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The complex interplay between demographics, societal developments and psychology, and the resultant effects 
on the workplace, forms the basis for this special issue of the Journal of Managerial Psychology. 

During the course of the twentieth century, many countries have witnessed a doubling of life expectancy for all of 
their citizens with life expectancy at birth surpassing or approaching 80 years in many western countries. For 
women, the picture is even more positive, with life expectancy increasing by at least three months per year since 
1840. 

Due to a variety of political and financial as well as changing demographic factors, the age at which state 
pensions can be drawn have also been increasing, but often lagging behind the realities of an ageing population. 
State pension ages, traditionally considered to coincide with a retirement age of 65, are now approaching 70, both 
in the UK and in a number of other countries, not surprisingly, in the face of concerted opposition from the general 
population. In some cases, as in France, the retirement age remains at 60 and is only expected to move to 62 in 
2018 due to the difficulty of introducing legislation in the face of strong opposition. 

Either because of legislative changes, or more prosaically, because savings rates are insufficient and pension 
plans inadequate for 25 years in retirement, people are needing or choosing to work more years than they 
previously expected to. At the same time forced retirement is increasingly being blocked by moral, and often even 
legal, constraints on age discrimination. From a workplace perspective, organisations thus face the challenge of 
both care for and utilisation of an ageing workforce. In addition, partially as a consequence of longer lives, but 
also as a consequence of changing working conditions which include the move away from life-long employment 
and the move to more varied career patterns, there is significantly more movement in the workforce than there 
previously had been. 

Recently, the changing nature of work in terms of demographics, economics, culture and technology has 
catalysed attention to workplace age dynamics in relation to concerns of the ageing workforce and older workers 
(Finkelstein et al., in press). Moving to the other end of the working age spectrum, the younger workforce shows 
significant differences, being characterised by the expectation of a portfolio career and simultaneously being 
native users of new technologies. Generation Y, and the subsequent Generation Z (the latter born around the turn 
of the Millennium) have been found to have quite distinct ideas on how work works (and how work should work for 
them) and how lives should be lived. In between the older generation of “baby boomers” and these younger 
groups, Generation Y and Generation Z, Generation Xers often report feeling squeezed between ageing parents 
and demanding off-spring. Where historically, organisations faced the need to accommodate two generations, 
they will soon be expected to adapt to four social generations under one “organisational” roof. Each of these 
generations will bring a different set of expectations, needs, and values as well as skills and attitudes. Less 
predictable retirement ages, global working and the need for gaining experience in a number of countries, a 
renewed focus on work-life balance and organisational well-being and the demand for portfolio careers, will all 
need to be managed within four different frames of reference. 

These complex and significant aggregated demographic and societal drivers led to the third Ashridge International 
Research Conference (AIRC3 ) held at Ashridge Business School in the summer of 2013 taking as its objective 
the exploration of a more holistic view of the future dynamics of the multi-generational workforce in the 
organisation. 

Previous research across a variety of disciplines has touched on specific aspects of this multi-faceted issue: for 
example, a significant body of work exists on demographics and ageing populations; there is growing knowledge 
about Generation Y, with research including global comparison sets, and extensive work on the effects of 
technology on the world of work. We find, however, that most of this work has been done within academic silos in 
the business and management literature or in other academic fields altogether. 

There are few, if any, truly interdisciplinary studies, and no conferences or journals that we know of that draw the 
variety of research strands together to look at how a multi-generational workplace will look or how it can be 
managed. The impact of multi-generational working is one of the most critical to face organisations within the next 



five to ten years, and the academic literature cannot afford to lag behind, or work in splendid isolation. The need 
for interdisciplinary research, with an applied focus has never been so great. 

The goal of the conference, and subsequently the goal of this Special Issue, has been to create a forum where 
the four social generations and their different worldviews, uses of technology, intrinsic and extrinsic reward 
expectations, and career drivers could be compared and contrasted through a variety of helpful lenses. 
Suggested topics included questions around how compensation systems, workplace flexibility, career phases, 
educational needs, etc. would develop. Overall, we were, and are, interested in how management must develop 
and organisations act, in the face of these certain and imminent challenges. 

This Special Issue contains seven inspiring and interesting papers, in which authors from Austria, Canada, 
Finland, the Netherlands, the UK and the USA look at the issue in hand in a variety of ways. 

We have decided to present these papers in four sections, in the following order: 

1. how jobs, and the workplace develop; 

2. how people develop and the stages of working life (in the new environment; 

3. perspectives from the inside: how it feels in a multi-generational workplace; and 

4. management issues. 

1. How jobs/the workplace develop 

In this first section, Sean t. Lyons, Linda Schweitzer and Eddy S.W. Ng open with a holistic investigation of the 
changing career patterns which have evolved over four generations of the workforce : “How have careers 
changed? An investigation of changing career patterns across four generations”. They observe that successive 
generations are experiencing more job changes and changes of employer, and that career mobility patterns are 
becoming more diverse as people engage in more downward and lateral job changes and changes of occupation. 
This study tests these assertions by comparing the career mobility patterns across four generations of workers: 
these authors are the only ones in this Special Issue addressing all four generations in a single paper. 

2. How people develop/the stages of working life (in the new environment) 

The Dutch quartet of Béatrice I.J.M. Van der Heijden, Tinka C.V. Van Vuuren, Dorien T.A.M. Kooij and Annet H. 
de Lange, in “Tailoring professional development for teachers in primary education: the role of age and proactive 
personality” examines the moderating role of calendar age and proactive personality on the relationships 
between, on the one hand developmental opportunities, and on the other hand work engagement and self-
perceived employability. The work challenges dominant views on age-related declines and losses, and takes age-
related research a step further by focusing upon long-term intra-individual development to achieve longer life 
employability. 

In “Age, job identification, and entrepreneurial intention” Isabella Hatak, Rainer Harms and Matthias Fink examine 
how age and job identification affect entrepreneurial intention. A representative sample in a small country 
(Austria) shows entrepreneurial intention declines both with age and with job identification leading to a 
contingency perspective in which the impact of age is exacerbated by stronger identification with the job; 
leadership and having entrepreneurial parents have no influence whereas gender, entrepreneurial experience and 
education do matter. 

3. From the inside: how it feels in a multi-generational workplace 

In “Younger workers’ metastereotypes and workplace mood, attitudes, and behaviors”, Katherine M. Ryan, Eden 
B. King and Lisa M. Finkelstein try to answer critical questions: “Do younger workers feel stereotyped (because of 
their age) at work?” and “If yes, how might that impact the way they feel, think, and behave at work?”. The paper 
provides a counter balance to the much larger body of literature on biases facing “older workers” and invites 
managers to pay attention to age dynamics in the workplace and the expectations derived from feeling 
stereotyped, both by the older and the younger employees who should learn to see each other’s perspectives. 

As increasingly large numbers of older workers are remaining in the global workforce, raising questions 
concerning age-related differences in perception and behaviour, the next paper, by Christopher Jay Roussin, 
examines the interplay between employee age, gender and ethnicity on benevolence perceptions of new co-



workers, in “Age differences in perception of new co-worker benevolence”. The research uniquely depicts age as 
a significant factor, as workers of greater age perceived significantly less benevolence in all three scenarios 
tested. In evaluating a new boss, women perceived lower benevolence than men, and gender moderated the 
relationship between age and perceived benevolence, where ageing was associated with significantly lower levels 
of perceived benevolence only among men. Older employees, guided by experience, are sceptical of the 
intentions of a wide variety of newly acquainted colleagues, signalling organisational leaders to customise 
behaviours and develop programmes to encourage awareness and positive relationships across age- and 
gender-diverse employee groups. 

In the last section, management issues are dealt within two papers. 

4. The management issues 

Mary Dana Laird, Paul Harvey and Jami Lancaster in “Accountability, Entitlement, tenure and satisfaction in 
Generation Y” investigated the interactive effects of psychologically felt entitlement and job tenure on the 
accountability-job satisfaction relationship in a unique sample of Generation Y resident assistants at a number of 
universities. Entitled employees showed lower job satisfaction levels than non-entitled employees when 
accountability was low, but nearly equal levels when accountability was high. Hence results provide the first 
indication of how supervisors from earlier generational groups can help to improve the workplace attitudes of 
these younger Generation Y workers and managerial tactics that increase employees’ felt accountability could 
reduce the negative impact of psychological entitlement on job attitudes and related outcomes. 

The final paper by Susanna Kultalahti and Riitta Viitala, “Generation Y – challenging clients for HRM?” analyses 
empathy-based stories collected from Facebook to seek more understanding of the elements important to the 
psychological contracts of working Millennials – Generation Y people – and the implications of these insights for 
HRM practices. Findings indicate that the desire to develop competences, and factors related to time may be 
even more significant for Millennials than previous literature on psychological contracts has suggested. Neither 
monetary issues nor a desire for long-term contracts emerged clearly as important factors from the research. 
Hence, employing Millennials challenges HR professionals to develop HR practices that offer flexible time 
structures, systematic and individual development procedures, and a coaching form of leadership. 

This Special Issue has benefitted immensely from the critical analysis and inspiring and motivating feedback 
provided by our very large army of knowledgeable reviewers, and we would like to thank them very much indeed 
for their dedication and giving up so much of their time. They are, Yvonne Benschop, Radboud University; 
Eleanor Davies, University of Huddersfield; Linda Duxbury, Carleton University; Michel Ehrenhard, University of 
Twente; Sabrine ElBaroudi, Free University, Amsterdam; Michael Halinski, Carleton University; Svetlana 
Khapova, Free University, Amsterdam; Xander Lub, Saxion Hogeschool; Kathleen Mortimer, University of 
Northampton; Anna Nehles, University of Twente; Belgin Okay-Somerville, University of Aberdeen; Dora 
Scholarios, Strathclyde University; Frans Stel, University of Groningen; Roel Schouteten, Radboud University; 
Gabriella Spinelli, Brunel University; Keith Thomas, Victoria University, Melbourne; Klaasjan Visscher, University 
of Twente; Laura Visser, Radboud University; Tinka van Vuuren, Open University in the Netherlands, plus last but 
not least, from Ashridge Business School: Amy Armstrong, Barbara Banda, Alex Davda, Erik de Haan, Patricia 
Hind, Kathleen King, Angela Muir, Nadine Page, Carina Schofield, Lee Waller and Trudi West. 

Holistically, the papers presented in this Special Issue point to many important points for managing a multi-
generational workplace anchored around the increasing need to focus on the managerial psychology of the 
component parts of the overall workforce. Getting the best out of the four different social generations will require 
customised approaches to each of the groups rather than a one size fits all attempt at management and 
organisation development. Younger workers and older workers have different worldviews and attitudes to 
commitment, to flexibility, to learning, to entrepreneurship – effectively – to work overall. 

We feel that this Special Issue represents a good spectrum of the available research that has a bearing on 
working in multi-age organisations. Good and useful as these papers are, there is still much to be done to develop 
a body of work that looks at the issues holistically, and interdisciplinarily – covering all four generations and calling 
on a sufficiently wide range of disciplines to consider how organisations can deal with age conflicts, providing a 
welcoming and motivating environment for all age groups whatever they expect, need or want. We trust that in 
presenting the papers here we are contributing to the launch of a strand of research that will address this; and 
pulling together our story from these papers on working with multi-age groups in organisations, managers beware 
– there is much to learn. 
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