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Valuing vintage:
Hong Kong's ageing workforce uncorked

HRER AOmEHRE

Alarm bells have been ringing, warning Hong Kong that its rapidly ageing workforce spells
doomsday for its economy. Companies in Hong Kong are already starting to feel the crunch
with those born in the baby boomer years (1946 to 1964) headed for retirement and less
young talent available due to the declining birth rates. However, our mature workforce might
be a valuable resource we can capitalise on with the right strategies.
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Age Structure of the Hong Kong Population
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In May, the Centre for Human Resources Strategy and Development at HKBU
organised a seminar on “Hong Kong's Ageing Workforce: Managing Human
Capital for Sustainability for 2020 and Beyond”. A number of experienced human
resources (HR) experts shared their views on the current situation and strategies
to handle the changing workforce demographics. A team from the Centre is also
researching the impacts of the ageing workforce on business and society.

The statistics are stark. According to the Census and Statistics Department,

the proportion of older persons aged 65 and over in the population is projected
to increase from an estimated 13 per cent in 2009 to 25 per cent in 2029.

The high life expectancy in Hong Kong coupled with the low fertility rate is giving
our policymakers much to think about.

“Human resources are the only natural resources Hong Kong has,” points out
Professor Randy Chiu, Director of the Centre and professor of the Department
of Management. In this situation, he says, fixing the retirement age at 60 or 65
is a waste.

Fluid retirement age

The traditional rationales for fixing a retirement age do not apply in Hong Kong.
Unlike underdeveloped countries where the majority of young people entering
the workforce would be engaged in factory-line work or farming, Hong Kong is a
knowledge economy which prides itself on a highly skilled workforce.

“We provide services — financial, management and personal services like
healthcare, catering, and tourism — where most jobs are knowledge-related,” says
Professor Chiu. “Those leaving the economy have the bulk of knowledge and
experience. While the number of people who have university education is much
higher than in the past, it doesn’t mean they are equipped with the knowledge
and wisdom that their seniors have.”
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organisations tend to follow suit.

“Policymakers need to revisit the issue,” says
Professor Chiu. “When we are screaming about a
shortage of talent, it is surprising that we are not
looking into the retirement age. People tend to
follow the wheel not realising that we are in a new
era and need fresh thinking.”

He adds: “We're not talking about attracting older
people because they are older. It's about attracting
and engaging talent regardless of age.”

Family-friendly working
environment

Postponing the retirement age would mean a
new demographic in the workplace. Speaking at
the seminar on Hong Kong’s ageing workforce,
Mr. Paul Munder, Talent Acquisition Director, Asia
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at Nike Hong Kong Ltd. who has over 20 years of experience in a variety of
industries and countries across Asia, said that to create a culture which values
inclusiveness and diversity, there should be awareness at the organisational level.

“You need to make sure you're removing biases from your hiring process,” he
says. “Managers need to be prepared to have multigenerational conversations
and know the levers of different groups.” In addition, mature workers should
also be encouraged to participate in training to upgrade their skills. Companies
might have to make changes to the physical office environment to accommodate
senior workers such as providing bigger monitors and adjustable furniture.

Mature workers might also prefer a more flexible employment mode and have
different expectations of perks and benefits. A key driver for mature workers is
recognition and respect. “This doesn’t cost money. It is as expensive as a smile or
a handshake,” says Mr. Munder.

Professor Chiu says that young people generally need take-home cash and are
not too concerned about fringe benefits. Mature workers with families might
want insurance benefits. Those in the 40 to 50 age bracket are looking for
prestige and status such as club memberships or an office with a view. Those
above 60 might not want a fancy office
but a more relaxed work schedule and a
stable income. They are more concerned
with being able to contribute, make a
difference in the workplace and being
respected.

“There are two ways to engage mature
workers,” says Professor Chiu. “On the
one hand, the seniors can be mentors to
the younger workers. At the same time,
the younger workers revitalise and help the
mature workers to be more productive.”
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HKBU’s Human Resources Management
programmes are the only ones in Hong
Kong that require students to study
organisational and social psychology.
“Dealing with people who are not
similar to ourselves requires learning.
Earlier managers had to deal with the
post-80s generation. Now they may have
to deal with mature workers. The logic is
the same.”

Professor Chiu observes that most
employees today prize a good quality of
life. Flexitime, compressed work hours
and work-from-home arrangements

are popular among workers of all ages.
Given the population demographic,
even younger workers will have older
dependents at home to look after.

“Hong Kong HR specialists need to design a variety of working arrangements to
suit different lifestyles,” he says. “We're talking about a continuum from full-time
to part-time. You might have mature workers coming in for 75 per cent of the
time, making top decisions, supervising processes and mentoring the young. This
allows them to spend more time with their grandkids and on their leisure.”

Mr. Munder agrees. “Flexible work arrangements lead to a better work-life
balance, whether you're 20 and want to go out motor racing or my age and want
to play with your kids or older and have other interests. It's a healthy change for
the entire office.”

Happy companies

Professor Chiu adds that it is a misconception that family-friendly policies are
expensive. “Family-friendly employment policies help to strengthen the overall
wellbeing and quality of life of employees. It doesn’t cost the employer much
money but the result is that employees work better, last longer and are more
productive.”

In the past, employers might only have been concerned with employees fulfilling
company obligations. “However, when employees are battered by family
obligations, how can they concentrate on work?"” questions Professor Chiu.

He cites the example of a study which found that the companies ranked as

the 100 best workplaces by Working Mothers had stock values that exceeded
those of Fortune 500 companies. “Caring about your employees does not mean
losing money,” he says.

Because HR systems are so developed, employers can calculate remuneration down
to the dollar per second. Thus, designing a remuneration package for those who
work flexible hours should not be difficult.
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Professor Chiu says Hong Kong will catch up with the global trend towards
performance-related pay. “We're talking about equity, with pay based on their
contribution regardless of age. People will be paid based on having the wisdom
and experience that works. If you don’t perform, you're out regardless of age.
That's equal opportunity.”

While it is expected that the bigger firms will take the lead in implementing these
practices, Professor Chiu says that informal arrangements catering to needs of
their workers might already be in place in smaller firms. “We shouldn’t see this as
a luxury that small and medium-sized enterprises cannot cope with, though we
expect bigger corporations and multinationals to have the ‘muscle’ and knowledge
to do it first.”

Family-friendly policies might also be seen as part of corporate social responsibility.
“A company is a member of society. Happy employees are more productive and
also better customers, thus spurring on the economy.” @'
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