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It’s a truism that America’s 78 million Baby Boomers have
altered every facet of American life, from politics to popular
culture, from family life to leisure pursuits.

Now, with the oldest Boomers hitting 60, they are
also poised to redefine what it means to be an older worker
and what it means to employ them. Good news on both fronts
is emerging from a new survey of 1,000 Indiana residents
commissioned by AARP Indiana.

According to the survey, most Hoosiers want to postpone
retirement as long as possible, with the goal of contributing
positively to society while remaining physically and mentally
active. Those same workers recognize the need to grow and change
on the job, based on their understanding of employers’ needs.

The overwhelming majorities of Hoosiers, the survey results
show, believe it is extremely or very important to be flexible about
doing different tasks, to have up-to-date job skills, to learn new
technology and to participate in training or retraining programs.

“All of these things speak to worker quality,” says Susan L.
Silberman, an AARP senior research advisor who interpreted
the results.

The telephone survey was conducted Nov. 2-18 by Woelfel
Research Inc., of Dunn Loring, Virginia. It has a margin of
error of 3.1%. All respondents were at least 50 years old, with
61% working full time and 15% working part time.

According to the survey, those workers also feel good about
their jobs and colleagues and regard work as a healthy part of
their own self-worth. Eighty-three percent strongly or somewhat
agree that their job contributes to society or helps people, while
63% strongly or somewhat agree that their co-workers are like family.

Making the adjustments
The responses bolster an earlier report on older workers

from the Center for Aging and Community at the University of
Indianapolis. That study, titled “Meaningful Work for Older
Adults,” concluded that no huge wave of Boomer retirements
seems likely, even as the Baby Boom generation hits traditional
retirement age.

As the paper’s title suggests, however, older workers want
more from a job than just a paycheck.

“Joe will stay around if he’s a valued employee and there’s
something interesting to do,” says Kay Crawford, a co-author of the
report. But Crawford, who also studies employer attitudes toward
older workers, says many companies are slow to recognize the
value of older workers or plan for a future that includes them.

Common misperceptions about older workers include
higher costs to employ them and their perceived reluctance or
inability to learn new technologies.

“(Employers worry) Joe won’t catch on to the computer
thing,” Crawford says. “That’s not true. Studies have shown
older workers do learn technology, (although) they may learn

it in a different way.”
Hoosiers themselves are concerned

that employers may not value older
workers, according to the AARP survey.
Example: While 80% strongly or
somewhat agree that most older workers
can perform as well on the job as
younger workers, 81% believe that
employers try to save money by replacing
older employees with younger ones.

And 58% either strongly or
somewhat agree that most employers
discriminate against older workers, while 65% strongly or somewhat
agree that older workers are forced to retire before they want to.

These are not idle perceptions, based on the survey responses.
Twenty-nine percent of Hoosiers say either they or someone they

know has experienced some form of discrimination after 40,
including not being hired, being passed over for raises or promotions,
losing an existing job or being forced or encouraged to retire early.

Silberman said the responses are significant even though
they fall well short of majority experiences. “The people who
have touched it clearly feel it very strongly,” she said. “That’s
not surprising to me.”

Avoiding the loss
No matter how companies lose the skills and experience

of older workers, Hoosiers believe the loss is clearly felt.
According to the AARP survey, 76% say it is extremely or

very important for organizations to retain the knowledge and
experience of retiring workers, and 59% say companies lose “a
major amount” of knowledge through retirement or resignations.

But Crawford says that need not occur, if only companies
start to plan for the first wave of Baby Boomers that will hit 65
in 2011, followed by successive waves of their younger cohorts.

Companies need to do more than offer good pay and benefits
to retain older workers, according to the survey.

True, Hoosiers want material rewards on the job, especially
health benefits. But their “wish list” also includes job flexibility
to care for parents, grandchildren or other family, the opportunity
to learn new skills and simply working someplace that lets
older workers stay on the job as long as they want to work.

Hoosiers also want to feel their opinions are valued in the
workplace, with 33% saying that is extremely important and
52% saying it is very important.
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Author: Martin DeAgostino is associate state director for
communications for AARP Indiana. He can be contacted at
(317) 423-7105. More information about AARP Indiana’s
50+ Worker Survey is available at www.aarp.org/state/in




