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Preface

For the past dozen years, I have spent my time in two very different worlds. After almost two decades at The Century Foundation, formerly the Twentieth Century Fund, a think tank devoted to research and timely analyses of economic policy and domestic issues, I added consulting to my work life. The corporate world I entered in the late 1980s was one of great and painful change, and my role as a consultant was to help companies discover what kinds of changes they had to make to survive and then to work with their employees to bring about those changes. 

As the years went by, I kept waiting for the world of work to settle down, for a new set of rules of employment to be developed and a new set of relationships between employees and employers to emerge. After all, as the 1990s were drawing to a close, the economy was on such a long upswing without inflation that economists were wondering if a sea change had taken place that required rethinking the prevailing economic assumptions on which so many policy decisions were based. Unemployment was at a twenty-seven-year low. Stocks had risen to unimaginable heights. Economic growth was up, productivity finally seemed to have increased in the service sector, and consumer confidence seemed unshakable.

Despite all these economic triumphs, the wounds suffered by individual workers kept being reopened. Companies continued to believe that mergers and acquisitions were a path to increased profitability and every announcement of layoffs in the wake of those deals continued to grab headlines. The development of ever-newer technologies, making skills and often jobs obsolete, continued unabated. Most of those forced out eventually found new jobs, but they often did not pay as well as the jobs they’d lost. Uncertainty, with all its psychological discomforts, had become the new norm. 

As a result, people now think about work very differently from the way they did in the 1950s and 1960s. Today, the paternal cultures that marked the large manufacturing and insurance companies and the strong unions of that period seem to have gone the way of the dinosaurs. Today, workers are personally responsible for remaining employable, for finding the time and money to go back to school to learn the new skills they need just to keep up with the demands of their industries or even to obtain the advanced degrees that will allow them to get ahead. Fear of losing their jobs keeps people working ever-longer hours to try to hold on. These fears also keep employees from pushing for the wage increases that were once normal in tight labor markets. The world of work is a world of anxiety and distrust. 

A good example of how disillusioned we have become is our reaction when the leader of a company shows that he really cares about and feels a sense of responsibility toward the people who work for him. The media seize the story, the public demands more information, and the man of conscience becomes an instant folk hero, standing almost alone as an example of what is still right with the world of business. The story that comes to mind is that of Aaron Feuerstein, the owner of Maiden Mills in Lawrence, Massachusetts. When a fire destroyed the plant Feuerstein owned, in December 1995, he announced within days that he would rebuild, that his employees would be paid their full salaries for thirty days, and that although the new plant would be modernized, workers would not be displaced—those who would need retraining to work with the new equipment would get it. 

This seventy-year-old businessman became a national hero for not taking the insurance money and retiring, for not moving his plant to a place where labor was cheaper, for noting that loyal employees produced better-quality goods, thus creating loyal customers. What he did was right and good. The way it was celebrated, however, revealed our desperate need for some indication that the world of work we had idealized for so many years still was out there—somewhere. The amount of attention given this one example made clear how much Americans craved proof that the ideal world they so missed had not disappeared. 

Unfortunately, one example of a good action, no matter how often referred to, will not change the new realities of the world of work today. Every time I walk into a corporation to conduct interviews, I encounter yet another tale of the effects of these never-ending changes: 


  	There is the fifty-year-old benefits manager at a major oil company who visibly shudders when the announcement is made that a new human resources system has just been adopted. Later she tells me that she’s worn out, tired of trying to do her job in an environment marked by constant stress and the need to learn another new application every few months. She explains that she and her husband plan to retire “early, real early…. We’ve had it with what goes on. We’ll find a way to get out, we’ll do some teaching, maybe work part-time for a small company. Money isn’t everything.” 
 	There is the forty-six-year-old financial officer of a teaching hospital in the Midwest, the father of two teenagers, who refuses to have e-mail or a fax machine at home. “I’ve been downsized out of two hospitals already. This time, I’m not going to give up what’s left of my home life to a job that will just disappear. They want me to do these things so I can be reached anytime, day or night. If I lose my job over this, I’m going to try going into business for myself.” 
 	There is the fifty-four-year-old member of a major consulting firm who says he’s so tired of the long hours, of being passed over for interesting assignments by team leaders who are twenty years younger than he is, that he spends as much office time as he can investing in the stock market to build enough of a portfolio to feel comfortable retiring. Then he says, “I’ll become a day trader. Or if worse comes to worse and that doesn’t work, I’ll pick up some short-term assignments. With my kids established, and my ex-wife remarried, I can live simply if I have to.” 
 

This drive to escape seems to permeate the corporate world. The desperation of these people is often reflected in their lack of awareness of how long a retirement they might have to support if they did leave. I was particularly aware of that issue because of my work at The Century Foundation, where one of the major issues we were examining was the future of the nation’s Social Security system. The growing concerns about the future solvency of that program had caught the foundation’s attention. The numbers were troubling. The huge demographic bulge known as the baby boomers was moving toward retirement age, and the generation that would replace the boomers was far smaller. Could the Social Security system survive? What would it take to support all these retirees in the next century? As we began to explore the numbers, we started looking at the whole issue of aging. 

The combination of these issues presents a number of questions about how the aging of the baby boomers will affect business. What will the desire of the boomers to escape work in large corporations and the smaller size of the next generation of workers mean for corporate America? How early will today’s workers retire? Is the dissatisfaction with corporations limited to the boomers? In the new world of work, the education and skills of the workforce are critical success factors because so many corporations are engaged in knowledge work. Who is responsible for seeing to it that workers have the skills that business needs? How will those with the requisite skills feel about work? Where will they choose to work? 

I wrote this book to try to answer these questions in a way that would be helpful to all those who will be confronting the combination of problems created by the graying of the workforce and the changing attitudes toward the workplace.



Acknowledgments


This book grew out of three conversations.

First, at a luncheon roundtable discussion at The Century Foundation featuring Dr. Robert Butler, Pulitzer prizewinning gerontologist, Richard C. Leone, president of The Century Foundation, slipped me a piece of paper on which he’d written the words “The Business of Aging.” When we spoke about his note later, we agreed it was a wonderful subject for a book, but I wasn’t ready to think about writing another book at that time. I’d already coauthored two books exploring the kinds of changes that were necessary to build organizations that would thrive in the supercompetitive, increasingly global, technology-driven environment that marked the last decade of the twentieth century and was in the process of completing another book, this time examining how workers could cope with the demands of these technologies. I saved the note, however, taping it to the frame around my computer screen. 

Second, a couple of months later, I was having a discussion with Sally Heinemann, the editorial director of Bridge News, who is in charge of the opinion pieces that Bridge runs online and supplies to newspapers throughout the country, about what policy issues were “hot.” I’ve written many op-ed pieces for her, and in the course of talking about what I might write about next, I mentioned the words on that note. She suggested that I write a piece about the aging of the workforce. “The Graying of the American Workforce” appeared a week later. 

Third, in the course of a conversation with Paula Duffy, the publisher of The Free Press, I mentioned the op-ed and my surprise at the number of papers across the country that had run the piece. She asked me to send her a copy. The next thing I knew, I was committed to writing this book. 

These three people started me on the journey and provided enormous support throughout. I am grateful to all of them.

Although writing is a solitary occupation, research and interviews and peer review and revision are not. As a result, the list of people to whom I owe a great debt for the help they provided is long. Paul Golob, senior editor at The Free Press, served as counsel and guide throughout and his insights were invaluable. Tom Brown of Management General introduced me to many people who agreed to be interviewed, and he has read and commented on many drafts of the manuscript. Frank K. Sonnenberg of Sonnenberg, Haviland & Partners also provided valuable assistance and encouragement. 

In addition, I have benefited greatly from my involvement with the work in which The Century Foundation has been engaged on the economy, aging, and the nature of work, particularly the study of the growth of service-sector employment by Stephen Herzenberg and John Alic; examinations of the relationship of the current world of work and the growing inequality in income and wealth in the United States by Paul Osterman of MIT, Edward Wolff of New York University, and James Galbraith of the University of Texas; and Dr. Butler’s project involving a group of experts on various aspects of aging whose work the foundation published in Life in an Aging America. 

The manuscript has had many readers and advisers, especially Richard C. Leone, Sarah Ritchie, Jason Renker, Greg Anrig, and Bernard Wasow of The Century Foundation; Wendy Mercer of the Manhattan School of Music; Betsy Feist of Betsy Feist Resources and the National Writers Union; Sandra Winicur of Indiana University; Donna Zimmer of Shell Services International; and Eleanor Goddu of Ernst & Young. Daniel Melleby provided valuable research assistance. Sarah Nelson proofread the final version, and Tina King prepared the index. The book also has benefited from a careful editing by Meg Janifer, who never pulls her punches. And Rashida Valvassori once again provided assistance of all kinds at every stage of the process. 

I owe an enormous debt to the people I have met not only in the course of the interviews for this book but those I have talked to in corporate America over the past dozen years while working on assignments for Siberg Associates. So many have been open about their feelings and told me of their fears and unhappiness about the changes they were facing. Often disillusioned by the actions of organizations they once believed in, they were determined to “keep up” despite enormous challenges and to do a good job for the company they worked for—for as long as they were working. I want to thank them all for being so open about their feelings. 

I also thank my family for enduring my absorption in yet another book, especially my mother, Bessie Goldberg, who in her late eighties is still working three days a week as a volunteer. About a dozen years ago, she turned down a job offer that came as a result of her volunteer work because she did not want to “have to be there.” We have had many discussions about this book, and she introduced me to some of the people I interviewed—active, involved senior citizens who contribute many hours of their time to others. She and her friends in service are my proof that age works.

AGE
 WORKS

Introduction

America is facing a critical shortage of workers, especially skilled workers. In March 1999, unemployment in the United States fell to 4.2 percent. In Massachusetts, it was 3.3 percent; in Nebraska, 2.2 percent. It remained higher in states with very large cities—areas with large immigrant populations, high welfare rates, and poorly performing school districts where many citizens of working age do not have the skills needed to do the jobs that are available—and in some rural areas, such as Appalachia, where few industries are located. 

Today, our economy can best be described as a knowledge economy, one in which education and skills matter more than ever before. This emphasis on skills is evident when the unemployment rate is broken down by educational level. In March 1999, unemployment among those without a high school diploma was 6.1 percent; high school graduates with no additional training had an unemployment rate of 3.4 percent; 2.8 percent of those with some college in addition to a high school diploma were unemployed; but only 1.9 percent of those with college degrees were unemployed.1

The shortage of workers, particularly skilled workers, cannot be ignored. As long as the economy remains strong, the current worker drought will continue. Moreover, if the demand for America’s goods and services were to increase, many companies would be hard-pressed to take advantage of the situation. On the other hand, if the economy weakens, the situation will ease—but it will be only a temporary reprieve. The problem of finding enough workers to ensure corporate success and a strong economy will strike with unprecedented force in the second decade of this new millennium when the baby boomers, the seventy-six million people born between the close of World War II and 1964, begin to retire. The most problematic possibility is a continued strong economy that collides with the retirement of the baby boomers. That scenario would mean an economic catastrophe. 

The generation that will replace the boomers, born between 1965 and 1983, is smaller, numbering only sixty-six million. What may make the problem even worse is that so many Americans are choosing not to wait until they reach sixty-five to retire: 60 percent of workers currently retire at sixty-two—a pattern that shows little sign of changing. 

The painful fact is that labor force participation by those over fifty-five will have to increase by about 25 percent to maintain a constant total employment-to-population ratio from 2005 onward.2 This means that corporations will have to do something to attract and retain millions of older workers if they are to survive this demographic shock wave. 

The greatest obstacle facing corporate America when it comes to retaining workers is the anger and frustration that so many people feel toward the world of work today, especially toward large corporations. The road these corporations took to survive in a globalized, highly competitive, technologically advanced world is paved with the shattered hopes and dreams of those caught in the corporate restructurings that began in the late 1980s. Those who were “downsized” often took months if not years to find new jobs, frequently at lower pay, and they want to leave the workforce as soon as possible. So do those working ever-longer hours to do their jobs in lean organizations. And so do those who, simply to survive, took jobs that do not offer opportunities for advancement or demand anything in the way of initiative or creative input—a far cry from their initial expectations. 

Younger workers do not provide a solution to the problem, for they have taken to heart the lesson that there is no such thing as corporate loyalty in return for sacrifice. These younger workers do not find working for large corporations attractive. They much prefer working for smaller companies, or better yet, working independently. Even if the younger generation were attracted to large companies, there still would be too few of them to fill all the available positions. Thus, corporate America will be forced to create a work environment that will turn a graying, disillusioned workforce into eager workers. 

This challenge is enormous. Between 1970 and 1990, workforce participation among those over fifty-five fell by nearly 20 percent, costing the American economy roughly 2.6 percent per year of the gross national product.3 If participation rates do not rise in the coming decades, the consequences could be even more severe. Averting that danger will require expenditures in the name of fairness, in essence the creation of a new social contract between employers and employees. Organizations that seek to survive and prosper will have to learn to think out-of-the-box to win the coming competition for workers. 

The Day of Reckoning Is Approaching

Given the tight labor market as the twentieth century drew to a close, the talk around the water coolers in offices across America should have changed dramatically. Instead of the sad comments so common in the midst of the huge downsizings of the late 1980s and early 1990s about, for example, “Poor Joe from accounting—three months and he hasn’t even been called for an interview,” the comments should have changed to “We can’t find anyone to fill that job in accounting.”

That is not the way it happened. Joe’s old job simply disappeared. Business process reengineering and technology eliminated the need for most of the people with Joe’s skills. Now, the talk around the water cooler is both “Poor Joe from purchasing—three months and he hasn’t even been called for an interview” and “How are we ever going to find someone with experience with that design application who can also manage a team?” 

The economic growth and prosperity of the late 1990s resulted in the lowest unemployment rates in a quarter of a century, and when it came to literate, skilled employees, the numbers dropped even more. In Silicon Valley in 1999, finding skilled workers was so difficult that the major companies in the area appealed to Congress for the second year in a row to open America’s doors to more foreigners with technology skills; they argued that it was the only way to make up a shortfall of more than 150,000 jobs requiring such advanced skills. 

At the same time that unemployment was reaching these new lows, Joe and hundreds of thousands like him couldn’t find jobs that matched their training and skills. They dropped out of the labor market or settled for less skilled work just to pay the rent. And while employers were complaining about how hard it was to find employees, corporations were continuing to announce ever more massive layoffs. In the first four months of 1998, planned layoffs hit a ten-year high of almost 188,000; for the first four months of 1999, 264,920 planned layoffs were announced—and the trend shows no sign of abating.4

This churning is not a reflection of capriciousness on the part of companies. They are engaged in a battle for a competitive edge in a difficult global environment. However, the more profitable a company is, the more its stockholders and CEO are the only big winners, the more the resentment grows. It does not matter that many of these layoffs are the result of companies reducing staff size as they combine various departments in the course of mergers and acquisitions (a revival of the mergers and acquisitions fever of the 1980s). Or that they are the result of companies turning to new, more efficient methods of production that require fewer people and people with different, usually new, skills. Or that new jobs are being created in smaller companies set up to handle the work these large organizations decide to outsource because doing so is less expensive. 

The problem lies in the fact that the losers so often seem to be the loyal, caring employees who thought their lives were on a comfortable track. They believed there was an implicit social contract in place whereby the companies to which they had devoted their working lives would return that loyalty with employment. But Joe wasn’t offered training for one of the new jobs that opened up a few months after he left. 

Many downsized employees find work with start-ups, but these firms pay far less than large corporations and rarely provide benefits. Others find themselves back at their old companies as “independent contractors,” earning less than before and with no benefits. Some, downsized for the second or third time, simply drop out of the labor market and attempt to make it through to retirement on savings or a spouse’s earnings or try to set up a small business to tide themselves over until they can collect a pension. 

The real reason that “poor Joe from accounting”—or from purchasing or from a variety of other positions—doesn’t find a new job even though companies are desperate for workers is the constant adoption of ever-newer technologies. It is easier to find young people with the skills to use the new technologies that now produce the results Joe did than to retrain Joe; not only does this save retraining costs, but these new entry-level workers do not earn as much as workers who have acquired seniority. 

These developments have had a costly result. Older workers are discouraged and disillusioned. Younger workers have heard the message that businesses, especially large corporations, do not care about workers. What will these organizations have to do to find and attract the workers they will so desperately need? Furthermore, how can they ensure that those workers will have the skills they need, when they need them?

The current economic boom offers companies an opportunity to come to terms with the problem of creating a workforce that will fill their needs as the enormous baby-boom generation retires. Doing so requires more than developing programs aimed at helping integrate older workers into the workforce. The far smaller generation that follows the boomers does not share the feelings about work that nourished the growth of large corporations in the 1950s. Unlike their predecessors, they will work hard and learn what they must to do the best job possible, but they do not feel that the company they work for is owed the kind of loyalty and sacrifice that is owed to family. They realize that employability is the key to survival, so they choose work that offers training and growth—often with smaller companies—knowing they will move to a number of different companies in the course of their careers. 

The crux of the problem is the combination of the boomers’ retirement from the workforce and the kinds of work life preferred by the generation that will replace them, as well as the smaller size of that generation. Will corporate America recognize the problem in time to build the kind of workplace—one that provides employees with a work life that echoes the flexible organizational structures built by corporations over the past decade—that will be necessary to attract and retain enough workers to survive and even take advantage of opportunities for growth in the next decades? 

Some companies affected by worker shortages in the tight labor markets of the late 1990s have begun to move in this direction. Some have been instituting worksharing arrangements and developing phased retirement programs. Others have been seeking new ways to retain or even recruit retired or retiring employees. For example, Whirlpool Corp. and GTE Corp. have hired retired workers to fill short-term assignments abroad rather than relocate younger workers who are hard to replace and who would resist the disruptions to their families caused by such months-long moves. Florida-based Home Shopping Network fills positions for its peak periods with seniors recruited from nearby retirement communities. McDonald’s has developed programs designed to recruit seniors—and not just for jobs as hamburger flippers; it also has a managerial program aimed at seniors. The problem is that for every company finding new ways to recruit and retain the workers they need, there are far too many that have buried their heads in the sand. 

Moreover, the major public and media focus on the baby boomers centers on what their aging means for the Social Security system, which provides most of the elderly with a good portion of their retirement incomes, rather than on the effects of the coming labor shortage on business. The problem in the context of Social Security is how the far smaller population of workers of the next several decades will be able to continue to support the Social Security system as the ratio of workers to retirees becomes ever smaller. The truth of the matter is that fixing the system is not a problem when the economy is strong. The problem is rather how to ensure that there will be enough workers to keep the economy strong when the boomers retire. 

There are factors at work that may blunt the trend toward early retirement. First, there is the failure of Americans to save adequately for retirement, combined with their longer life spans. Estimates are that most boomers now in their forties and fifties have saved only a third of what they will need to supplement their Social Security in retirement. At the same time, the pensions that previous generations depended on for retirement have to a large extent disappeared, as has longtime service with a single company and union membership. 

Add to this mixture the fact that older people are far healthier than those in comparable age groups a decade ago; today’s sixty-to seventy-year-olds are as healthy as fifty-five- to sixty-five-year-olds were then. A growing number of seniors choose to retire to the snowbelt so they can ski in winter, and many seniors continue to volunteer long hours because they love what they do. 

Older workers are also more employable than they used to be because three-quarters of the jobs in this nation today are in the service sector rather than manufacturing, a shift as profound as the switch from farming to manufacturing a century ago. Service-sector and knowledge-based jobs are less physically demanding; they are more like academic positions and the law, fields where people work well into their seventies and even eighties. 

Now look at the corporation today—an organization reshaped and restructured in response to technological advances, increased competition, and globalization of the economy. Corporations pride themselves on having become learning organizations, flexible and responsive to market demands. They change what they do and how they do it whenever such change will provide them with a competitive advantage. In fact, it is this ability to change that has caused so much unhappiness among workers. Yet, flexible as they are in terms of their structure, these organizations have not figured out how to make a flexible workforce an integral part of the way they work. They are still mired in the old model of work when it comes to employees. 

Creating a New Path

Future success will depend on the ability of employers to attract the best and brightest from the many different groups that comprise the workforce. Among those groups are “older” workers, and if employers take the time to study older workers instead of thinking of them as a last resort, they will discover that older workers are not a homogeneous group; they differ from one another enormously when it comes to abilities, desires, and needs. Some older workers are at a senior level and could serve their former employers well as consultants. Some could pass along experience and knowledge to younger workers. Others have skills no longer in demand but knowledge of the institution and how it works that would make them valuable in other jobs. Older workers are trainable: the explosion in the number of older people attending our nation’s colleges and universities is evidence of that. 

Depending on their needs, both financial and personal, these older employees might want to work part-time, full-time, sporadically, or not at all. Some have far more stamina than others. Some want to retire to do something other than what they have spent their working lives doing; for example, many who retire with adequate resources are determined to do something in their later years that they see as “giving back” to the world, “making a difference.” Others are just tired of what they have been doing and hope retirement will provide “something new.” 

Turning to older workers as a solution for tight labor markets is made more difficult by the misperceptions so many have about them. For example, older employees are often considered resistant when it comes to instituting changes, adopting new technologies, and sparking innovation and creativity. Generational differences in values and beliefs also create misunderstandings. In the end, getting the most out of older workers requires finding new ways of managing. But it can be done—and done very successfully. 

Over the next fifteen to twenty years, employers are going to have to deal with a workforce in which one out of five—and then one out of four—employees is going to be over fifty-five. Adding a group of still older workers to their numbers—those who would otherwise choose to retire early—will not make a major difference to the adjustments that will be needed simply because the population itself is aging. The size of the baby-boom generation and the media focus on it over the years has made that generation the face of America as it has moved through each stage of the life cycle—and that shows no sign of changing. 

The question really is, What will it take to make the transition to an older workforce as fruitful as possible for older workers, corporate America, and society? 

First, corporate leaders will have to accept that there is a real problem. Human resource professionals are becoming increasingly aware that the difficulties they are having with recruitment and retention because of current tight labor markets may not disappear. The major associations of human resource professionals have begun, as part of their long-term examinations of issues such as retirement planning and benefit packages, to point to demographic projections as a warning that recruitment and retention will remain the largest problem facing the profession for decades to come. 

Corporate leadership does not seem ready to face this issue for a number of reasons. First, many of these leaders are themselves a part of an older generation and plan to retire soon themselves. For somewhat younger leaders, since it is an issue that will not affect their organizations for more than a decade—the official retirement age of the first of the boomers is 2011—they stand to gain more by focusing on more immediate problems, those that will affect profits in the short term. Others assume that the problem will be solved by technological advances, which will further increase productivity and efficiency, making possible ever-smaller workforces. After all, the lesson of the past decade has been that the work gets done and profits soar the more you downsize; someone picks up the slack, whether it is retained workers willing to put in ever-longer hours, outsourcers, contingent workers, or temps. Others just don’t believe that older workers are valuable. Their prejudices are many—older workers hurt the corporate image, are slow to accept change, don’t have the stamina or strength of younger workers, aren’t as productive. 

Second, those thinking about retiring early must be brought to face the realities of retirement. In particular, they need to understand that if they retire as early as they indicate they want to, they may spend two decades in retirement, which will have adverse effects on their ability to pay for the kind of retirement they now envision for themselves. They also need to examine the differences between retirement from hard physical labor to leisure and retiring from stimulating, creative work. How do they really want to spend the last quarter of their lives?

Looking Ahead

The graying of America (and the rest of the world) seems statistically inevitable, and this reality will affect the economy and the workforce in numerous ways. The percentage of older people in the population is increasing dramatically and will continue to do so for decades as a result of the baby boom, increased life expectancy, and falling fertility rates. In 1790, the median age in America was 16; in 1890, it was 21; in 1990, it was 33; in 2040, it will be almost 39. These changes are reflected in the composition of the workforce. The median age of Americans in the workforce (which is higher than the median age of the overall population because of the number of nonworking youth) will reach 40 in 2005; in 1979, it was 34.7. Moreover, starting in 2011, when the first of the boomers start to retire, half of all prime-age workers will be over 45. The ways that business adjusts to this change will have an enormous impact on all our futures. The other important set of numbers involves retirement, including life expectancy rates, income expectations in retirement, and plans for retirement lifestyles. 

Once the problem is clear, the solution becomes clear: Making changes that will convince older Americans to participate longer in the workforce. Doing that, however, will require developing a deep understanding of the forces that have been pushing people out of the workforce—the disillusion created by downsizing and displacement, the push toward retirement as a way of life that began in the 1950s and peaked in the 1970s, and the attitudes toward older workers that discourage continued effort, and even participation. With that understanding, and a study of successful efforts already under way in some corporations, we can begin to shape a new social contract that will encourage people once again to consider large corporations good places to work. 

The most important group of workers when it comes to the near future are the baby boomers. When and how they choose to retire from work will determine what retirement looks like in the first half of the twenty-first century, and that will determine the size of the available workforce. Indeed, the only certainty about the aging of the baby boomers is that it will shake the economy to its foundations if American businesses do not prepare for it. Predicting exactly what difference it will make is an uncertain art at best. Therefore, what firms need to do first is find ways to overcome the resentment they have created as they took action to increase their competitiveness in a globalized economy. Then they must put in place strategies and programs that can turn silver into gold.
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Chapter 1
Going by the Numbers


The demographics of the baby boom point to a future in which there will be a much older workforce—one that may be far too small to meet corporate America’s needs. The problem is not simply too few people to replace the previous generation but also too many people leaving the workforce earlier than ever before and people increasingly unwilling to work ever-longer hours for large organizations. 

Those opting out of the workforce often choose that path because they are tired of having to accept constant change and increasingly more difficult work conditions. They have been taught that retirement is a great good, and they no longer believe that business is interested in anything but the young and computer savvy. If all those over forty retire as early as they currently plan to, they will exacerbate a perilous demographic situation. 

Some will doubtless respond that the solution is to gear up the great American propaganda machine. Surely the country that convinced women to enter the workforce during World War II and then leave it for hearth and home when the soldiers came marching back from war can convince baby boomers to keep working well past the current popular retirement age of sixty-two. Those who advocate this solution forget that Americans today are better educated and more knowledgeable than earlier generations. Baby boomers are extremely well versed in how advertising and propaganda work and have learned to be skeptical. Besides, in the age of the Internet, such propaganda is subject to quick exposure—and widespread derision. 

Demography, moreover, is not destiny. Demographic projections are subject to any number of outside forces such as wars, radical changes in economic conditions, and enormous shifts in lifestyle. People are not numbers; they change in response to all kinds of social events as well as major forces. Analysts examining birthrates per woman from 1946 to 1960 had no idea that, with no war and no recession, they would plummet only five years later. In fact, demographers never expected the initial high birthrates of the immediate postwar period to continue for nineteen years. 

In addition, the predictions on which most analyses of future population trends are based are intermediate projections. The U.S. Bureau of the Census offers three sets of assumptions—low, intermediate, and high. For example, life expectancy rates for males born in 2000 vary from 72.1 in the low-assumption series to 73.0 for the intermediate series to 73.7 under the high series. The spread of one and a half years between the low- and high-assumption sets seems minor until you think about how much extra that year and a half could cost in Social Security payments and how much additional income someone would have to save to supplement Social Security during that period. 
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