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“By 2022, there will be 700,000 fewer people aged 16 to 49 
in the UK — but 3.7 million more people aged between 50 
and State Pension age. If the over 50s continue to leave the 
workforce in line with previous norms we would suffer serious 
labour and skills shortages, which simply could not be filled 
by immigration alone. The obvious solution is to embrace later 
life working, helping to realise the potential of older workers 
who have so much experience and talent to offer. This is not 
about being forced to work on, but enabling and encouraging 
those who want a fuller working life. Older workers can play a 
vital role in future growth both for individual businesses and 
the wider economy overall. We must make sure older people’s 
skills  do not go to waste.

“Research by the National Institute of Economic and Social 
Research shows that older workers represent a hidden 
boost for the economy — if all over 50s worked just one year 
longer, this would increase GDP by 1% (c£18bn) per year. DWP 
analysis suggests that if half of the 1.2 million older workers 
who are currently unemployed or inactive and would like to 
work were to move into employment this could add up to 
£25bn a year to GDP if they worked full-time and up to £9bn if 
they worked  part-time.

—  Dr Ros Altmann, appointed Minister of State for Pensions 
on 11 May 2015, A New Vision for Older Workers: Retain, 
Retrain, Recruit

“Putting sticky tape on the ways of the past will not help. 
We’re in times of great change and we need to change 
as well. Self-selection and employee empowerment is 
vitally important.”

— Mike Minnett, Managing Director, Positive Ageing
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By 2050, the number of people over 65 years old 
will triple and the number of those over 80 will 
quadruple. With sub-replacement birth rates in many 
locations, some countries will be more affected than 
others, but the availability and composition of the 
labour force across the world will change forever.

This demographic change is having the greatest and earliest impact 
in developed countries, and companies will need to understand 
it and adapt to thrive. For HR programmes to meet the needs of 
multigenerational workforces, recruitment, talent management, 
retirement savings, education, and health and wellbeing programmes 
will need updating. The results of this research also raise questions 
about how successful employers are in providing a welcoming and 
inclusive working environment for older workers and, in doing so, 
creating an efficient multigenerational workforce.

The challenges and opportunities created by this change in 
demographics are well-recognised — 84% of responding companies 
know that they need to change — but are policies and behaviours 
within those companies facilitating that change? This research set out 
to answer that question, to find out what companies are doing in their 
workplace about older workers, highlight some specific areas where 
companies can assess their level of risk, and start to build an “Age-
friendly Employer” benchmark for employers to work towards.

F O R E W O R D
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Our main objectives for this Age-friendly 
Employer research were to find out what 
companies are doing in their workplaces to 
engage and retain older workers, in order to 
provide a benchmark for employers to assess 
their current practices and identify potential 
areas for change. We also wanted to find 
out more about what’s really happening with 
recruitment practices, and what employees 
think of workplace policies relating to older 
workers, so we can improve understanding, 
gain insight, and better align employers, 
employees, and recruiters in future.

To achieve this, Mercer worked in 
collaboration with the Trades Union 
Congress (TUC), de Poel (a leading expert in 
temporary recruitment), and the Recruitment 
& Employment Confederation (REC) to 
research their respective constituent 
bases. The data quoted in this paper 
comes from three primary sources:

1.  A survey of HR professionals conducted 
by Mercer, with follow-up focus groups 
and interviews.

2.  A survey of employees designed with 
Mercer and conducted by the TUC.

3.  Focus groups and interviews among 
recruitment agencies designed 
with Mercer and conducted by the 
de Poel Community.

S u r v e y  o f  H R  P r o f e s s i o n a l s

The survey of workplace practices was 
completed by senior HR professionals 
representing 69 organisations, including: 
HSBC, Shell, Visa Europe, Age UK, Arup, 
and the British Council. Of the companies 
included in the survey, 49% are listed, 42% 
are privately held, and 9% not-for-profit. 
More than two-thirds are headquartered 
in the UK. More than 3.4 million employees 
are represented by these employers.

A B O U T  T H E 
R E S E A R C H

Additionally, we conducted a focus group 
and individual interviews to explore the 
issues in more detail. HR professionals from 
12 companies attended the focus group and 
a further 7 were interviewed.

S u r v e y  o f  E m p l o y e e s

A modified version of the above survey 
of workplace practices, to explore the 
employee viewpoint, was completed by 
1,376 members of the TUC. The majority 
were aged 45–54 (578) and 55–64 (491). 
The group of respondents were 48% male 
and 52% female, and 27% were classed as 
supervisors/managers.

F o c u s  G r o u p s  a n d  I n t e r v i e w s 
W i t h  R e c r u i t m e n t  A g e n c i e s

The de Poel Community connected with 
leading individuals within the recruitment 
industry to see how these gatekeepers to the 
labour market engage and view older people 
looking for work. Using a further modified 
version of the above surveys, they examined 
topics such as unconscious bias, key drivers 
for retaining older people in the workforce, 
and client attitudes towards employing older 
people. The results were gathered during 
two separate focus groups and a number 
of interviews, with a total of 25 participants 
representing separate recruitment agencies 
across the UK.
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P O L I C I E S  A N D  B E H AV I O U R S  — 
D I V E R S I T Y  A N D  I N C L U S I O N

Most companies in the survey do not reference 
age specifically — as they might reference 
inclusivity or caring for the community or 
environment — in their company values, but 
two-thirds of participants do include age in their 
diversity and inclusion policies. When you dig 
deeper into the detail of these policies, however, 
many mention age only in relation to retirement; 
that is, focusing their attention on the process 
of moving from a working status to a nonworking 
status. The abolition of the default retirement 
age in the UK has changed the concept of 
retirement beyond recognition. Will people 
actually retire anymore? Or will they transition 
into a more flexible working pattern, with a small 
part-time income to supplement decreasing 
pension savings and to retain some form of 
employee benefits to cover health care costs? 
And regardless of changing retirement patterns, 
more than one-third of survey respondents 
have no reference to age or age-management 
processes in their values or  policies at all.

R E S E A R C H 
R E S U LT S

F i g u r e  1 :  To p  L o n g -  a n d 
S h o r t - t e r m  H R  P r i o r i t i e s

 T h i s  Ye a r %  L o n g  Te r m %

Development of talent 14 Retention 12

Workforce planning 13 Recruitment 10

Age analytics 7 D&I Policies 9

Growth 7 Engagement 9

Recruitment 7 Workforce planning 7

On the long-term agenda, retention is top of the HR priority list, followed by recruitment, 
engagement, and diversity and inclusion policies. In our view, each of these HR agenda items can only 
be considered through the lens of an increasingly ageing workforce, as the inevitable demographics 
will hit each area hard. Whether it’s business growth or recruitment and retention, employers are 
starting to sit up and examine the impact of the changing demographics in the UK, as many already 
know they could be caught in a severe skills trap, which will stagnate growth. We saw this realisation 
coming through for several of the employers who contributed to this research.

Source: Mercer survey of HR professionals

An overwhelming majority declared that things 
need to change. Eighty-four percent reported 
that they need to change processes, behaviours, 
or both in relation to age, in order to retain 
older workers in future. The use of age analytics 
was ranked equal third in the list of short-term 
HR priorities, behind workforce planning and 
talent development, indicating that workforce 
planning and talent development are now being 
examined through an ageing lens. Even though 
ageing workforce challenges appear to be on 
the HR strategic agenda, in many cases, the 
skills to glean deep insights from data analytics 
are still in their infancy. In our experience, many 
organisations are not equipped to get the 
insights they need from  the data they collect.

8 4 %  R E P O R T E D  T H A T  T H E Y 
N E E D  T O  C H A N G E  P R O C E S S E S , 
B E H A V I O U R S  O R  B O T H .



5

“ T H E  E U  R E G I O N  I S  T H E  B I G G E S T 
C H A L L E N G E  F O R  U S  G L O B A L L Y 
O N  A G E I N G  I S S U E S  W H E R E  T H E 
D E M O G R A P H I C S  W I L L  R E A L L Y  H I T 
U S  H A R D .  I N  M A N Y  P L A C E S  W E 
H A V E  H E A V Y  M A N U A L  W O R K  A N D 
S H I F T  W O R K E R S ,  A N D  T H E Y  A R E 
W O R K I N G  W I T H  T H E  U N I O N S  T O 
H E L P  S T R U C T U R E  S O L U T I O N S  S U C H 
A S  N E W  W O R K I N G  S C H E D U L E S  A N D 
C O N D I T I O N S .  O U R  F A C T O R I E S  W I L L 
B E  B A D L Y  A F F E C T E D .  W E L L N E S S 
P R O G R A M M E S  A N D  J O B  R O L E  R E -
D E S I G N  A R E  A L S O  O N  O U R  A G E N D A 
T O  H E L P  W I T H  E N G A G E M E N T  A N D 
P R O D U C T I V I T Y. ” 

— Anonymous manufacturer

“ 5 0 %  O F  O U R  W O R K F O R C E  I S  D U E 
T O  R E T I R E  I N  T H E  N E X T  1 0  Y E A R S 
A N D  T H E Y  A R E  S P E C I A L I S T S  W H O S E 
S K I L L S  A R E  S C A R C E .  W E  H A V E  H A D 
A  H E A V Y  R E C R U I T M E N T  C A M P A I G N 
G O I N G  A C R O S S  A L L  L E V E L S  A N D 
H A V E  B E E N  S T R U G G L I N G  T O  F I L L 
T H I S  O V E R  T H E  L A S T  2  T O  3 
Y E A R S .  F L E X I B L E  W O R K I N G  W I L L 
H E L P  B U T  T H E N  T H E  E A R N I N G S 
R E D U C T I O N  I M P A C T S  O N  P E N S I O N 
A C C R U A L  S O  W E  A R E  I N  A  C O R N E R . 
A P P R E N T I C E S H I P S  A R E  A  G O O D 
P L A C E  T O  G R O W  T H E  N E X T 
G E N E R A T I O N  B U T  W E  H A V E  A  H U G E 
S K I L L S  G A P  L O O M I N G  W H I L S T  T H E Y 
G E T  U P  T O  S P E E D . ” 

— Anonymous

“ 5 1 %  O F  O U R  E M P L O Y E E 
P O P U L A T I O N  I S  5 0 +  W I T H  O V E R 
2 5  Y E A R S ’  S E R V I C E  —  W E  A L R E A D Y 
H A V E  A N  A G E I N G  W O R K F O R C E . ” 

— Argos
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F i g u r e  2 :  S a v i n g s  C o n f i d e n c e , 
P r e p a r a t i o n ,  a n d  W o r k i n g  E n v i r o n m e n t

F i g u r e  3 :  P r o p o r t i o n  o f  O r g a n i s a t i o n s  T h a t  H e l p 
E m p l o y e e s  t o  P r e p a r e  F i n a n c i a l l y  f o r  R e t i r e m e n t

Increasing concerns among employees influence opinions on their ability to work and maintain their jobs 
as they get older. Specifically, our data suggests the age group 45–54 years appears to be in the most 
vulnerable position.

The red and yellow lines of data show growing concerns around future retirement prospects. Less than 
half feel well prepared for this financially, and there is a high expectation among employees of employer 
action, even though, as a self-reflection, employees acknowledge that they themselves have not 
necessarily done enough to prepare for retirement. As life expectancy increases, the adequacy gap is 
the area of concern that offers greatest challenge for government, employers, and employees.

The high level of comfort with preparation for retirement in younger people is perhaps telling of a lack 
of engagement in the process. New ways of engaging employees in savings and retirement planning 
would be helpful for all age groups. Particularly to boost the low confidence levels in over 35s, which 
improve only slightly closer to retirement age.

Source: TUC survey of employees

Source: Mercer survey of HR professionals
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7 %     N o t  a t  a l l

2 8 %  To  a  s m a l l  e x t e n t

3 9 %  To  a  m o d e r a t e  e x t e n t

2 5 %  To  a  l a r g e  e x t e n t

1 %     F u l l y

These employee insights contrast with employer data showing that only around a quarter of 
companies give significant support for planning for the financial aspects of retirement. With the 
increasing complexity of choices, there is competitive advantage to be gained by those organisations 
that actively engage their workforce on a wider reward and financial planning journey.

R E T I R E M E N T  S AV I N G  A N D  A B I L I T Y  T O  C O N T I N U E  W O R K I N G

In your organisation, to what extent do you help 
employees to prepare financially for retirement?
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M A N A G I N G  H E A LT H

The results show a disconnect between the age group the majority of companies (54%) think 
cost the most in terms of health care and insurance provisions and what our wider market 
data shows is true. Risk insurance premiums for the older age groups can cost up to 56% more 
(this is the cost increase if the population is 10 years older than a baseline) or 98% more (if the 
population is 15 years older than the baseline).

F i g u r e  4 :  V i e w s  o n  D i f f e r e n c e s  i n  C o s t s  o f  H e a l t h  C a r e 
a n d  I n s u r a n c e  P r o v i s i o n s  A c r o s s  A g e  G r o u p s

Employers are becoming increasingly aware of the health picture for the ageing workforce 
and the cost implications:

•  Health conditions will differ by age, and chronic and multiple conditions are more likely to 
arise in older workers.

•  More routine preventive and screening interventions are advisable for older workers.
•  Higher proportions of cancer and cardiac illness arise in older workers, creating not only 

higher health care costs but increased continued absence.
•  Physical capability may differ in different age groups, thus certain manual jobs are likely 

to be adversely affected. A number of employers in the survey referenced the need to 
restructure jobs and working patterns in these circumstances.

Our interview evidence revealed that adopting health management pathways and training 
line managers will be used increasingly to mitigate the expected health outcomes of the 
older workforce.

Source: Mercer survey of HR professionals

4 6 %   N o ,  n o  d i f f e r e n c e s

1 0 %    Ye s ,  t h e  m i d d l e  a g e  g r o u p s  c o s t  m o r e

4 3 %    Ye s ,  t h e  o l d e r  a g e  g r o u p s  c o s t  m o r e

0 %      Ye s ,  t h e  y o u n g e r  a g e  g r o u p s  c o s t  m o r e

Do you think there are major differences in the cost of health care 
and insurance provisions across the age groups in your organisation?
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C R E AT I N G  A N  A G E - F R I E N D LY  W O R K P L A C E

Survey respondents were asked if they provided any of a series 
of 17 policies and practices deemed to be age friendly:

It is no surprise to see flexible working at the top of the list, as this 
is becoming an increasingly effective and popular practice that 
suits a whole range of cohorts in the workplace, especially working 
parents and older workers who might be caring for elderly relatives. 
Preparing for retirement comes second, with just over half our survey 
respondents offering this.

“ O U R  R E P O R T,  F L E X  A P P E A L ,  D R E W  U P O N  A  S U R V E Y 
O F  O V E R  4 , 0 0 0  B R I T I S H  A D U L T S  B Y  Y O U G O V  F O R 
T H E  R E C .  T H E  S U R V E Y  I D E N T I F I E D  F O U R  G R O U P S 
O F  P E O P L E  W H O  A R E  M O R E  L I K E L Y  T O  W A N T  O R 
N E E D  T O  W O R K  F L E X I B L Y  —  T H O S E  A P P R O A C H I N G 
R E T I R E M E N T  W E R E  O N E  O F  T H E  F O U R . ” 

— REC

Although the next three in the top five are all highly relevant to an 
older workforce, they are not very prevalent in our survey sample. 
Age-specific wellness programmes, for example, which you would 
expect to be a minimum requirement for an age-friendly employer, is 
offered by just over one-quarter of companies.

It is especially disappointing to find that some companies (albeit only 
4%) offered none of the 17 items on the list to their employees. 

F i g u r e  5 a :  P r o v i s i o n  o f  A g e - f r i e n d l y  P o l i c i e s  — 
To p  F i v e  P r o v i d e d  b y  R e s p o n d e n t

8 1 % 5 2 % 4 5 % 3 6 % 3 0 %

F l e x i b l e 
w o r k i n g  f o r 

a l l  a g e  g r o u p s

“ P r e p a r i n g  f o r 
R e t i r e m e n t ” 
p r o g r a m m e

A d v i c e  a n d 
s u p p o r t  f o r 

t h o s e  c a r i n g 
f o r  a g e i n g 
r e l a t i v e s

H e a l t h  a n d /
o r  a b s e n c e 

a n a l y t i c s  a c ros s 
t h e  v a r i o u s  a g e 
g r o u p s  i n  y o u r 

o r g a n i s a t i o n

A g e - s p e c i f i c 
w e l l n e s s 

p r o g r a m m e

Source: Mercer survey of HR professionals
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Source: Mercer survey of HR  professionals

F i g u r e  6 :  P r e v a l e n c e  a n d  E f f e c t i v e n e s s  o f  A g e - f r i e n d l y  P o l i c i e s

 Age-friendly Policy
Very 

effective 
or effective

Moderately 
Effective  Not Effective No. of 

responses

Flexible working for all age groups 78% 20% 2% 56

“Preparing for Retirement” programme 86% 14% 0% 36

Advice and support for those caring for ageing 
relatives

81% 19% 0% 31

Health and/or absence analytics across the 
various age groups in your organisation

52% 44% 4% 25

Age-specific wellness programme 81% 19% 0% 21

Review of pay levels across the age bands (for 
the same jobs)

65% 35% 0% 17

Review of pay and bonus distribution from an 
age perspective (an equality audit)

69% 31% 0% 16

Regular age discrimination checks 69% 31% 0% 16

Career guidance for older workers to help 
people make choices about future career 
development

43% 57% 0% 14

Adaptation of workspaces for older workers 83% 17% 0% 12

Performance-grading equity checks from an 
age band perspective

82% 18% 0% 11

Reverse mentoring 75% 25% 0% 8

Measurement of the distribution of training 
spend among the different age groups

57% 29% 14% 7

Older workers apprenticeship or similar 
programmes

100% 0% 0% 4

Training targeted at older workers 50% 50% 0% 2

Specific support and training for line managers 
if they have to manage older team members

50% 50% 0% 2

Measurement of productivity divided by 
different age groups in your workforce

100% 0% 0% 2

Most of these approaches, if offered, are deemed to be effective to some extent, but it is worth pulling out older 
workers apprenticeships (a recent, but infrequent as yet, addition to HR practice in the UK), which gets a 100% score 
for effectiveness. Of the policies that are most frequently provided, preparation for retirement and providing support 
for those caring for relatives also score very highly, along with adaptation of workspaces, pay, performance and age 
equity checks, mid-life career advice, and age- specific wellness programmes.
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“There are significant benefits to employers 
in supporting mid-life development reviews. 
Employees will be more motivated to stay with 
the employer and to take up training offers 
and new opportunities at work to develop new 
skills, knowledge, and experience to benefit the 
organisation. This can result in reduced staff 
turnover, recruitment, and training costs. Mature 
workers can provide mentoring and pass on their 
skills and experience to younger, newer staff. 
Knowledge transfer within the organisation is 
made easier and the organisation can develop 
and grow its own talent and management teams.”
 —TUC Unionlearn

B E S T — P R A C T I C E  A G E - F R I E N D LY  B E N C H M A R K

All these items are particularly important features of age-friendly 
policies, although some are easier to achieve than others. Easy — 
and arguably essential — quick wins for an employer benchmark 
would include:

• Flexible working as the minimum standard.
•  Regular equity checks on pay, performance, hiring, and 

discrimination.
• Advice and support for those caring for ageing relatives.
• Age-specific wellness programmes.
•  Reverse mentoring, training for line managers in managing 

across the age spectrum, and building specific training 
programmes for older workers.

•  Preparation for retirement, which is deemed to be very 
effective where it is currently provided.

• Mid-life career advice.
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C O M M I T M E N T  A N D  M O T I VAT I O N

When asked how important the following factors were in influencing older 
age groups’ commitment and motivation at work, the following results 
were found:

F i g u r e  7 a :  To p  R e s u l t s  f o r  E m p l o y e r s  a n d 
O l d e r - a g e  E m p l o y e e s  C o m p a r e d

F i g u r e  7 b :  B o t t o m  R e s u l t s  f o r  E m p l o y e r s 
a n d  O l d e r - a g e  E m p l o y e e s  C o m p a r e d

 E m p l o y e r s E m p l o y e e s  5 5 +

Being treated with respect 1 Base pay 1

Having flexible working 
arrangements

2 Being treated with respect 2

Work-life balance 3 Type of work that you do 3

Type of work that you do 4 Work-life balance 4

 E m p l o y e r s E m p l o y e e s  5 5 +

Learning or training 
opportunities

9 Long-term career potential 9

Long-term career potential 10 Promotion opportunities 10

Promotion opportunities 11 Learning or training 
opportunities

11

Variable pay (for 
example, bonus)

12 Variable pay (for example, 
bonus)

12

Sources: Mercer and TUC surveys

Sources: Mercer and TUC surveys

It is interesting to compare the perception organisations have on items that motivate older 
workers with the views of employees over 55 years. The tables above rank the different 
items based on the frequency the items have been placed among the top three motivators. 
The top motivators as such are not necessarily surprising, as these are commonly known to 
be drivers of engagement.
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However, it is surprising to see that “learning or training opportunities” and “promotion 
opportunities” are rated rather low, both among employers and employees. Furthermore, the 
findings from the research done among recruitment agencies tells exactly the same story. In 
other words, there appears to be a strong consensus that older workers are not motivated 
by learning and development opportunities. Is this really true, as learning and development 
opportunities are widely acknowledged as a key driver of engagement, or is this more about 
supply than demand? Have employees answered based on reality; that is, there are less 
opportunities offered to them, and therefore personal development gets a low rating?

This hypothesis is supported by the survey findings shown above. The reality among 
employees is that the older you get, the less focus there is on your personal development; 
that is, line managers show a lot less attention to the older age groups. Anecdotally, from 
the focus group and interview discussions, we understand this could be because there is 
some bias or blockage and/or because employers don’t have the right tools and training to 
offer opportunities that fit the older-worker segment. Companies wishing to manage this 
burgeoning skills gap will need to take action.

F i g u r e  8 :  L i n e  M a n a g e r  S u p p o r t  a n d 
A s s i s t a n c e  i n  O n g o i n g  C a r e e r  D e v e l o p m e n t

Source: TUC survey of employees

My manager regularly coaches 
me on improving my performance.

My manager actively encourages 
me to participate in training 
opportunities provided by
my organisation.

I am provided with the
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R E C R U I T M E N T  P R A C T I C E S

A g e  D i s c r i m i n a t i o n

Moving on to the specifics around recruitment and hiring practices, 
the results give us cause for concern. The vast majority (87%) of 
the survey respondents have not checked whether their people 
managers are hiring workers who are older than themselves. This 
is an easy statistic to capture, and of the remaining 13% of those 
that do measure it, more than half found that managers do not hire 
people older than themselves. A wealth of experience and talent 
may be being missed here.

A  V i e w  F r o m  t h e  R e c r u i t m e n t  I n d u s t r y

“These findings are supported by the fact that 92% of the 
recruitment agencies surveyed confirmed that they have 
never run an analysis to determine whether a client is 
discriminating on the basis of age. Focus group members in 
the survey mentioned a lack of time to conduct this type of 
analysis and little incentive from a commercial perspective. 
Those that responded positively to this question had not 
undertaken a rigorous analysis, but had suspicions that 
although incidences of ageism were few and far between, 
some hiring managers were discriminating on the basis of 
age. Again, there was little incentive from a commercial 
perspective to spend time and money performing an analysis 
that may sour relations with a client and impact the agency 
financially.

— de Poel

“It is clear from these survey findings that many employers 
are not capturing this data at present and whilst it would 
be tempting to jump to conclusions as to why, we should be 
careful to not read too much into this at this stage. For one 
thing, it may well be a sign that age truly isn’t taken into 
consideration at the recruiting and hiring stage. It is doubtful 
if this is driven by anything other than a lack of resources 
and a lack of awareness as to how such information could be 
potentially useful. 

“For many companies, particularly SMEs, we are at the 
beginning of a journey. But the REC would advocate an 
approach whereby ‘what gets measured, gets done.’ The 
more transparency we have in HR and recruitment practices, 
the better and more specific our responses can be when 
it comes to recruiting and investing in older workers. This 
should not mean more bureaucracy. It’s just about helping 
us all do the right thing. That is why the REC worked with Age 
UK on an Age Opportunity guide.”

— REC

8 7 %  H A V E  N O T 
C H E C K E D  W H E T H E R 
T H E I R  P E O P L E 
M A N A G E R S  A R E 
H I R I N G  W O R K E R S 
O L D E R  T H A N 
T H E M S E L V E S . 

9 2 %  O F 
R E C R U I T M E N T 
A G E N C I E S  H A V E 
N E V E R  R U N  A N 
A N A L Y S I S  T O 
D E T E R M I N E  I F 
A  C L I E N T  I S 
D I S C R I M I N A T I N G 
O N  T H E  B A S I S 
O F  A G E .
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H I R I N G  R E T I R E E S

More than half of companies that responded to the survey have 
never considered hiring a retiree, which is an approach that has 
become quite the norm in Japan, where they’ve been facing the 
same demographic challenges as the UK. With the exception of 
Monaco, Japan is the world’s oldest society, with a median age of 
44. The equivalent figure in the UK is 40, with the US a relatively 
sprightly 37. Now, more than 25% of Japan’s population is over 65, 
and many employers have made the smart move to look at the retired 
population as a rich source of talent. Offering both pensions and the 
job vacancy board to retirees at the same time saves on hiring costs 
as well as creating a population of both producers and consumers. In 
addition, having the option to be part of the working life for longer 
has also had a positive impact on the physical and mental health of 
the older workers in Japan.

A  V i e w  F r o m  t h e  R e c r u i t m e n t  I n d u s t r y

“Our data shows and our members tell us there 
are growing difficulties finding staff and suitable 
candidates for the jobs being created. In the August 
2015 Report on Jobs, recruiters reported that the rate 
of permanent job placements increased for the 34th month in 
a row (although the rate of growth was actually slower this 
month than last). But candidates’ availability for permanent 
roles fell again, and fell at the sharpest rate since November 
2014. We think this is another sign of skills shortages. And 
we believe the fact that job placements grew at a slower 
rate than before is because businesses are being held back 
by skills shortages. So we are going to need to look at how 
we attract and retain talent in more depth — meaning older 
workers are going to become vital.

“Public sector data shows teaching and nursing are heavily 
impacted ageing populations. In construction, many workers 
left the industry during the recession, particularly the older, 
skilled workers, because there were not the jobs available. 
Now the jobs are returning, there are not the people, and so 
we have shortages in many construction areas. This month, 
those most in demand were in many different parts of the 
construction industry  — from surveyors and architects to 
bricklayers and welders. But we are also seeing difficulties 
recruiting experienced executives and professionals — jobs 
often more likely to be filled by older workers.”

— REC
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Employers with skills shortages, employees that 
may need to work but don’t have a home in the 
workforce, and government that understands 
the economic impact of the ageing workforce 
— all are experiencing significant financial risk. 
For many companies, there will be a great 
opportunity in experienced, often highly skilled 
older workers who have an appetite for, or can 
be motivated to, continue working. Incentives 
and structural changes are essential to facilitate 
this, as is an inclusive employment environment 
that welcomes older workers.

These responsibilities are shared by employers, 
employees, and government. All have a role in 
helping retain, retrain, and recruit older workers. 
Mercer would welcome the opportunity to work 
with government and appropriate bodies to ensure 
that employers and employees are enabled to 
make positive changes in support of the ageing 
workforce challenges.

C O N C L U S I O N S  A N D 
C A L L S  T O  A C T I O N
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 -  Health — Use data and analytics to 
identify the most at-risk groups and 
provide an opportunity for targeted 
interventions on health, to mitigate the 
increased cost. Keeping employees 
healthy and engaged during their 
longer working lives will have financial 
benefits for all.

 -  Talent — Now is the time to understand 
if an ageing workforce is aligned with 
your future business strategy and 
talent needs and where action is 
required. Workforce analytics will help 
you understand your own workforce 
profile and age dynamics. Workforce 
planning will identify the shape of your 
future talent needs and whether this 
fits your current age-dynamics profile. 
This knowledge will inform your tactical 
sourcing, deployment, skillset build, 
career pathing, and reward strategy 
decisions and enable you to maintain 
a competitive advantage as the 
demographic changes take hold.

•  Line managers have a big role to play in 
supporting workers of all age groups, so 
give them the tools and training they need. 
For example, what does it mean to support 
a worker with caring responsibilities?

•  Recruiters should abide by the REC and 
Age UK “Age Opportunity” advice.

Our specific recommended actions for 
employers and employees are:

E m p l o y e r s

•  Understand the impact of an ageing 
workforce on your business. Where are 
the potential talent gaps or blockages? 
What are the financial implications in the 
short and long term?

•  Run a diagnostic test to assess how age 
friendly your company is. Find out if your 
current practices help or hinder managing 
the implications of an ageing workforce.

•  Speak to the demographics most 
affected. Focus groups with older 
workers, line managers, and potentially 
younger workers, can give great insights 
into the needs and attitudes of each 
group and guide how policies and 
programmes should change, but also how 
you engage employees to make these 
changes a reality. Although the degree 
of impact may vary, we are finding that an 
ageing workforce affects all employers 
in some way. We recommend, as a start, 
you assess your current practices in the 
following four areas:
 -  Diversity and inclusion — It’s clear from 

our research that most companies 
do not make a provision for age in 
these policies, beyond preparing for 
retirement. This may need revisiting to 
facilitate any required changes to policy 
and practice.

 -  Retirement — Can people actually 
afford to retire? The golden age of rich 
pension plans is well behind us. Now 
is the time to check that retirement 
income adequacy is in good enough 
shape for employees to transition 
comfortably from work, and that 
they understand the implications of 
the financial choices they’ll have to 
make. The timing of their transition 
affects future succession planning and 
workforce planning strategy.

“ D I V E R S I T Y  I S  V E R Y 
I M P O R T A N T  —  T H A T ’ S 
W H E R E  I N N O V A T I O N 
C O M E S  F R O M . ”

—  A N O N Y M O U S
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“There needs to be ownership at the top; a champion to drive 
change. Organisations should take stock of the resources 
they have and nurture, support and use that beyond the 
retirement time. Retirement is very different now, there is 
much more likely to be an element of paid and unpaid work.”

— Dr Jonathan Collie, Co-founder “The Age of No Retirement.”

E m p l o y e e s

•  Take more ownership of future savings 
and access available advice.

•  Take learning and training opportunities 
seriously. Talk to employers about what’s 
needed to support your future working 
patterns, which may involve working longer 
and using your skills in a different capacity.

•  Set up a focus group or a social network 
as a forum for debate and change.

•  Participate in reverse mentoring 
groups, sharing knowledge across the 
generations.

•  Take extra care to ensure you follow a 
healthy lifestyle and make sure you get 
regular health assessments.

Mercer would like to thank the employers, 
TUC members, and partners in this study 
for their input and insights. 2015 has been a 
year of unprecedented activity on the topic 
of ageing workforces in the UK, and we are 
grateful to all who have played a part in 
this research.
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