice age management policies and practices in SMEs are needed
(Fuertes et al., 2013). This is a concern given the larger proportion of older workers in SMEs. It
is possible, however, that the nature of SMEs allows greater opportunity for idiosyncratic deals
with employees in the absence of such policies. Overall there is an increase in age-related
policies and practices but small firms and the private sector need to improve (Metcalf and
Meadows, 2010; Fuertes et al., 2013). Sectoral differences are evident, such as manufacturing
being behind other sectors (McNair et al., 2012).
Limited evidence: What proportion of older workers is protected/motivated/retained by agerelated policies and how does this differ by occupation and organisational size?
Line managers are key to supporting organisational age policies and practices (McCarthy et al.,
2014) and a lack of awareness or concern for organisational policies can hinder their
implementation (Schröder et al., 2014). Time restraints can also negatively affect good practice.
Limited evidence: What is the gap between formal policies and implemented practices regarding
age? What training is available, and useful, to managers to assist good practice in age policies
and practices?
Evidence for older worker HR and diversity practices includes:
•

Managers are central to their organisational culture and the support of age-neutral policies
and practices (Leisink and Knies, 2011).

•

The survey of line managers by Leisink and Knies (2011) found no evidence that line
manager social support was influenced by negative older worker stereotypes.

•

The likelihood that a company will have an active ageing policy is increased by
management having positive attitudes towards older workers, a HR management focus,
and feeling morally obliged to combat early retirement (Midtsundstad, 2011).

•

Discrimination of older workers is evident in the UK despite the existence of age
discrimination laws (Dewhurst, 2015).
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•

There can be a lack of awareness or concern from line managers with regard to age and
work HR policies (Flynn, 2010).

•

Older workers can be hindered in access to development opportunities and advancements
(Billet et al., 2011).

3.3 Working patterns
Workers over state pension age tend to work fewer hours and are twice as likely to be working
part-time as full-time (Office for National Statistics, 2012b). This trend for part-time work has
protected older workers somewhat in the recession as part-time roles have grown (Cory, 2012).
However, there is demand for greater flexibility at work, indicating more can be done to meet
employee needs in this area (Department for Work and Pensions, 2013).
The right to request flexible working was extended to all employees in June 2014 (Department
for Work and Pensions, 2014), in theory enabling people to change working patterns.
Employers typically report being happy to allow reduced working hours, especially as people
approach retirement (Department for Business, Innovation & Skills, 2010b). However, there are
occupational and organisational size differences in the availability of flexible working. For
example, small businesses can struggle with requests for flexible working and may need more
government help to enable them to design and support flexible jobs. Also, during recruitment
few employers offer flexible working, therefore potentially excluding older people from entering
the workforce (Brooks, 2011).
Sectoral differences in flexible working are evident. Retail, health and social care, and the
voluntary sector commonly have some form of flexibility, but it is less widespread in
manufacturing and construction (McNair et al., 2012). Many part-time or flexible working
opportunities are restricted to lower-paid occupations (Smeaton et al., 2010), and are more
likely to be held by women (Health and Safety Executive, 2011).
Evidence gaps: What assistance can be given to SMEs to aid flexible and part-time work
provision?
Limited evidence: How does flexible and part-time work differ across sectors? How does this
interact with the age composition of workforces?
Flexible working, and its importance to older workers, is reported repeatedly in the literature
(Department for Business, Innovation & Skills, 2010b; Department for Work and Pensions,
2011, 2013; Health and Safety Executive, 2011). The proposed advantages of flexible work are
numerous, e.g. increased productivity and an improved work–life balance (Brooks, 2011),
although flexible working is not necessarily linked to positive outcomes in the research literature
(Armstrong-Stassen and Ursel, 2009).
Limited evidence: How will flexible working affect work outcomes (e.g. job satisfaction,
commitment, intentions to leave)? What factors will influence older worker involvement in
flexible working?
Evidence relating to flexible and part-time working includes:
•

Around 60% of workers over 50 wanted to work part-time past pension age; 40% wanted
more flexible working hours (Department for Work and Pensions, 2013).
12

•

Half of 60–69 year olds are already working reduced hours, or plan to reduce working
hours as they prepare for retirement (Office for National Statistics, 2012b).

•

The desire of older workers to work beyond age 65 increased from 35% to 56% with the
hypothetical offer of flexible working (Department for Business, Innovation & Skills, 2010b).

•

Flexible and part-time working can help older workers with caring and domestic
responsibilities, and those managing long-term health problems (Griffiths et al., 2009).

•

Phased retirement options involving flexible working are described as limited and restricted
to high-skill and high-value workers (Cory, 2012).

•

Despite the above, Armstrong-Stassen and Ursel (2009) found no link between older
worker flexible work options and perceived organisational support.
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4. Attitudes towards older workers
Outlook: Attitudes towards, and stereotypes of, older workers can be expected to continue to
negatively affect older workers in the immediate future, for example in terms of recruitment and
training opportunities. By 2040, however, the expanding information available on the positive
aspects of older worker employment, alongside changing workforce demographics, will begin to
change misplaced negative assumptions. This means workers aged 65 in 2040 should be
impacted less negatively than workers aged 65 in 2025.
The negative effects of recruitment practices, such as the use of online recruitment tools on
older job applicants, should diminish over time as older cohorts in the future will be more
familiar with such tools.
Changes to retirement practice will bring increased opportunities for older workers to remain in
the workplace. The uncertainty surrounding retirement evident in workplaces at the moment
should decrease by 2025. By 2040 retirement decisions should be based on the choices and
performance of older workers and be less driven by existing workplace norms than is currently
the case. The change in attitudes should facilitate this also.

4.1 Recruitment and training
The Department for Work and Pensions (2013) reports numerous benefits of older worker
employment but attitudes do not always reflect this. Negative practices are evident in
recruitment, retention and training; attitudes can, however, be more positive if employers
already have experience of older workers (Department for Business, Innovation & Skills,
2010b).
Ten per cent of establishments report that age affected selection in 2010 (Metcalf and
Meadows, 2010), but evidence on recruitment practice is mixed. Most employers attempt to
eliminate formal age discrimination, but this does not increase recruitment levels of older
people, possibly due to indirect discrimination from line managers. Discrimination in recruitment
means that older people are less likely to find work, and a high proportion of older jobseekers
are unemployed for more than a year (Cory, 2012). Reluctance to recruit older workers can
reduce labour mobility, as older workers fear discrimination (McNair et al., 2012).
Recruitment advice is to focus on skills and experience rather than qualifications as older
workers often have expertise without qualifications (Department for Work and Pensions, 2013).
Online recruitment is a particular problem, with applications filtered by qualifications and
keywords (McNair et al., 2012). Additionally, use of the internet declines after age 25, with 60%
of adults over 65 never using it (TAEN, 2011).
Limited evidence: How do recruitment practices affect older worker employment?
All employees should be offered the same training regardless of age yet, despite equal chances
of success in training, older workers are less likely to undertake it (TAEN, 2011; Walker and
Maltby, 2012; Department for Work and Pensions, 2013, 2014). Discrimination in training
opportunities explains some of this, but employee attitudes, and weaknesses in communication
within organisations, are also to blame (McNair, 2010). Recent surveys show increased levels
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of training being undertaken by older workers, particularly in the public sector and large
organisations (McNair et al., 2012).
Training selection can be influenced by the anticipated time remaining before employee
retirement, even though this is discriminatory and younger employees are as likely to leave after
training (Department for Work and Pensions, 2013). There is little evidence to suggest older
workers are less capable of successful training. Training can be maximised if it is designed
taking into account the learning styles of older adults (Health and Safety Executive, 2011).
Limited evidence: Are there performance differences across ages for different training methods?
Evidence on training and older workers includes:
•

Workers over the age of 50 reported fewer opportunities to learn and train (Vendramin et
al., 2012).

•

Lower levels of training in older workers are mainly due to employer decision-making
(Taylor and Urwin, 2001). A follow-up study by Canduela et al. (2012) reports similar
findings to Taylor and Urwin for men but not for women. A proposed explanation for the
gender difference is women’s increasing participation in jobs with formalised training.

•

Some evidence suggests older workers may not take up training due to a perception of it
offering few advantages (Phillipson and Smith, 2005).

4.2 Retirement and retention
As recently as 2012 it was legal to sack an employee for turning 65 regardless of job
performance (Department for Work and Pensions, 2014). The default retirement age was
removed in 2012, with no forced retirement allowed at 65. Prior to this, compulsory retirement
levels were higher in the public sector compared to the private sector (Metcalf and Meadows,
2010), which may indicate a greater need in the public sector for change in approaches to
retirement. Ending work at 60 or 65 is embedded in HR policies (McCarthy et al., 2014), and a
quarter of decision-makers view workers as ‘older’ in line with the age at which employees
begin to prepare for retirement (McCarthy et al., 2014).
Evidence gaps: How will changes to retirement laws affect HR policies over time? How will older
worker attitudes, and decision-maker attitudes towards older workers, change following the
abolishment of the default retirement age?
Employers are concerned about whether changes to compulsory retirement will increase their
vulnerability to age discrimination cases (Johnson, 2013). There is uncertainty surrounding the
use of a compulsory retirement age following court rulings that compulsory retirement measures
can be used to meet the aim of ‘dignity’ (Dewhurst, 2013).
Limited evidence: How will uncertainty surrounding retirement affect employees and
organisations?
Most older worker participation in the labour market is as a result of retention (McNair et al.,
2012) and changes in retirement legislation should facilitate this. This is more important to some
sectors than others, for example some manufacturing sub-sectors need dramatic changes in
retirement patterns to prevent labour shortages, whereas the health and social care sector
15

typically has good retention via engagement through training throughout working life (McNair et
al., 2012).
Phased retirement, such as reduced hours and flexible work, is attractive to older workers but
typically is restricted to highly skilled, high-value workers (Cory, 2012). Such retirement
practices can be beneficial to organisations, as they allow mentoring opportunities and facilitate
the sharing of organisational knowledge, thus preventing the loss of key skills and expertise
(Department for Work and Pensions, 2013).
Workplace stress, boring or repetitive work, low autonomy and flexibility all influence
employees’ decision-making with regards to retirement. These are especially important to
people with health conditions or caring responsibilities (Department for Work and Pensions,
2014), both highly relevant to older workers.
The drivers of remaining in employment have been reported (Schalk and Desmette, 2015) and
where relevant are covered in this review (e.g. flexible working, training opportunities).
Evidence gap: What will be the drivers of retirement in the future? How can organisations
respond to these to encourage employee retention?
Evidence on retirement includes:
•

Retirement is acknowledged as a significant life change (Wang and Schultz, 2010) and
uncertainty about retirement could be detrimental to both individuals and organisations.

•

Wang and Shi (2014) review the retirement process from a psychological viewpoint and
discuss antecedents (individual attributes, job and organisational factors, family factors,
and socio-economic context) and outcomes (financial well-being, physical well-being, and
psychological well-being) of retirement for individuals.

•

Lain and Vickerstaff (2014) look at the prevalence and characteristics of people working
beyond retirement age and consider the impact of different employment rights across
countries.

•

A focus on performance management in retirement decisions gives employers
considerable discretion over employee retirement, which may be detrimental to older
workers (Beck and Williams, 2015).

•

Maintenance of intergenerational balance is often raised in relation to Court of Justice
cases looking at mandatory retirement ages (Dewhurst, 2013).

•

Hennekam and Herrbach (2015) investigated retirement decisions and HR management
practices in low occupational status employees and reported them to be both complex and
contradictory.

16

4.3 Age discrimination and older worker stereotypes
The Employment Equality (Age) Regulations banning age discrimination in the workplace were
introduced in the UK in 2006, followed by the Single Equality Act (2010). However, ageist
attitudes and negative stereotyping of older workers persist, accompanied by unfair treatment.
Older workers are often seen as ‘last resort’ employees, which affects their employment and
development opportunities (Billet et al., 2011). Expectations of work withdrawal, assumptions
about health, and decision-maker age can influence negative attitudes towards older workers
(Metcalf and Meadows, 2010; McCarthy et al., 2014).
Limited evidence: How does decision-maker age influence their treatment of older workers?
Can line manager training reduce discrimination?
HR managers often hold stereotypical views of older workers and studies consistently show an
overall negative bias against older workers (McCarthy et al., 2014). This is possibly because of
the widespread deficit hypothesis, which assumes a general decline of skills, abilities and
performance of older workers despite evidence suggesting this hypothesis is not accurate (Ng
and Feldman, 2008; 2010, Bertolino et al., 2013). Such myths, stereotypes and age norms,
detrimental to age-diverse workplaces, need to be challenged, which requires management
commitment (McCarthy et al., 2014). Stereotypes change slowly and there is little evidence of a
decline (Walker and Maltby, 2012).
Age stereotyping can vary across industries, and is most common in industries less likely to
have age discrimination policies such as construction, wholesale and retail, and hotels and
restaurants (Metcalf and Meadows, 2010).
On a positive note, removing the link between performance pay and formal appraisals reduces
scope for age discrimination (Metcalf and Meadows, 2010). Older workers report fewer work
problems than other age groups, although this could be due to older workers opting out of the
workforce as a result of stereotyping or discrimination (Department for Business Innovation &
Skills, 2010c).
Evidence gap: How will stereotypes change over time following the introduction of age
discrimination laws?
Evidence for older worker age discrimination and older worker stereotypes includes:
•

Higher levels of perceived age discrimination were reported by men and women in
England (34.8%) compared to the USA (29.1%). A proposed explanation for this is that
age discrimination legislation has existed for considerably longer in the USA (Rippon et al.,
2015).

•

Parry and Tyson (2009) reported that even HR managers who are responsible for agerelated policies can hold stereotypical views of older workers.

•

Schalk et al. (2010) described how the existence of age stereotypes is an important source
of negative HR policies and managerial decisions.

•

Employee well-being, performance and health can be affected by the ‘age
appropriateness’ of HR policies (Shultz et al., 2010).
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•

Evidence against age stereotypes was found in Ng and Feldman’s (2010) age and job
attitudes meta-analysis.

•

A review of the literature revealed that supervisors hold negative stereotypes, with older
workers treated less fairly than middle-aged or younger workers (De Lange et al., 2010).

•

Age discrimination is a significant barrier to older individuals’ labour market participation
(Abrams et al., 2011).
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5. Older workers’ capacity to work
Outlook: Understanding of older worker competencies will grow, resulting in negative
assumptions of older worker performance and health being replaced with more factual positive
knowledge of what older workers have to offer in the workplace. Thus, as above, negative older
worker stereotypes and discrimination should gradually reduce over time, with workers aged 65
in 2025 and 2040 correspondingly being less affected by this.
Employees are increasingly managing their own careers, e.g. changing jobs or retraining, etc.
Such proactive behaviours might be even more salient to older workers in the future.

5.1 Sector differences
Night work and shift work decrease with age (Vendramin et al., 2012), although generally shift
work is no worse in terms of health for older workers compared to younger. The Health and
Safety Executive (2011) suggest older workers can have difficulty adjusting to night and
afternoon shifts and recommend transferring such workers to their preferred shift pattern.
Declining physical capacity and health disproportionately affect those in manual occupations
(McNair et al., 2012), although exposure to physical strain at work differs little across age
groups (Vendramin et al., 2012). The Health and Safety Executive (2011) suggests older
workers move to less physically demanding tasks to maintain health and productivity.
Although some differences are detailed above, there is limited evidence available on how age
interacts with work requirements across different sectors and there is a need for more research
to be done.
Limited evidence: How do the work requirements across sectors affect older workers?
Evidence for sector differences includes:
•

Griffiths et al.’s (2009) review concluded that it is the cumulative effects of years of shift
working rather than age that is important in terms of predicting ill health effects.

•

Work ability was found to decrease with age when there was a high physical workload and
lower job control (Costa and Sartori, 2007).

•

Work ability was constant over years for jobs with high mental involvement and autonomy
and lower physical constraints (Costa and Sartori, 2007).

•

A number of studies have examined the links between age and driving performance (e.g.
Makishita and Matsunaga, 2008; Popkin et al., 2008). However there is mixed evidence
and the relationship is not straightforward (Health and Safety Executive, 2011).

•

Manual workers reported more physical problems with their work, with skilled craft workers
and elementary workers most likely to report feeling they did not have the strength to
perform their jobs as well as they did when younger (Smeaton et al., 2010).

•

Older professionals and managers were the most likely occupational group to report
feeling tired, under stress and expected to work long hours (Smeaton et al., 2010).
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5.2 Older worker competencies
There is growing evidence relating to older worker competencies, much of which refutes age
stereotypes and discrimination discussed above.
Human function and performance can deteriorate with age in some areas, but limited
conclusions should be drawn regarding age-related changes due to differing study designs and
age-related inequality in exposure to risk at work (Health and Safety Executive, 2012).
Extensive evidence exists showing older workers are as effective at work as younger workers
(Metcalf and Meadows, 2010), especially when abilities match requirements and expertise is
accounted for (Beers, 2014).
Research and employer case studies show no age detriments in productivity or success in
training, and older workers take less short-term sickness and offset any reduction in speed with
experience (Department for Work and Pensions, 2013). There is no consistent evidence that
older workers are less productive than younger workers (Health and Safety Executive, 2011)
with job performance generally the same across age groups. It is possible that performance
does not decline with age because of ‘healthy worker’ effects, where older individuals remaining
in the workplace are productive whereas those whose performance has declined have left or
moved to less demanding roles (Health and Safety Executive, 2011).
Limited evidence: Research is needed that accounts for the healthy worker effect and shows
performance ability across age groups in a range of occupations.
Limited evidence: Occupation and industry differences regarding health and safety need further
exploration.
The educational profiles of older workers will change over time, for example a rise is anticipated
in the number of university-educated people reaching 65 in 2040. Because education influences
employment this may improve employment prospects of older workers in the future, although
this is clearly speculative.
Evidence gap: How will the changing educational profiles of older individuals affect employment
in the future?
Other older worker competencies and benefits evident in the literature include:
•

Older workers are less likely to leave an organisation, and costs to employers are the
same across age groups (Walker and Maltby, 2012).

•

Older workers are able to adapt to change (Health and Safety Executive, 2011).

•

Older workers are not at higher risk of accidents, although accidents involving older
workers can result in more serious injury (Health and Safety Executive, 2011; Beers,
2014).

•

Age is linked to more organisational citizenship behaviours and less counterproductive
work behaviours (Ng and Feldman, 2008).

•

Older workers are more reliable and committed, and less aggressive and tardy (Health and
Safety Executive, 2011).
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•

Age is linked to higher motivation and satisfaction at work (Ng and Feldman, 2010;
Bertolino et al., 2013). Older workers may be more influenced by intrinsic work factors,
which has implications for management practice.

•

Older service workers have superior social and emotional competencies, reduced
exposure to customer stressors and better emotional control (Johnson et al., 2013).

5.3 Health
Age brings increases in musculoskeletal disorders, especially for workers in physically
demanding jobs, and cardiovascular disease. However, evidence suggests cognitive
performance does not markedly decrease until after the age of 70–80. There is little evidence
that chronological age is a strong determinant of health, and age-related declines in health do
not generally adversely affect performance and productivity (Health and Safety Executive,
2011).
Older workers have no greater sickness absence than younger workers. The negative
relationship with age and general absence becomes stronger in studies published after 2000,
which may be due to improved health of older workers now compared to 20 years ago (Health
and Safety Executive, 2011).
People are commonly able to remain in work despite health issues (Health and Safety
Executive, 2011). Also, health and technology improvements mean there are few jobs that the
average 70 year old cannot do (McNair et al., 2012). Indeed, it is generally reported that it is not
the age of the worker that is most important but the demands of work exceeding worker
capabilities (Health and Safety Executive, 2011). Poor health is a major factor in shortening
working life and is often an outcome of poor-quality work and workplace design and poor
management practices (Maltby, 2011).
Some of the consequences of ageing (e.g. poorer eyesight, hearing and mobility) can be
compensated for (Health and Safety Executive, 2011), although adjustments may be needed to
working patterns or equipment and moving to less physically demanding roles can help people
stay in employment (Department for Business, Innovation & Skills, 2011). Related costs can be
offset through the retention of skills and knowledge (Department for Work and Pensions, 2011).
Psychological health generally decreases with age but improves for older worker age groups
(Health and Safety Executive, 2011). Attention is needed to reduce labour market exit before
the ‘older worker’ age bracket is reached (Smeaton et al., 2010).
Limited evidence: Ageing, work-related demands and workplace stress interactions need further
exploration.
Welfare reform changes designed to encourage people off incapacity-related benefits and back
into work may affect older age groups disproportionately compared to younger and back-towork support is needed (Cory, 2012).
Limited evidence: What back to work support initiatives will be successful in helping people
return to the workplace?
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Evidence for health differences includes:
•

Benjamin and Wilson (2005) reviewed the evidence and concluded there was little
evidence to support chronological age as a determinant of health.

•

Meta-analyses have shown age is negatively related to burnout (Brewer and Shapard,
2004; Ng and Feldman, 2010).

•

Older workers do not have more sickness absence than younger workers (Benjamin and
Wilson, 2005).

•

Ng and Feldman (2008) reported that older workers were less likely to be absent but were
slightly more likely to have sickness-related absences.

•

Pransky et al. (2005) suggest that the presence of illness and infirmity does not
necessarily negatively impact on functioning at work.
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6. Conclusions
The ageing population has resulted in the need for an older workforce, and individuals are now
typically required to work to an older age than has previously been the case. As a result of this,
changes in work environments and workplace attitudes have already been seen and can be
anticipated to continue in the future. The evidence reviewed above describes both existing
changes (e.g. the introduction of age discrimination laws, increasing use of workplace age
policies, and the abolishment of compulsory retirement ages) and the likely need for further
change (e.g. to meet demands for part-time/flexible work from older individuals, and to reduce
the risk of age stereotypes negatively affecting older workers).
The review details how changes in attitudes and workplace practices can often be gradual and
take place over a number of years. It is proposed, therefore, that workers aged 65 in 2025 can
expect workplace experiences in line with the evidence presented here. In contrast, workers
aged 65 in 2040 can be expected to have, and to be exposed to, different workplace attitudes
and practices.
Suggestions as to how organisations can successfully manage an older workforce include:
raising awareness about the need to work to an older age; valuing older workers; avoiding
discrimination; and encouraging skill development and knowledge transfer between employees
(Johnson, 2013). Cultural change alongside the enforcement of age discrimination legislation
will probably improve employment prospects of older workers (Smeaton et al., 2010) and
awareness campaigns to promote the benefits of ageing workers will help change attitudes
towards older workers (Health and Safety Executive, 2010).
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