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Abstract 

Since the 1970s, the Belgian government has encouraged people to opt for early retirement. Today, the baby boomers are becoming older and too few young people are entering the labour market. We will all have to work longer and differently if we want to prevent labour shortages and ensure the economic viability of social security and pension systems.

Within the framework of a European Social Fund project we encourage companies to develop age-conscious HR management policies. Our method consists of looking at organisational development from a ‘process consultation’ point of view. Using practical examples, we investigate whether the process approach is useful in allowing organisations to undertake their own measures in the context of age-conscious HR policies. 
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1.
Organisational change and resistance to change
Organisations are confronted more and more often and intensively by changes. Both internal as well as external factors can make a change necessary or desirable. One only needs to look at constantly increasing (international) competition, shorter product life cycles, demographic developments, ecological changes and increased demands for flexibility (both on organisations and on the people who work in them).
Organisational change is a much-discussed and much-studied phenomenon. The same conclusions appear again and again: people and therefore organisations don’t change just like that! The majority of organisations, it seems, fail to achieve high-quality change (Schein, 1996, 2003a, 2003b). People have all kinds of resistances against change, against modifying their behaviour and their habits, whether these have solidly engrained or not. 

Both individual as well as social factors have their effects on resistance against change (Corthouts et al., 1991). 

Resistance to change is not an immutable character trait of people, but mostly arises from not understanding what is in fact happening. Resistance to change makes us realise that we need to make the right preparations for change. 

Alongside resistances to change there are factors that speed up the process of change. Such factors are termed forces for change. Forces for change increase the willingness to change. They can be forces that lead to change, but they can also arise during the change process. 

If we are dissatisfied with the current situation, which is not the way we want it to be, then we see change as something that is necessary to improve the situation in the future. 

Another force for change can be found in external pressures to adjust (social and economic changes in society, changing legislation, and so on), and these ensure that changes are speeded up. Once the change process is under way then this can have the effect of making us want to go faster, when we see that change is possible and we want to change. A force for change that should not be underestimated is the motivation of the driver or initiator of the change process. This person’s role is to help an organisation’s staff ‘to discover’ that change is a good thing. The following sentence sheds a lot of light on this: ‘Don’t see staff as the victims, but make them the subject and even in a certain sense the leaders [of change]’ (Wissema, 1993). People do indeed wish to change – these are individual forces for change – but they do not want to be changed. Working together in a group or a team can also encourage people to change. The enthusiasm of the group members facilitates change. 

Where the forces for change are stronger than resistances, then change takes place. If the resistances are stronger than the forces for change, then no change will take place. Lewin (1951) speaks of two force fields: driving forces (forces that encourage change) and braking forces (resistances).
Implementing HR management policies where thought is constantly given to the various life stages in which people find themselves requires a ‘different’ way of organising and ‘another’ way of thinking within an organisation. By our specific approach we attempt to reduce resistances and to bring the positive forces for change within organisations to the surface.
2.
Organisational change and learning
Swieringa and Wierdsma (1991) view organisational change as learning. The most relevant characteristic of an organisation is in their view the fact that people ‘co-operate’: think together, take decisions, implement activities and do the right things together in the right way. We can speak of organisational change when people intend to do things differently together and the behaviour of an organisation changes, which is equivalent to collective learning. This kind of collective learning can happen unconsciously or consciously. 

Swieringa and Wierdsma distinguish three levels of collective learning: single-loop, double-loop and triple-loop learning. 

Learning at the organisational level is a constantly repeating cycle of doing, reflecting, thinking and deciding. The important thing is that this happens together with others within an organisation. Single-loop learning takes place very frequently (monthly, weekly and sometimes even on a daily basis). Double-loop learning soon requires tens of months and triple-loop encompasses a cycle to be counted in years. Many companies are faced approximately every seven years with a re-evaluation of questions of fundamental purpose (Swieringa and Wierdsma, 1991, 47). 

Dixon (1999) talks of organisational learning instead of collective learning. Organisational learning is the conscious use of learning processes on the individual, group and system levels, in order to transform organisations constantly in a direction that is more and more satisfying to the various stakeholders and shareholders (Dixon, 1999). This means that organisational learning is not the sum of everything that the members of the organisation know, but rather the collective use of the learning capacity that is available (learning processes at group and system levels). The collective aspect is very significant in this case. New meanings evolve from the confluence of ideas, and these are meanings that no one would have discovered on their own. This common construction of meanings is organisational learning. Here we can speak of synergy. 

Learning and change influence each other; they strengthen each other.
Friedlander (1983) says the following about learning and change: ‘Learning is the process that underpins change and that makes it happen. Change is the child of learning’ (p.194). This does not, however, mean that change is not possible without prior learning. A hostile takeover, or new statutory regulations, can force an organisation to change without learning first. The forces for change come from outside the organisation. 

Change is preceded by organisational learning when an organisation imagines a future that it wishes to achieve for itself. Achieving the desired future is the force for change in this case. 

Organisational learning can lead to a change that in its turn results in further organisational learning (Dixon, 1999).
Schein (2000) developed his own way of looking at organisational change and learning within an organisation.
According to Schein, the ‘manner in which’ something is done is as important or even more important than ‘what’ is done. The ‘how’ or the ‘process’ generally communicates what we really intend more clearly than the content of what we are saying. People are in general far less familiar with the process. Usually far more attention is paid to the content, that is, ‘what’ we are saying. 

It is difficult to think in the context of processes whilst also developing processes. It is therefore in the first instance essential to become conscious of the various processes that influence our daily life (interpersonal processes, group processes, organisational and co-operative processes, etc.). 

When we are looking for organisational change from the process approach, it is important that we create a situation in which people and groups can learn and change. In practice it turns out that organisations have great difficulties with implementing ‘process learning’ (Probst & Büchel, 1997, 36), where the people concerned learn from each other how they tackled the change process and how they could do it better in the future. Lessons on ‘how to learn better from each other’ are barely learned (Schein, 1996, 2003a). The basis of these learning problems is, according to Schein (1996, 2003a, 2003b), essentially relational in nature. One can distinguish three ‘occupational cultures’ within each organisation: the top, the administration and the shop floor. These three cultures often do not understand each other well, are poorly co-ordinated with each other, and one of these cultures sometimes dominates the others. Schein (1996, 2003a) considers that this lack of co-ordination explains why high-quality change and process learning so rarely occur in organisations. 

It is crucial to assist the organisation in search of ideas for further development. Double-loop and triple-loop learning are in this way actively stimulated within an organisation. Learning to have the will to do something and learning to dare relate to more profound learning processes (De Weerdt, 2003), which can find a place within HR practices that support lifelong learning and working. 

The approach that we use within the European Social Fund (ESF) project – ‘Silver Instruments and Processes’ – is based on Schein’s process approach. We aim to set in motion and further develop age-conscious HR policies within companies by means of this project. We assume that legal and statutory frameworks will eventually stimulate ‘working longer’. We strongly believe that ‘the manner in which’ and ‘with whom’ one sets up new practices are crucial within age-conscious HR management. For this reason we assist those involved to find out how we can give shape to age-conscious HR management and support this process. 

We make use of a number of concrete principles when helping organisations in their quest for further development (e.g. Martens, 1997). 

The core of these principles consists in developing tailor-made processes together with the actors involved in order to achieve a ‘win-win’ situation. 
The contributions, support and commitment of all parties concerned are most important in the course of organisational development. A first important stage that is often overlooked is to create support and awareness in all the parties involved. ‘People cannot do something which they see no sense in doing and to which they attach no value’ (Sels et al., 2002, 28).
A number of specific tailor-made projects are being developed for companies in the area of age-conscious HR management within the context of the ‘Silver Instruments and Processes’ project. Age-conscious HR management is not only directed at older employees, but at everyone, with the aim of keeping workers motivated and employable and to guarantee sufficient quality of work and well-being  (SERV, 2001). The most important aim of age-conscious policy is to expand and maintain workers’ motivation and employability. 

3.
Working longer in Belgium 
We seek to set age-conscious HR policy in motion in companies and to develop this further, on the assumption that the legal and statutory environment will eventually encourage ‘working longer’. Our emphasis is also on the contribution from the organisation. We aim to go in search of new possibilities in a pro-active manner and in concert with the people in the organisation concerned. To put it more concretely: How can we start up and maintain a dynamic whereby the various parties in a company – employees, HR, management and company trade unions – can develop and try out the possibilities for age-conscious organisation in a pro-active manner so that they can react quickly and effectively when the legal and statutory framework changes? 
Here we will give a short account of the Belgian situation as regards career ending, activity level and the prospects for the future. We will also place the situation in its historical context, in other words, the specific Belgian context. 

3.1
Belgium within Europe

Belgium suffers from a serious jobs deficit in relation to the European average: out of one hundred people of working age in 2003, a mere 59.6% were in work, which is almost 5% less than the EU average (64.3%). This is a figure that illustrates how far Belgium lags behind: if the activity level in Belgium were at the average European level, then there would be 300,000 more people in work here. Our shortfall in relation to the Netherlands and the Scandinavian countries is even greater, because these countries show activity levels ranging from 69% in Finland to over 76% in Denmark (Belgian High Council for Employment, 2004). 

Even though Belgium is one of the weakest countries in Europe, the jobs deficit here has increased further in relation to the EU, because the activity level in Belgium only improved by 2.6% between 1997 and 2002, while this advanced by 4% in the EU. Had Belgium been able to keep up with this average European progress, then an additional 100,000 jobs would have been created in the space of five years. Given that the Lisbon Strategy aims for a European activity level of 70% by 2010, Belgium will have to make some serious efforts to create jobs!
This low activity level constitutes a serious threat to the future advancement of prosperity in Belgium. Increasing the activity level depends on how many people can be put to work, and on productivity. In recent years Belgium has been losing ground in these two areas in comparison with the EU average, and the inevitable result has been slower economic growth: the Belgian economy grew on average by 1.8% in the 1997-2003 period, as against 2.2% in the EU (Belgian High Council for Employment, 2004). If matters are left to continue as they are then we will find ourselves in a much worse situation in future.
One of the greatest challenges is the low activity level of the older professional population (OECD, European Commission, European Social Fund). For the 55 to 64 group, the activity level is a dramatically low 25.7%. This is one in four and 14.1% lower than the EU average! 

In the context of EU agreements (European Employment Strategy-NAP, Lisbon Strategy), Belgium has committed itself to ensure that half of its over-55s are in work by 2010. When we consider demographic developments, the evolution of the real retirement age and self-contradictory government policies in this connection, then this commitment seems to be a ‘mission impossible’.
If we consider demographic evolutions, then we see a broadening at the top of the population pyramid and a narrowing at the base. The large ‘baby boom generation’ (born between 1950 and 1965) will soon be entitled to retirement pensions. At the same time, the group of people younger than 20 will decrease from 25% in 1990 to 20% of the population in 2010. This decrease in the active population may result in worker shortages and in slower economic growth. Since the total population will increase, the increase in wages per head of population will stall (High Council for Employment, 2004).
This low level of activity among the elderly working population can be ascribed to the systematic reduction in the statutory pensionable age in Belgium since the end of World War II. The OESO estimates that the real pension age decreased from an average of 64.3 in 1950 to 57.7 in 2000. Today, the average Belgian works until the age of 57. This is below the statutory pensionable age of 65. The period of active working life diminished by 10 years during the last 50 years because of the extension of the study period and early retirement programmes, which were brought about by social welfare legislation. The post-active period increased by 19 years in the latter part of the twentieth century because of the decrease in active years and higher life expectancy. People live longer and in some cases the post-active years outlast the active years. In sum, we can say that in general the active period is too short (25-57: +/- 30 years) and the inactive period is too long (0-25 and 57-75/80 =+/- 50 years) (Martens, 2004).

3.2
The Belgian context
The Belgian context is a special case as regards keeping older employees in work for longer and in a different way and implementing age-conscious HR policies. The government has, from the 1970s, developed a framework in which people are in effect encouraged to leave the world of work while older workers are rarely offered suitable individual options. The emphasis for older workers is most of all: ‘You have made your contribution, you have worked well and hard for so many years, so you can enjoy your rest early and thus give younger people a chance.’ This kind of discourse has in the course of time become a credo and has taken a profound hold on the attitudes of the various actors (employers, trade unions and employees). Transitional pension schemes are a good illustration. Early retirement schemes to encourage older workers to exit their jobs prematurely were developed together by the government, employers and trade unions! Everyone considered this an advantageous situation, until it was realised that the present-day situation could be termed somewhat problematic, to say the least. The present situation is one of a greying baby boom generation, so that an increasing number of older workers are making use of transitional pensions and social security, while there are fewer young people entering the labour market. This is a serious problem for the Belgian redistributive system in which younger people pay for the pensions of the elderly. This situation was not a problem until now because there were more young people who paid for fewer elderly. The population pyramid has, however, now been turned upside down, which poses serious challenges for the decades to come. 

This diagnosis has already been put forward in the context of  European and Belgian reports (OECD, European Employment Strategy-NAP, Lisbon Strategy, Vilvoorde Pact, Belgian High Council for Employment, 2004): all of us are going to have to work for longer and in a different way, if we want to prevent looming shortages in our labour market, and if want to maintain affordable social security and pensions. 

Within this anything but consistent government framework, which encourages early retirement and at the same time calls for people to stay in work longer, we would aim to start up and develop age-conscious HR policies in companies, within the context of the European Social Fund’s ‘Silver Instruments and Processes’ project. 

The most important objective is to set up roadmaps for organisational development. As we stated above, this is not an easy assignment. We explicitly place the emphasis on the development of new practices, new habits and cultures in organisations.  

By starting a tailor-made process for companies that stimulates reflection on the concepts of being obliged/wanting to work longer (awareness-raising and creating support), the process of change will get underway and this will eventually result in different viewpoints, ideas and habits. Taking account of a changing social and legal environment – we expect the government to issue new regulations in the near future to keep people in work for longer – we hope to assist all members of organisations in a pro-active manner in their quest for alternatives or possibilities that are of value and acceptable to everybody. 

We do not exclude coercion and pressure to arrive at changed ideas and practices as regards working longer in the future. Coercion and pressure are necessary but not sufficient to achieve organisational learning. We concentrate our research on that which is necessary to achieve organisational learning and change alongside changing external factors and we do this from a participative line of approach. 

4.
Case studies – Organisations in the Belgian context implementing age-conscious HR policies
Our approach is characterised by assisting organisations to achieve further development. 

It is important to work on a shared vision at the start concerning the current and desired situation as regards age-conscious organising and HR policies. In this way we achieve a shared basis of support within an organisation. Arriving at a shared vision implies that the parties involved (management, personnel management, trade unions, employers, etc.) enter into discussions about their experiences, perceptions, expectations, wishes, etc. A change process must therefore be driven by a constant, constructive dialogue between all the parties. We do not therefore start out from a rigidly defined and completed plan, but work gradually, stage by stage (Martens, Vandenberk, De Weerdt, 2004). In this context we refer also to Gratton (2000), who talks about three fundamental features of human capital. 

(1) We live in the present, but people have experiences, memories from the past and wishes and dreams for the future. Attitudes, values and norms do not change just like that; time is needed.
(2) People give a meaning to changes in their lives. This assignment of meaning is simultaneously an individual and a collective event. 

(3) People have emotions and an identity. People will share their knowledge and ideas with others more readily in an environment characterised by trust and openness. People are open to change. This will not happen in a hostile environment. 

Tools have been developed that are tailor-made for organisations. This means that in the first place we enter into consultation with the organisations in question: what do they expect; are there specific themes that apply to their organisation? Which context does the organisation work in? And so on. We develop an approach that is ‘made to measure’ for the company, on the basis of this first familiarisation and taking into account the specific context within which an organisation functions. 

We discuss two concrete tools, namely, ‘awareness-raising and creating a basis of support’ and ‘stimulating knowledge transfer’. It is in any event necessary for companies to make a start in a pro-active way with developing age-conscious HR policies, given that the Belgian situation will soon no longer be viable.  

4.1
Awareness-raising and creating a basis of support by means of focus groups
Practices in organisations are often fed by stereotypes, such as: older employers are less productive and far too expensive, they are not flexible and they are unwilling to be trained or to follow courses. They are more like to suffer health problems, and so on. There is also the idea that older employees are more loyal, have more experience, are more familiar with organisational culture, are more willing to take on responsibility and that they bring calm to an organisation. 

Not only is HR policy fed by these stereotypes, but older employees tend to modify their behaviour to fit in with such stereotypes. Stereotypes and prejudices are therefore reinforced from both sides. A first important step is to ensure that people within an organisation are aware of the existence of these stereotypes, and that they realise that actions can be undertaken to promote age-conscious HR policies. In other words, raising awareness and creating a basis of support are essential stages in order to implement further actions throughout an organisation with the support of the entire organisation. 

Focus groups were organised on the initiative of HR sections so as to start up concrete activities in various companies. Focus group meetings, made up of a mix of management, trade unions and employees (8-10 participants per group) were facilitated by an ESF researcher and lasted on average for two hours.
These focus groups have a threefold purpose: (1) creating awareness and changing mentalities, (2) diagnosing helpful and obstructive factors regarding longer working, and (3) collecting ideas and suggestions.
In every case it was emphasised at all levels that this was not a question of abolishing or not abolishing transitional pensions, but that the company was using studies and surveys to find possible ways of keeping older employees working effectively and enjoyably for longer. This will most likely be necessary as a result of changing regulations. Participating companies will then have taken the first hurdle, namely, awareness-raising and dealing with resistance. Those companies will be ready to act because they have already studied and planned possible actions with all the interested parties. 

The need for age-conscious HR policies was first demonstrated by using macro-economic data and then linked to the vision and mission of organisations. Numbers and charts concerning people’s own age structure generally caused eyebrows to be raised in amazement. 

Constructive efforts were made to establish the responsibilities of companies and where legal and statutory elements predominate. In this way we try to confront the persons involved with the real situation and the prospects for the future (creating awareness and changing mentalities). 

Insert Figure I

After that we focused on the following questions: ‘What factors will make you work/keep on working enjoyably, enthusiastically and effectively? What factors prevent you from working longer? What can your organisation do to make you want to keep on working?’ 

There was an exchange of views and we determined a number of priorities together, on the assumption that we cannot deal with everything at once. These action points were developed further in a subsequent phase. 

The results from the focus groups were discussed with management and ESF researchers.
Insert Table I 

Organising such focus groups ensures that all the interested parties feel that they have been heard and want to learn together. A first important step in arriving at organisational learning is becoming aware of the current situation and being convinced of the usefulness of change. We question current principles of age-conscious HR management by means of focus groups. Can such principles still be maintained within a constantly changing context, in which we have to deal with an increasingly large group of older employees, a diminishing intake of young workers and a changing legislative environment? Is it not necessary in the long run to do things differently within an organisation if we want to keep on functioning and competing?
A concrete example  
This approach was applied to a manufacturer of polyethylene and polypropylene, which has Scandinavian origins and whose head office is in Denmark. In Belgium the company is spread out over four sites. In total the company employs some 900 workers in Belgium. The company has a normal distribution as regards age ranges. The company is regarded as a good employer by its staff, and there is little employee turnover. The company operates in a very competitive international environment where restructuring every two or three years seems to be the rule. 

The organisation guided the process with us via the HR manager and the HR managers at the various sites. In the first place there were exploratory discussions with the management so as to gain an overview of the company’s specific situation and the desired outcomes for the project. On the basis of this first stage it was decided to work with focus groups so that everyone in the organisation could become aware of the necessity of age-conscious HR management.  

Focus groups were organised at the four sites on the initiative of the HR sections. The focus group meetings, made up of a mix of management, trade unions and employees (8-10 participants per group) were facilitated by an ESF researcher and lasted on average for two hours (one hour during working hours and one hour outside work). The statements concerning older employees gave rise to a great deal of soul-searching. All the parties involved were shocked when confronted with the real situation (by means of numerical data; see figure 2). At the time, older employees were being forced to retire, while there was a very large group of employees aged 35 to 45 within the organisation. If all these employees were to leave the organisation en masse after a few years, then there would be a problem.

Insert figure II 

Below we have the results of the focus groups. For the discussion purposes a classification was made according to (1) motives not to work any longer (see table 2), (2) motives to keep working longer (see table 3), and (3) actions and measures that need to be taken to make it possible to work longer.  

Insert table II and table III

Proposed actions and measures
There are a great number of suggestions made about organisational policy and, most of all, about job content and work circumstances. As regards the organisation, people expect clear information, transparent procedures, a clear standpoint in which one can have one’s say by means of discussions and freedom to express one’s views with various groups. 

As regards job content, there are a great number of possibilities, such as being given time for quality, creating jobs so as to pass on experience, mentorship, necessary redundancy and building up reserves, expanding home working, not taking age into account when promoting staff, time credits, flexible hours and designing flexible phased retirement schemes with planned reduction in working hours. Giving more information and promoting part-time work, being given opportunities to transfer to another section within an organisation. People of a certain age should be able to take time off in exchange for working night shifts. Project work: e.g. working very intensively for six months and then taking things more slowly; job sharing and redistributing administrative work. 

As regards working circumstances, people speak of not being forced to take retirement, no moral pressures, but rather personalised flexibility, space for sports and games, more thought being given to career planning and providing extra training. Also being given the time to learn, being able to interrupt work for a while, a positive atmosphere by means of team building, amongst other things, individually checking if everyone is happy, leave, sabbatical leave with a guarantee of being able to return, social activities, stimulating healthy living, retraining and education. 

Subsequent stages
The results from the focus groups were discussed at the various sites with management and ESF researchers. It was observed that the idea of working longer was already widespread on the worksites. The necessity of age-conscious HR policies, as demonstrated from a macro-economic perspective, was now linked with the organisation’s vision and mission to achieve diversity and sustainable entrepreneurship. In other words, management was engaged in double- and triple-loop learning. It was now time to look at ‘why questions’, questions that make us reconsider the essential principles of the organisation. Why do we or do we not want to keep older employees in the organisation? Where is their added value? Will the present principle of making everyone over a certain age retire still be feasible and desirable in the longer term? Would the current rarely utilised job sharing and time credit systems (within the current rules) still be viable if a large group of people were to want such schemes? What kind of organisation do we want for our (older) employees?
Management was now looking for frameworks and preconditions within which the company could develop age-conscious HR policies. Macro-economic insights were translated to the intermediate level, the company level. Two people were appointed internally to develop the project further and to consult with sites in other countries on the project. Thanks to this project, concrete work was being done by the organisation and at the organisation’s tempo, on initiatives concerning age-conscious HR policy. 

Employees and trade unions would be involved at a subsequent stage in concrete follow-up actions (micro level). 

Raising the awareness of all the parties involved is a first important step towards gaining other ideas, insights and viewpoints as regards working longer and possibly in another way. 

Our approach encourages the organisation to learn at the organisational level; we try to encourage all the parties involved to work together in developing new ideas about working longer and age-conscious HR policies. 

4.2  Encouraging knowledge transfer
Another methodology developed in the framework of the ESF ‘Silver Instruments and Processes’ research project is the encouragement of knowledge transfer within organisations. 

With these methods we aim to create a favourable learning climate, where knowledge transfer can take place in an appreciative manner. Increasing ‘pride in one’s work’ and strengthening energy-given forces in the work and co-operation of the group (the team) are central throughout the knowledge transfer process. A good learning and co-operative climate, a constructive way of dealing with people, based on interpersonal skills, are crucial preconditions for working on knowledge transfer. 

Sharing knowledge is extremely important for both older and younger employees. This is after all a means of extending one’s own competencies and of meeting expectations within an organisation (Ilmarinen, 1999). Sharing knowledge is in addition a means for organisations to meet constantly higher demands (fast, good, effective, efficient and with low costs). 

Organisational change and learning are closely linked to stimulating knowledge transfer in an organisation. Learning includes knowledge transfer in its various forms (tacit and explicit knowledge). 

Tacit, that is experience-based knowledge, is very personal and context-specific, and is therefore difficult to put into words. This kind of knowledge is inextricably linked to personal experiences and convictions, norms and values gained for oneself (see inter alia, Polanyi, 1967; Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995). Tacit knowledge is stored in persons, not only in their brains but also in their bodies and is therefore also termed, person-related knowledge. This knowledge has both cognitive as well as technical dimensions. The cognitive dimension concerns mental models such as convictions, ideals and standpoints, which function as a reference framework and filter for perceptions. Know-how, skills and expertise come under the technical dimension of tacit knowledge. 

Explicit, that is theoretical or codified knowledge, is knowledge that can be laid down in one or other form, so that it can more easily be passed on. We do not mean by this that explicit knowledge is more objective and easier to verify than tacit knowledge, but that this knowledge can easily be passed on verbally or in writing. Practical experience is not essential in order to fully master this knowledge (Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995). This is the knowledge that we find in books, manuals, databases, notes, etc. 

In the context of knowledge management, the objective is to disseminate as much individual (tacit and explicit) knowledge as possible, so that this becomes organisational knowledge. In this way this knowledge remains present in an organisation, given that one is no longer dependent on one person to retain this knowledge. The chances will also be greater that people will implement this knowledge in their work, which will be of benefit for the efficiency and effectiveness of the company. 

Learning and accumulating new knowledge are important for older employees, given that carrying out jobs nowadays is not possible only on the basis of experience (amongst other things), because of greater pressure, increasing competition, and so on.
On the other hand, older employees have at their disposal a great deal of tacit knowledge about their organisation (thanks to their many years of experience), how to implement tasks, certain operations, sensitivities within the organisation, and so on. In the present-day context it is hard to predict when older employees will leave their organisation. The time when one could be certain that older employees would be there until their 65th birthday is long gone. Older employees can leave an organisation very suddenly; one only needs to think of restructurings with redundancies, relocations, implementing transitional pensions, and so on. An organisation must prepare itself for such a possible sudden exit of older employees, unless it wants to lose all the knowledge that older employees have available to them. Where no steps are taken to transfer knowledge, the knowledge (especially tacit knowledge) leaves the organisation along with the older worker.  

Companies are often unaware of this situation and do not see the usefulness of knowledge transfer. A first step therefore is to demonstrate the necessity of knowledge transfer. This is done by presenting macro-economic developments. Numbers and data about age structures, both in the Belgian economy as in the company itself, are discussed. Does the organisation as it is now functioning actually make sufficient use of the knowledge that is present amongst its personnel (both young and older employees)? Are people in the organisation aware of the changes outlined above (possible sudden exit of older employees, specific knowledge areas of employees, etc.). The need to be involved in knowledge transfer is in this way explained and emphasised. 

The second stage is making a record of the knowledge that is present within an organisation. The following core questions are central to this:
1. Which specific knowledge can we or do we want to pass on from our profession or expertise? What is this knowledge about? This is about the WHAT. One automatically comes to the distinction between theoretical or explicit knowledge and experience-based or tacit knowledge. 

2. What possibilities are there to pass on this knowledge? In other words, what are the possible ways to pass on knowledge? This is about the manner in which, the HOW. It will quickly become apparent that the manner in which is strongly dependent on the type of knowledge. Tacit knowledge cannot be transmitted in the same way as explicit knowledge. 

A third stage comprises an investigation into the conditions that mean that one is involved in knowledge transfer or is able to transfer knowledge. It should, after all, be possible to transfer knowledge within an organisation. In other words, it is necessary to create a favourable learning climate in which knowledge can easily be transferred. 

This way of working, together in mutual dialogue, makes it possible to arrive at new insights as regards knowledge transfer. People are encouraged to work together to create a favourable learning climate within an organisation, in which knowledge can be transferred in an appreciative manner. 

A concrete example  
Within the context of the ESF ‘Silver Instruments and Processes’ project we applied this methodology to an organisation where tacit knowledge is most important. The ESF process was guided from central management by the HR manager and the careers adviser. The trade union representative and the immediate section head were also behind the project. Together with the HR manager, the careers adviser, the trade union representative and section head, we went in search of organisation-specific pointers for age-conscious HR policy, in the first instance by means of exploratory discussions. What was actually happening within the organisation and where could work be done, taking into account the context in which we were acting? On the basis of these discussions, it was decided that, after awareness-raising, attention should be paid most of all to knowledge transfer within and between sections. 

The concrete project was in a first phase directed at some 30 people, spread over three generations, who carry on old crafts such as thatching roofs, constructing wattle and daub walls, making wooden carts, and so on. At a later stage our approach would also be applied to other sections. We therefore start with specific tailor-made projects in order to set in motion a more organisation-wide movement later on. 

In the first instance macro-economic and company-specific data were presented again in this case in order to demonstrate the importance of knowledge transfer. So that all the parties involved could find out about ‘learning from one another’ and ‘passing on knowledge’, we made a visit to the trial ESF project ‘Knowledge pool 50+’. The purpose of this project is to give older employees a new, meaningful role within their company by making them into trainers for other teams. At the same time, the project generates know-how in order to capture, preserve and pass on tacit knowledge in companies. 

In a second phase the knowledge present in a section was recorded in a group. It quickly became clear that tacit knowledge was the most important for the kind of work that was being done. Attention until then had mostly been paid to the proper documentation and capturing of explicit knowledge (in a training course, work patterns, by means of pictorial materials, etc.). But there is another process that is at least as important, namely, improving co-operation between generations. Because better co-operation automatically signifies better knowledge transfer. The group searches together for possibilities for passing on this knowledge. In which ways can we effect knowledge transfer? 

A subsequent stage is to look for conditions required to be able to engage in knowledge transfer. Which factors are facilitating or obstructing knowledge transfer at this time within a section? The kinds of factors that are relevant here concern internal communication between employees (consultation amongst employees, consultation between various sections, etc.).  

We started in the spring of 2004 with two teams who were mostly involved in craftsmanship. The intention was to co-operate and to create knowledge around questions such as ‘How can we transmit knowledge and co-operate more satisfactorily?’ and ‘How can we increase pride in craftsmanship?’ By picking up on perceptions and experiences from groups, we then mainly started discussions on topics such as:
- What factors make you work/co-operate enjoyably, enthusiastically and effectively?
- What factors reduce your desire to work/co-operate?
- What would the organisation be able to do so that you would be (more) motivated to work/co-operate? This concerns the conditions that need to be created in order to be able to work together well and transfer knowledge effectively.
- What would a career in the organisation have to look like to bring this about?
We assume with these questions that ‘the better you work together with others and the greater enthusiasm you have for your work, the faster knowledge transfer and learning from each other can happen’. 

The approach in a session consisted of participants interviewing each other in pairs, so that each question the other as a critical assistant in order to bring the other’s story into clearer focus. This was with the purpose of presenting the account later on to others in a large group so that they could, as it were, see the account ‘like a film playing before their eyes’ and could pick up on or amplify points, etc. Subsequently everyone came together in the larger group and gave their account (in turns), and the most salient points were put onto a flipboard. The high-priority points for improvement were also stated on every occasion. In this way we gathered experiences, opinions and accounts and on this basis formulated proposed actions to bring about improvement to present to the project steering group. This steering group was made up of the co-ordinator of the ESF project, a process facilitator from the ESF project, the HR manager, a careers guide, the section head of the technical services and three foremen. Two crucial working points around which the action proposals were formulated were in the first place the need for consultation at every level (teams, between foremen, etc.) and between the various levels (foremen with their superiors, etc.) and secondly, the call to make the foreman’s job function more central so as to restore full value to what was now a diminished function. We then decided to expand the initiative to the entire technical service and to go through the same process with the rest of the workers so that everyone felt that they were also owners of the concrete improvement actions. In concrete terms this also meant that the logistical service and the gardens department were also involved in the project, which signified an extension to 34 people. We extended the initiative for various reasons:
- We wanted everyone to be a co-creator of the process in order to generate a wider basis of support and ownership 
- The positive noises that were reaching us from the steering group: ‘People themselves state that the chances for improvement are important’. This is very unusual in a rigid, hierarchical state culture where the dominant mode is top-down implementation of actions decided at a higher level without consulting people.
- A local initiative signifies little in terms of support basis and power, but by expanding it the initiative generates more power.
- We want to know what other people think about it. This does generate confirmation but there are other equally valid emphases which we then take on board during the change process. 

Subsequently the steering group came together again to discuss further steps and a ‘memo’ was drawn up to give the initiative and its results visibility at a high executive and political level.
Conclusion
Through our specific approach a change process was set in motion so that we arrived at changed HR practices and new habits. 

To do this, the management, employees and trade unions need to adjust their vision and values with regard to working longer. Working longer and more diversity on the shop floor need to be seen as positive elements. All this assumes learning other practices and habits. 

Looking to the future, we can expect regulations to change. On the basis of current data, there is going to be a shortage of workers, especially in the in-demand sectors, but probably also in other sectors. Attempts will be made to do something about this by means of regulations, and working longer will be encouraged. 

Organisations which today already pay attention to developing good relations with older employees, and which take pro-active steps to find solutions and formulas along with their employees are already ahead of the rest of the field. They can take the time that they need for this awareness-raising process (see Gratton), and together with the shop floor generate suitable solutions for the company, which will be qualitatively better than hastily thought-up measures imposed from above. 

Our specific line of approach encourages companies to develop age-conscious HR policies so that the company and the workers are prepared for the future. This win-win situation has to be created together with the parties involved. Our case studies show that organisations, after a first awareness-raising phase, do indeed themselves go in search of possibilities to give shape to age-conscious HR policies within their organisations.  
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Table 1. Questions in the focus groups.


1. What factors will make you work/keep on working enjoyably, enthusiastically and effectively?
2. What factors prevent you from working longer? 
3. What can your organisation do to make you want to keep on working?
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Table 2. What factors prevent you from working longer?
	Work circumstances
	· work environment

· stress, pressure of work

· the feeling that you have to prove yourself
· constant and frequent changes
· bureaucracy
· not being able to keep up with new technology
· working days are too long
· the weeks are too full
· change of work location
· change in working circumstances (return to shift work, no more shifts, etc.)
· not being valued

	Work-private life relationship
	· health 
· home situation
· wanting to do ‘other’ things (travel, hobbies)
· adopt the same pace of life as one’s partner
· traffic jams, tired of travelling
· fear of not being able to enjoy life ‘later on’

	Financial motives
	· small financial difference between working and not working any longer
· don’t really need the money any more

	Environtal factors 
	· restructurings
· ambiguous attitude from the government
· retiring early has become the norm


Table 3. What would motivate you to work longer?
	Work circumstances
	· the feeling that I could still achieve something
· chances of promotion
· being valued, being respected
· maintaining a favourable pace of work
· an interesting, meaningful job, filled with challenges
· taking pleasure in my work
· social contacts
· freedom to make decisions
· chances to work part-time
· chances to work on projects, acting as a coach or mentor
· chances to work at home

	Work-private life relationship
	· fear of falling into a ‘black hole’
· the same or a different pace of life from that of my partner
· health

· location, limited travelling

	Financial motives
	· value added salary; sufficient difference between pension and salary


Figure 1. Statements for exchanging ideas, used as an icebreaker. 
Agree or disagree? 

1. The number of accidents at work decreases with age.

2. Older workers are less frequently off sick than younger workers.

3. Older employees learn in a different way and more slowly.

4. Training is mainly of interest to young employees. Older employees need less additional training thanks to their experience and are also less inclined to make use of the training that is available.

5. Because older employees are less flexible, stress-resistant and prepared to change, and also because they work at a slower pace, younger employees are better suited to taking on functions which carry a high level of responsibility.

6. I believe that older employees should make way for younger ones.

Figure 2. Presentation of numerical data.
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