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Abstract 

If we have a look at the demographic evolution, not only in Belgium, but also in all European countries, we witness a broadening at the top of the population pyramid while the basis is narrowing. The challenge becomes very clear: eminent worker shortage and tremendous loss of know-how and know-why as older employees leave the organisation. In response, some organisations enact innovation processes that disrupt the detrimental status quo towards sustainability.

Firstly we focus on the macro-economic level by explaining the Belgian situation as regards career ending, activity level and the prospects for the future. Secondly we present a theoretical framework for understanding our approach: organisational development from a ‘process consultation’ point of view. Thirdly, we will describe several cases. Every case has an action or intervention component. Finally, we conclude with practical advices and recommendations for further research. 
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1. Belgium within Europe

Belgium suffers from a serious jobs deficit relative to the European average: out of one hundred people of working age in 2004, a mere 60.3% were at work, against the EU average of 64.7%. Our shortfall in relation to the Netherlands and the Scandinavian countries is even larger; these countries show activity levels ranging from 67.6% in Finland to over 75.7% in Denmark (Belgian High Council for Employment, 2005). 

The activity level in Belgium improves slower in relation to the EU. Between 1997 and 2004 the activity level in Belgium improved by 3.5%, while this advanced by 4% in the EU. 

Given that the Lisbon Strategy aims for a European activity level of 70% by 2010, Belgium will have to make some serious efforts to have more people at work!

This low activity level constitutes a serious threat to the advancement of prosperity in Belgium. 

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 30%. This is 12.5% 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 at work by 2010. When we consider demographic developments, the evolution of the real retirement age and self-contradictory government policies, this commitment seems to be a ‘mission impossible’.

The low level of activity among the elderly working population in Belgium can be ascribed to the systematic reduction in the statutory pensionable age 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 57,7. This is below the statutory pensionable age of 65. In the last 50 years, the introduction of social welfare legislation has led to a 10-year reduction in active working life. 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. In some cases the post-active years exceed the active years. In conclusion, we believe that 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, Vandenberk & Deweerdt, 2004).

2. The Belgian context – history explains a lot

The Belgian context is a special case as regards keeping older employees at work for longer and in a different way and implementing age-conscious HR policies. The Belgian practice of retaining older employees and implementing age-conscious HR policies is a very specific one! The government has, from the 1970s, developed a framework in which people are in effect encouraged to leave the world of work. The emphasis for older workers is usually: ‘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 attitude has over time become a credo and has taken a profound hold on the attitudes of the various actors (employers, trade unions and employees). 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. 
3. Our goal
Within this inconsistent government framework, which encourages early retirement and at the same time calls for people to stay at work longer, we propose to start up and develop age-conscious HR policies in companies.

The most important objective is to implement organisational development towards age-conscious HR management. By raising awareness and creating support for a tailor-made process that stimulates reflection on how to create conditions that stimulate work pleasure and professional growth during the whole career – possibly leading to the choice of working longer – the process of change will get underway and this will eventually result in different viewpoints, ideas and habits about working. We anticipate that the government will soon issue new regulations to extend people’s working lives. In consideration of this dynamic social and legal environment, we hope to pro-actively assist all members of organizations in their quest for universally acceptable alternatives.    
4. Organizational development from a process consultation point of view
From this macro perspective it becomes very clear that a reaction on the challenges of an ageing workforce is simply a must! But how do organisations and employees react on this evolution?  

Within the European Social Fund (ESF) project – ‘Silver Instruments and Processes’ – we want to encourage companies to support and develop age-conscious HR management policies. We aim to develop a tailor-made change process in which all actors within a company can reconsider the issue of working longer, while taking into account specific company cultures, which should result in new viewpoints, customs and age-friendly HR practices. 

Our method consists of looking at organisational development from a ‘process consultation’ point of view. The ways in which new practices are developed and the actors involved in this process are crucial elements within the process of change towards age-conscious HR management. To this end, managers, employees and unions should constructively learn together how to change their views and feelings on the issue of working longer. All parties will need to value working longer and with a more diverse workforce. Companies will have to work pro-actively to find options that are valuable and acceptable to all parties involved. 

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 (e.g. Argyris & Schön, 1978; Swieringa & Wierdsma, 1991). 

The macro-economic context, as described above, determines partly how a company organizes. The goal of an organization is to get the work done given this macro-economic context. The present context is a context characterized by a shortage of ‘good’ workers; it isn’t easy to find the right people for a specific function. Hence, organizations have to take a larger responsibility to realize an optimal person-organization fit. 

Employees should get the continuous opportunity to develop themselves in their careers in balance with the development of the organization as a whole. Age-conscious HRM is a way to achieve both goals. It is a way to bring people in the right ‘mood’ – a mood to stay ‘on the move’, to learn and develop continuously – and to create the optimal conditions for this development with the intention that everyone experiences ‘work pleasure’ and contributes to a vital and successful organization.  
5. From an organizational wide approach to a specific project
If we want to develop a new dynamic, it is important to form the right basis of support with all participants within the organisations. We have done so in Borealis and in the city council of Hasselt by creating focus groups in which a cross-section from different age groups and various layers of the company are represented. Then we proceeded to more concrete projects, specific for the concerning organisations.   

In both organisations focus groups were organised on the initiative of HR departments in order to start up concrete activities. Focus group meetings, attended by management, trade unions and employees (8-10 participants per group) were facilitated by a researcher. Each meeting lasted an average of two hours.

These focus groups had a threefold purpose: (1) creating awareness and changing mentalities, (2) diagnosing helpful and obstructive factors regarding work pleasure and longer working, and (3) collecting ideas and suggestions.

It was emphasised at all levels that this was not a question of the company abolishing or sustaining transitional pensions, but using studies and surveys to find possible new 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 which was then linked to the vision and mission of the organisations. 

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

Subsequently 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 the group decided on a number of priorities, on the assumption that not everything could be dealt with at once. These action points were developed further in a subsequent phase. 

Organising such focus groups ensures that all the interested parties feel that they have been heard and want to learn together. 

This way of working was applied in Borealis and the City Council of Hasselt. As a consequence of this facilitation process, each of the organizations mentioned is at present working to enact an age-conscious HR management on their own. ‘On their own’ is important here because the processes we facilitate have always a ‘self-learning’ component built in to them: while facilitating the process we give special attention towards strengthening the competencies of the client organization so that they can take matters in to their own hands.

What follows…

Borealis

Two people were appointed internally to develop the project further and to consult with sites in other countries. The positive output of the project was that concrete work was being done by the organisation and at the organisation’s tempo, on initiatives concerning age-conscious HR policy. The organisation’s tempo and own context is an important factor. During the project collective labour negotiations with trade unions slowed down the process considerably but HR thought it was wise to do so because they didn’t want to jeopardise these important negotiations.

The focus groups resulted in defining a specific project that at this moment is further elaborated in the organization: ‘How can we stimulate older workers to work longer with work pleasure and effective in shift systems?’. In the chemical sector, this is an important and challenging question. The focus is not really on getting workers to work ‘longer’ in shift systems but rather on searching and exploring possibilities to keep shift workers working effective with pleasure with the intention that they can, possibly, do this longer without serious complaints (health complaints, stress, complaints on the level of social functioning,…). 

City Council of Hasselt 
The ESF-project is facilitated in collaboration with the organization developer of the City Councel of Hasselt and the “Work group Attention Personnel” (WAP). WAP is an existing forum that consists of representatives from diverse levels, departements and functions of the City Councel. Both, organization developer and WAP, have the explicit task to develop worker commitment to (further) improve the overall services to the public. 

After discussing the results of the focus groups in the WAP, the following priority action point emerged: “appreciating positively the mutation and/or rotation policy within the diverse city services”. The WAP has brainstormed on the possibilities and conditions of an attractive rotation policy and is at this moment working on a ‘blue print’, a policy letter and a process, to get support for this initiative from the higher echelons of the Council.

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. 

As faciliators we have involved the WAP and organization developer from the start of the project: they developed the process together with us. This is crucial because this way they became co-author and psychological owner of the project. This is a condition for a quick anchorage in the organization.

6. From a specific project to an organisational wide approach
In other organizations it becomes clear during the first explorative conversations that there is a particular need for a project concerning a specific, well defined age-related problem. Since we always want to develop a tailor-made process, our starting points in these projects are the problems experienced.

In Umicore and the Province of Limburg we started from particular tailor made projects concerning internal replacement and knowledge transfer. Later we made a more organisation wide movement in both organisations.

Province of Limburg
A methodology developed in the framework of the ESF ‘Silver Instruments and Processes’ research project is the encouragement of knowledge transfer within organisations. 

Increasing ‘pride in one’s work’, and strengthening and energising the work and co-operation of the team are central throughout the knowledge transfer process. A positive climate of learning and co-operation and a constructive way of dealing with people based on interpersonal skills, are crucial preconditions for knowledge transfer. 

Sharing knowledge is extremely important for employees of all ages. The result will be an extension of one’s own competencies and the organisation’s expectations will be met (Ilmarinen, 1999). In addition, knowledge-sharing is a quick, effective and efficient method that enables organisations to meet constantly higher demands.

In the context of knowledge management (e.g. Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995), 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, because there is no longer dependence on one person to retain it. The possibility that people will implement this knowledge in their work will increase, resulting in improved corporate efficiency and effectiveness.

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. Unless it wants to lose all the knowledge that older employees have available to them, an organisation must prepare itself for a possible sudden exit of older employees. 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. Presenting macro-economic developments does this. Numbers and data about age structures, both in the Belgian economy and 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 of all ages? Are people in the organisation aware of the changes outlined above (possible sudden exit of older employees, specific knowledge areas of employees, etc.). In this way the need to be involved in knowledge transfer is explained and emphasised. 

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

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

A third stage involves investigation into the conditions that govern that one is involved in knowledge transfer. 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. If knowledge transfer is necessary, then it is also necessary to create an environment in which it can happen.

A climate of open exchange and discourse encourages new ways of transferring knowledge. People are encouraged to work together to create a favourable learning climate, one in which knowledge can be transferred and appreciated.

We applied this methodology to an organisation where tacit knowledge is most important, namely the Province of Limburg. The HR manager and the career advisor guided the ESF process from central management. The trade union representative and the immediate section head were also behind the project, an important condition to get started! Together with the HR manager, the career advisor, 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 conversations. 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. 

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 about 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 facilitated session consisted of participants interviewing each other in pairs, so that each questions 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 flip board. The high-priority points for improvement were also stated on every occasion. In this way we gathered experiences, opinions and accounts. On this basis we formulated improvement proposals that we presented 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 career guide, the section head of the technical services and three foremen. This diversity is important: all relevant voices in this stage of the project are included. 

Two crucial working points were formulated on the basis of the sessions. Firstly emerged the crucial need to set up and implement work meetings at every level (teams, between foremen, etc.) and between the various levels (foremen with their superiors, etc.). Secondly, there was the urgent call to strengthen the foreman’s job and leadership position. This position had to be 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’, ‘they learn’. This is very unusual in a rigid, hierarchical government 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 that 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. The project resulted in the implementation of work meetings at and in between different layers and the decision is made to strengthen the formen’s job by giving them the authority to set up coaching talks with their subordinates. A very important result from our facilitation process is the attitude change of the section head of the technical services: he has always believed in the importance of good communication but several years ago he had a bad experience with bringing an issue openly in group. This led to a lot of doubt to communicate openly in a group context. Through participation in several facilitated sessions with all the foremen he saw the power of communicating openly and was appreciated for this by everyone present.
Umicore 

Umicore is an international metal and materials group with eight locations in Belgium. They employ about 8000 employees. With the closing of an internal department in September 2003 was opted for a re-employment policy instead of the usual pre-pension policy. This department employed a lot of white-collar workers. Together with the older white-collars was actively searched for new jobs within or outside Umicore. There where a lot of conversations with the HR manager of Umicore about wishes and possibilities. Ultimately, this process resulted in the internal re-employment of almost all white-collars. All white-collars involved in the re-employment process were interviewed by an ESF-researcher. This resulted in two extensive rapports to HR management with advice and lessons towards the future. These reports were discussed deeply in two sessions with management (2,5 hours per session on average).

In the summer of 2002 management planned a similar re-employment process but this time it was intended for blue-collar workers in the context of restructuring in another Umicore plant. When the work council was informed about this intention conform the “Wet Renault” (Law Renault), an immediate strike followed. After on week of strike, management and labor unions reached an agreement in a government mediated process on the pre-pension that labor unions demanded.

By means of focus groups with present employees, interviews with labor representatives and HR management we have investigated why the re-employment initiative was rejected. Furthermore we have explored the missing conditions that can explain this rejection. 

The focus groups made it possible to formulate divers recommendations intended to help the company in their learning journey towards a more age friendly, this is change friendly, organization.

The central challenge for organizations turns out to be to create organizational conditions that encourage and stimulate flexibility, movement and learning among all employees; to create conditions that facilitate flexible job transfers within an organization (inplacement – retention management) or towards other organizations (outplacement).

We can identify three critical tasks for HR:

1. Create a basis of support about change and rotation. Such a basis of support is an important condition to work on to create a culture of change, learning and rotation. In order to create a sufficient basis of support conversations have to be facilitated among members of different hierarchical levels and functional departments about questions such as: 

- What is the sense of making regular internal/external job changes?

- What are possibilities for change?

- What are organizational conditions that have to be in place to facilitate changing and learning?  What are inhibiting factors?  How to make a difference?

- What do we expect from each other, f.e. about leading and to be lead? 

- How is regular job change appreciated and rewarded (non-financial and financial motivators)?

- What are success stories about changing and which lessons can we draw from these stories? 

2. Continuous attention for conditions that stimulate the strengthening of a flexible professional identity. The following issues are central: 

- Facilitating career development – individual development plan: during regular career talks between leader/career coach and employee the development of one’s career gets coordinated (‘tuned’), with attention to sufficient change, learning, variation and competence development. Within these conversations challenges, worries, expectations… are exchanged, engagements are made and prior engagements are considered and tuned.

- Create conditions so that employees and groups can experiment with change in order that they can broaden their professional identity by means of job mutations, rotation, duo jobs, training and cources.

- Stimulate networking within and outside the company. This way people get the opportunity to form broad social networks that stimulate autonomy. 

3. In the case of coerced rotation, f.e. in the context of a plant restructuring, we give additional recommendations. It is very important to give transparent information about the reason and background of the forced rotation/job change. Further, there has to be a lot of attention for the individual worries, needs and wishes of each employee. A possibility is to create a special ‘crisis’ function where people can go to with their questions.  

A career plan can be developed together with employees so that they get ‘perspective’ on the future: what future sees the employee, what are his/her wishes, how to meet a person’s wishes… And last but not least a continuous appreciative attitude with attention to the individual is crucial. The employee must feel appreciated, his competencies and experience must be acknowledged. In this way there is a bigger change that the employee continues to feel ‘full” and not “empty and less”. 

7. Conclusions and recommendations
A lot of organizations are afraid to openly discuss age-conscious HR management, they are even more afraid to really do something about it because the ‘touchy’ nature of the topic.

Labor unions see it as a threat for acquired privileges (such as pré-pension on early age), management sees it often as a quick fix ‘social friendly’ and low-priced solution in the context of restructuring, employees have ‘learned’ to stop working at an early age – there is also a lot of pressure from peers, friends and family – and the government continues to be inconsistent about a facilitating framework to work longer. All this considered, it is not a surprise that expectations towards early exit are not easily broken. 

Our approach is focused on creating conditions in organizations in order that all organization members experience work pleasure and possibilities for personal growth during their whole career. Through this focus we want to stimulate people to work longer with enthusiasm. 

We recommend to really focus on creating conditions for work pleasure and personal growth without making to explicit the underlying broader societal goal of ‘people have to work longer’. If you start with the ‘negative’ message “we want you to work longer” there will be immediate resistance (e.g. Wissema, Messer & Wijers, 1991) and the project will probably stop before it has really had a chance to begin. 

Creating conditions to experience personal growth and work pleasure to stimulate working longer needs a change in organizational culture. Such a cultural change isn’t realised ‘tomorrow’, it takes a step-by-step process that can take up to five years or even longer.  Organizations that place the topic of age-conscious HR management on their agenda now, are better prepared for the future. 

It cannot be the goal of age-conscious personnel management to create a special ‘favour’ statute for older workers: more privileges, do less and paid more. 

A good age HR management is based upon diversity, learning from each other, searching the best in everyone in order that the organization as a whole functions better.

This means bringing people ‘on the move’ during their whole career, creating stimulating and appreciative conditions for change and learning. This automatically means that people have to learn to deal with discomfort associated with change by looking at it as an opportunity to learn. In this fashion there is a good change that people change their perspective on working longer. 

From our collaborative projects with organizations about age-conscious HR management other interesting new insights emerge.

Age-conscious HR management becomes a talked about topic and this on all levels of the organization. Strikingly, on all levels the same problems and challenges are mentioned. 

Once the first resistance is overcome by a focus on work pleasure and personal growth, there is a deep collaborative contemplation about challenges and images/presuppositions of each other that block or facilitate work pleasure and thus working longer. The opinions are often shaded both in the focus groups with mainly blue-collar workers and in the meetings with management.

Age-conscious HR management must always be a tailor-made process: there are several ways to go to Rome! From divers projects it becomes clear that each organization has it’s own challenges with the conception and implementation of age-conscious HR management. These challenges are coloured by the context in which the organization operates. In one organization the starting focus is more on creating conditions and policy about knowledge transfer, in an other organization the focus is more on generating new regulations about working hours or labour conditions. It’s always a challenging process of cultural change where people – unions, management and employees – need each other to make things better for everyone!
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