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Closing the generational divide

Shifting workforce demographics and the learning function

Changing workforce demographics are having a notable effect on
organizations across a variety of industries and geographies. While

the learning function has significant opportunities to help companies
adaress issues associated with this shift, it needs to reorient its focus
and capabilities. To help mitigate the challenges of retiring workers and
their subsequent replacements, the learning function needs to play a role
in areas such as determining critical skills and capabilities, transferring
knowledge and reducing time-to-competence for newer employees.

As a result of a shift in employee demo-
graphics, many organizations are looking to
solve a number of important learning-related
challenges. In some companies, increasing
numbers of employees are retiring, many
leaving with sizable amounts of knowledge
that can place the organization at risk.

For others, the challenges include main-
taining a productive workforce in the face

of potentially shrinking labor pools and the
increased mobility of the younger generation
of employees. Several industries, as diverse as
electric utilities, oil and gas producers, health-
care and the public sector, are clearly feeling
the effects of employee retirements and the
difficulty in sourcing new talent.
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The learning function is in a unique position

to provide assistance in these matters.

Many of these issues, from the preserva-

tion of critical institutional knowledge to the
rapid on-boarding of new hires, relate to

the ability to share and apply formal and
informal knowledge. The learning function
brings a wealth of experience that can enable
employees to absorb and apply insights using
a variety of different channels, techniques and
media. Few other areas in the organization
have the depth of expertise to provide answers
to these types of operational problems.

Yet, as we have seen, many learning functions
have yet to develop a comprehensive plan for
addressing the needs of their organizations with
respect to changing workforce demographics.



For some, taking on issues beyond the formal
development and delivery of courseware is
seen as outside the learning function’s tradi-
tional charter. Others lack the capability for
assisting business units in determining critical
skills and developing knowledge transfer strate-
gies. In still other situations, the training function
is already stretched with current initiatives and
does not have the resources or senior manage-
ment commitment to take on this issue. Despite
each of these potential hurdles, the learning
function has the opportunity to directly impact
the organization’s ability to deliver business
results.
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Study background

To better understand the impact of changing
workforce demographics on the learning
function, IBM and the American Society for
Training & Development (ASTD) conducted
an online survey of 239 learning executives.
Participants were recruited primarily through
ASTD membership and existing IBM clients.
The majority of respondents were headquar-
tered within North America (86 percent),
while 11 percent were located in Europe, the
Middle East and Africa, 2 percent in Asia

and 1 percent in Latin America. Participating
companies completed a 21 item online survey
during a six-week period between June and
July, 2006. (See Appendix for additional survey
demographics.)



Closing the generational divide
Shifting workforce demographics and the learning function

Changing workforce demographics—
The primary concerns

Based on our study, there are five important
findings for the learning function:

e /mportant issue, little action — Most
companies, and their learning functions,
are ill-prepared to adapt to the changing
workforce

® Passing the torch of experience — Transferring
knowledge between generations is
becoming a critical capability for today’s
organization

e Beyond one size fits all - Learning execu-
tives believe there are clear differences in
the learning preferences of workers from
different generations

¢ Avoiding roadblocks to learning — Older
workers may find more barriers to partici-
pating in learning activities

e Bypassing the learning curve — Getting new
employees rapidly up to speed is taking on
a new priority.

Important issue, little action

Learning executives clearly believe that the
maturing workforce, coupled with smaller
pools of incoming employees, will affect their
organizations in the next three to five years
(see Figure 1). Over 43 percent indicated
that these changes will have a “significant”
impact on their organizations, while another 38
percent anticipated a “moderate” impact. One
respondent said, “We have mature individuals
at the top of our organization. If they were to
leave, a lot of experience would be lost.”
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FIGURE 1.
What impact will changing workforce demographics
have on your organization in the next 3-5 years?

1% None
2% Unsure
16% Slight
38% Moderate
43% Significant

Source: ASTD/IBM Learning and Changing Workforce
Demographics Study.

While learning executives state that changing
workforce demographics represents an
important issue, they also believe that their
organizations have done little to address its
potential consequences. Only 46 percent of
learning executives report their organizations
are doing either a “good” or “excellent” job in
addressing demographics shifts. Further, just
over 40 percent agree that their companies
are addressing their overall skill and capability
needs over the next three to five years.

Perhaps even more concerning is the fact that
just over one-quarter of companies has plans
in place to address positions that are poten-
tially at risk due to a maturing workforce. Put
together, these statistics suggest that many
organizations remain unprepared. As one
study participant indicated, “(My) organization
fails to recognize the enormous body of infor-
mation residing within senior people...when
they leave, it will be too late.”



At the same time, learning executives
recognize that the learning function itself is
not fully prepared to address this potential
crisis (see Figure 2). Only 16 percent indicated
that changing workforce demographics are a
“priority” area and only 40 percent are directly
addressing these shifts in their learning strate-
gies. Just over one-third of the training groups
participating in the study reported they are
working with specific business units or as part
of a larger enterprisewide business initiative in
this area.

Passing the torch of experience

One of the biggest concerns of learning
executives is the ability to preserve critical
knowledge before it walks out the door.
Knowledge transfer issues were the highest
rated challenge associated with changing
workforce demographics, cited by almost 30
percent of participants. As one respondent
noted, “(We) need to develop the preoccupa-
tion for knowledge transfer and information
sharing at all levels of the organization, and not
only when employees are leaving. It should be
considered at all times.” Despite this concern,

FIGURE 2.

To what extent are learning requirements due to
changing workforce demographics addressed in your
organization’s learning strategy?

4% Unsure
19% Not addressed
16% Priority area

—— 24% Addressed,
but not a priority

37% Partly
addressed

Source: ASTD/IBM Learning and Changing Workforce
Demographics Study.
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less than half of the organizations surveyed
are specifically addressing knowledge transfer
as part of their overall learning strategy, with
more than one-quarter indicating they are not
addressing the issues at all.

It appears that companies have begun to take
some steps to more effectively pass corporate
knowledge to the next generation (see Figure
3). According to study participants, 60 percent
are using some form of mentoring as a way
transferring knowledge, while approximately
one-half of organizations are using document/
knowledge repositories as tools for capturing
and preserving knowledge.

However, relatively few companies are incor-
porating knowledge transfer into their more
traditional learning programs. For example,
only 30 percent are using mature workers to
deliver classroom content, 29 percent are
fostering the development of communities of
practice and 29 percent are capturing and
embedding the lessons from mature workers
into existing learning programs. Almost no
companies are leveraging multimedia as a
way of preserving critical knowledge — only 2
percent are capturing audio/video interviews
of retiring employees.



A single approach to
knowledge transfer and
training isn’t enough - the
learning function needs

to understand employee
preferences and how
different generations of
learners learn best.

FIGURE 3.

What approaches are being used in your organization to transfer the knowledge of maturing workers?

(Select all that apply.)

Mentoring
Document/knowledge repositories
Mature workers used to deliver classroom content

Fostering the development of communities of practice

Lessons from mature workers captured and embedded in
existing learning programs

Expert systems/artificial intelligence
Capturing of audio/video interviews of retiring employees
Other

We are not using any approaches

Percent
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Source: ASTD/IBM Learning and Changing Workforce Demographics Study.

Beyond one size fits all

Another area of notable concern for our
survey participants is the differences in
learning preferences across generations.
Given the advances in training technology,
coupled with the experiences that different
generations have had with training in

the workplace, learning executives are
concerned with the channels through which
learning is delivered and the cost-effective-
ness of those delivery vehicles. One study
participant articulated the concern of many:
“(We) need to ensure that methods and
content are applicable and relevant to all age
groups and educational levels.”

Closing the generational divide

Our study found that learning executives
believe there are clear differences in the
learning preferences of seasoned and
younger workers (see Figure 4). For example,
34 percent of learning executives stated that
workers over 50 prefer classroom training,
versus 2 percent who report the same is true
of younger workers. Similarly, 76 percent of
executives expect workers under 30 to prefer
technology-based training, versus none who
believe workers over 50 would. These findings,
while not necessarily indicative of actual
employee preferences, suggest that learning
executives recognize some of the sensitivities
associated with how different employee popu-
lations learn and that learning activities need
to address those differences.



FIGURE 4.

To what extent do you think the following learning methods are preferred by workers of different generations in
your organization? (Select one category per learning method.)

Percent
27
21

17 33

34 31 18

4 6
Facilitated Collaborative Independent
(for example, (for example, (for example,

classroom) communities of self-study)
practice)

Unsure
B Equally preferred by all ages
Primarily by ages 30 and below
Primarily by ages 30-50

76 Primarily by age 50 and above

4
Technology-based
(for example,
e-learning)

Source: ASTD/IBM Learning and Changing Workforce Demographics Study.

Avoiding roadblocks to learning

Previous research on mature workers suggests
that older workers may be less likely to
participate in learning activities of any kind. For
example, a U.S. sample of approximately 1500
firms with 50 or more employees found that
about 70 percent of all employees received
formal training during the previous year, versus
50 percent of employees aged 55 and above.
Of those who were trained, mature employees
received less than 40 percent of the number
of training hours compared to their colleagues
aged 25-54."

A host of reasons has been suggested for

this difference, including: older workers have
more responsibilities and therefore less time to
participate in training activities; they are less
interested in learning new skills; and companies
are unable to recoup their investment in training
older workers and so are less likely to provide
them with training opportunities.
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In our study, we also see that older workers are
less likely to participate in learning activities
(see Figure 5). While 45 percent of companies
indicate that mature workers participate at

the same level as younger workers, over 38
percent of the companies report that mature
workers participate less than younger workers
(versus only 17 percent said that older workers
participate more than younger workers).

FIGURE 5.

Compared to younger workers, to what extent do
mature workers participate in learning activities in
your organization.

10% Participate much less

5% Participate much
more

12% Participate somewhat
more

28% Participate somewhat
less

45% Participate at the
same level

Source: ASTD/IBM Learning and Changing Workforce
Demographics Study.



Addressing persistent,
negative beliefs abhout
providing training for
older workers is a key
challenge as workplace
demographics change.

Further, when asked about the barriers that
prevent older and younger workers from
participating in training, the results highlight
some important issues (see Figure 6). Lack
of time appears to be a substantial barrier

to participating in training activities for both
younger workers (40 percent) and older
workers (41 percent) — a burden that seems to
impact both groups equally.

However, two barriers appear to affect the
different age groups disproportionately:
whether there is a perceived resistance to
learning and whether learning is considered
valuable for each group. Of the surveyed
executives, 28 percent responded that older
workers are viewed as resistant, versus 12
percent who felt that younger workers are
perceived as resistant.

Another barrier that mature workers face is
the perception that training is not viewed

as valuable for them. Thirty-four percent of
learning executives agreed that this percep-
tion constitutes a barrier for older workers. In
contrast, only 19 percent reported that their
organizations felt training was not valuable
for younger workers. Overall, these results

FIGURE 6.

suggest that some of the traditional, negative
beliefs regarding older workers may still exist
in today’s organizations.

Bypassing the learning curve

While survey participants are concerned

with the challenges associated with mature
workers, they are also concerned with the
other side of the demographic shift. Over 20
percent cited issues associated with devel-
oping the next generation of leaders, the lack
of basic skills of new employees and the need
to get new employees rapidly up to speed.

One survey respondent describes the need
for the learning function to “provide the new
younger worker with a broad picture of the
whole process that older workers have learned
through time and exposure.” Another indicated
that, “younger employees do not believe that
they will be able to possess the breadth of
knowledge and experience...they are intimi-
dated.” This suggests that organizations need
to focus not only on knowledge walking out
the door, but building a capability that allows
them to enable new entrants to quickly gain
the necessary skills to replace the exiting
generation.

What barriers, if any, prevent workers from participating in learning activities? (Select top 3).

No barriers to participating in learning

Do not have time to participate in learning

Percent

I 5t

4

— 40

41

: : I
Learning not viewed as valuable for employee 19

34

Employee viewed as resistant to learning I 12

i |
Learning content not relevant to employees 18

28
B Younger workers

24 Older workers

Not able to recoup return on investment on learning activities —s

19

Other -%

Source: ASTD/IBM Learning and Changing Workforce Demographics Study.
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Considerations for the learning

executive

Based on the results of this study, and our
experience working with clients in this area, we
have identified five considerations for learning
professionals as they work to address the
issue of changing workforce demographics:

Actions for the learning executive
* Work with HR and line-of-business leaders to
increase awareness and visibility of changing
workforce demographic issues

* Develop a knowledge transfer strategy to
address high-value knowledge at risk in the
organization

¢ Consider learner preferences as one input into
a larger training delivery strategy

* [dentify relevant opportunities for mature
workers to take part in learning activities,
including non-traditional learning experiences

¢ Focus on reducing the cycle time and
increasing the effectiveness of on-boarding
and management development efforts

Work with HR and line-of-business leaders to
increase awareness and visibility of changing
workforce demographic issues

David Ellwood, the dean of Harvard
University’s Kennedy School of Government,
once described the challenges associated
with changing workforce demographics as:

This is not something that tomorrow, all of a
sudden, will show up in the headlines. This is a
slow effect of changing demographics that is
absolutely predictable but with profound impli-
cations... There will never be a moment where
there is a massive crisis to call attention to this.
If there is a crisis, it will be too late.”
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While some industries, such as oil and gas

and electrical utilities, have already begun to
see the effects of changing workforce demo-
graphics, many companies remain unaware

of the potential risks associated with retiring
workers, and the potential difficulty in identifying
and bringing on board the next generation of
employees. In fact, we see many organizations
seriously hampered by their inability to both
understand and build an effective business
case to address these effects.

Among the questions that learning profes-
sions should work to answer in conjunction
with their HR colleagues and line-of-business
leaders are:

1. Who is going to be leaving our organiza-
tion, in terms of both eligibility outlook and
attrition projections?

2. Which of our key roles and positions are
going to be affected?

3. What is our business risk from these potential
departures (for example, critical knowledge
leaving the organization, possible inability to
locate and hire skill replacements, and dete-
rioration of important relationships)?

4. What is the relevant timeframe (that is, when
will this happen and how long will it take us
to remediate this)?

5. How should we respond, not only from a
learning viewpoint, but from a larger talent
management perspective?

As part of this analysis, the learning function
can help highlight the extent to which key skills
areas are at risk, determine the amount of time
and cost it will take to hire and train potential
replacements, and identify potential external
partnerships, such as community colleges,
where potential labor pools could be targeted
and needed skills could be cultivated early.



Learning functions
are increasingly
benefitting from two
techniques to capture
and share knowledge
across generations —
learning communities
and mentoring.

Develop a knowledge transfer strategy to
address high-value knowledge at risk in the
organization

As companies acknowledge the need to
formally transfer knowledge from one group
of employees to another, the learning function
should play a larger role in developing and
executing the strategy to accomplish this.
Among these tasks are:

1. Identify the actual positions where
knowledge needs to be preserved and
transferred (for example, positions that are
both strategically important and have a high
attrition risk)

2. Determine the critical knowledge for
each position and the form in which that
knowledge currently exists (for example,
written in documents, in the experience
of individuals, built into work activities and
processes)

3. Identify potential techniques to capture and
share the knowledge with various audience
groups

4. Develop evaluation techniques to determine
the knowledge transfer effectiveness.

While there are a number of techniques

that can be used to capture and transfer
knowledge between different generations,®
learning functions have begun to focus more
time and attention on two areas: the develop-
ment of learning communities and mentoring.
Learning communities (frequently referred to
as communities of practice) typically bring
together individuals who have a common
interest or passion around a particular work-
related subject.” These groups often span
departments and business units, and are
focused primarily on knowledge sharing
among participants. The use of communi-
ties is often viewed as an important learning
technique, as these groups foster the develop-
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ment of connections, relationships and context
that enable knowledge to flow from different
parts of the organization. Communities give
junior people in the organization an avenue in
which to make connections with more expe-
rienced personnel, while older workers can
share learning and experiences with individ-
uals who have already expressed an interest in
their particular domain of expertise.

In many cases, learning communities can be
developed in conjunction with formal learning
courses offered by the organization. Students,
having completed the training course, are
guided toward participating in a community
of individuals with real-life expertise in a set of
related issues. The community continues the
ongoing learning experience long after the
formal learning event is completed.

Mentoring is another form of knowledge
transfer that is often developed as part of a
larger learning strategy. This technique has
the advantage of developing the one-to-one
relationships that make it easier to transfer
experiential, or tacit, knowledge. Recent
research conducted by Dorothy Leonard at
Harvard Business School and Walter Swap
at Tufts University suggests that the most
effective mentoring relationships focus on
“learning while doing,” where the mentor
provides to the student guidance that is
specifically geared to situations the student
is facing.’

In addition, mentoring does not have to be
limited to the traditional scenario of older
workers passing along their accumulated
wisdom to more junior employees. In fact,

a number of organizations have seen the
value of “reverse mentoring,” where younger
workers with a specific area of expertise,
such as new technology, are asked to help
get more senior individuals better acquainted
with those new ideas.’
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Consider learner preferences as one input into
a larger training delivery strategy

One of the clear messages from our study

is the perception that different generational
groups have clear preferences in their learning
approaches. In our sample, learning execu-
tives believe that younger workers prefer
technology-based learning overwhelmingly
over any other learning method. This is not
surprising given that younger workers are very
likely to have participated in technology-based
learning in their previous education, and fully
expect learning programs to have some tech-
nological component. Also not surprisingly,
maturing workers overwhelmingly preferred
classroom-based or instructor-facilitated
learning to any other method.

However, we believe that while preferences
should be one consideration in determining
the format for content delivery, they are only
one of several factors that should be included
in the decision. Effective training programs
also incorporate the desired outcomes of

the training (that is, the expected business
results), the cost-effectiveness of different
delivery channels and the ability to influence
user preferences through appropriate support
and motivation.

For example, mature workers can find tech-
nology-based training to be useful if they are
working with a cohort of other learners to
whom they can turn for assistance. Similarly,
younger workers may find classroom training
valuable if active learning experiences and the
ability to network with other professionals are
built into the learning program.

Blended learning experiences, involving both
technology and classroom experiences, can
provide both sets of generations with the
experiences they prefer, while at the same
time applying the strengths of both learning
techniques. Rather than setting up different
tracks of different types of employees, firms
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should focus on setting up situations that allow
both constituent groups to share expertise by
working and learning together.

Identify relevant opportunities for mature
workers to take part in learning activities,
including non-traditional learning experiences
Our study results suggest that older workers
may be perceived as resistant to training and
that training opportunities are potentially seen
as less valuable for older workers. We believe
these misperceptions can wrongly influence
companies as they are making training invest-
ments.

A number of studies have demonstrated that
there is no evidence that older adults are less
able to learn new skills, including the use of
new technologies. While studies do recognize
that older workers generally require additional
learning and practice time, and may be slower
in completing repetitive technology tasks, they
also indicate that accumulated knowledge in
older workers may compensate for declines in
cognitive efficiency.”

A classic example of the value of training older
workers is a 1991 study involving Days Inn,
which began to recruit older workers to staff
their call centers. While training some older
workers took slightly longer, older workers
stayed with the company an average of three
times longer than their younger counterparts,
effectively reducing the amortized cost of
training. Further, these older workers were
more likely to complete a call with a successful
reservation.®

Another model of educating older workers
that has been used successfully is to provide
training while, at the same time, harvesting
the knowledge of experienced workers.
Lufthansa, the German airline recognized that
many of its older workers were not partici-
pating in learning activities. An annual training
evaluation showed that the company had

not offered systematic training opportuni-

ties to older workers for more then ten years.



Changing workforce
demographics mean
the learning function

has to act quickly, both

to preserve critical
knowledge and train a
new type of workforce
consisting of employees
from several generations.
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Lufthansa started an initiative to address the
learning needs of managers older than 45 —
the “Added Experience Program.”® Among the
program’s objectives are to transfer informal
skills, create a dialogue among participants
to facilitate the exchange of valuable experi-
ences, and allow top management to learn
about, and tap into, the experiential knowledge
of these managers. The program lasts for

one year and consists of multiple one-week
modules. The participants stay in the same
cohort throughout the year to build the trust
necessary to share the knowledge they've
gained over the years.

Focus on reducing the cycle time and
increasing the effectiveness of on-boarding and
management development efforts

In addition to preserving critical knowledge,
getting new employees up the learning
curve is clearly an important issue. This is
especially true given the speed in which
organizations will need to replace older
workers and the rapid growth in the number
of employees in emerging economies, such
as India and China.

One way for learning functions to bolster their
on-boarding capabilities is through a combi-
nation of formal, enabled and embedded
learning. Formal learning programs, both
classroom and e-learning based, help ensure
that individuals are learning consistent
messages about the organization, its policies
and procedures, and its values and beliefs.
Enabled learning provides job-specific content
through guided workplace experiences, where
individuals get to develop skills at their own
timing and pace. Embedded learning incor-
porates performance aids at the time the
individual requires the new information as they
do their jobs. Combining these three learning
approaches allows individuals to develop profi-
ciency in their specific roles, while providing
the appropriate context for their day-to-day
work activities.
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Learning function can lead the way

as the workforce evolves

Given the expected changes in workforce
demographics over the next several years, the
number of organizational challenges associ-
ated with the ability to share knowledge and
insights is expected to grow. The learning
function is in a unique position to be able

to contribute tools, methods and intellectual
leadership that help address the challenges
associated with preserving critical knowledge,
as well as enabling a new type of workforce
that blends older workers looking to extend
their careers and younger workers needing
corporate know-how.

Our study indicates that while learning
functions recognize the need to tackle

these challenges, many have just begun to
undertake work in this area. In some situ-
ations, the larger organizations in which

they work have just become aware of these
important issues. For others, the learning
function will need to extend beyond its tradi-
tional mandate of course development to
branch into areas such as community of
practice facilitation, mentoring, the on-boarding
of new employees and other forms of informal
knowledge transfer.

Changing workforce demographics is an
opportunity for the learning function to address
an important strategic problem within today’s
organization. However, if the learning function
does not stand up and begin to take action,
the problem will either be addressed by indi-
viduals in the organizations with less insight, or
worse, be neglected altogether.

To learn more about the IBM Institute for
Business Value, please contact us at iibv@
us.ibm.com. For a full catalog of our research,
visit:

ibm.com/iibv
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Appendix

Al

What type of organization do you work in?

27% Publicly traded company
33% Nonprofit (including government)
40% Non-publically traded

Source: ASTD/IBM Learning and Changing Workforce Demographics Study.

A2.

To what industry sector does your company belong?

8%

5%
18%
1%
17%
12%
14%
15%

Other

Communications

Public Services/Administration

Distribution

Finance/Insurance/Real Estate

Industrial

Professional, Scientific and Technical Services
Healthcare

Source: ASTD/IBM Learning and Changing Workforce Demographics Study.

A3.

How many employees are there globally in your company?

5%
6%
18%
23%
48%

50,000 - 99,999
Over 100,000
10,000 - 49,999
2000 - 9999
1-1999

Source: ASTD/IBM Learning and Changing Workforce Demographics Study.
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Ad,
What is the annual revenue of your company in US dollars?

1% $50 billion - $99.9 billion
1% $100 billion - 199.9 billion
4% Over $200 billion
8% $10 billion - 49.9 billion
20% $1billion - $9.9 billion
11% $500 million - $999.9 million
12% $100 million - $499.9 million
43% $0 - $99.9 million

Source: ASTD/IBM Learning and Changing Workforce Demographics Study.

A5.
In which region is your company’s global headquarters?

1% South America

2% Asia/Pacific
11% Europe/Middle East/Africa
86% North America

Source: ASTD/IBM Learning and Changing Workforce Demographics Study.

A6.
What is your current position?

2% Other Management, Non-Learning
1% Academic Faculty/Staff/Researcher
1% Learning/Performance Consultant
12% HR Executive (VP, Director)
13% Senior Management, Non-Learning
21% Learning Professional (not CLO, VP or Director)
50% Learning Executive (CLO, VP or Director)

Source: ASTD/IBM Learning and Changing Workforce Demographics Studly.

Closing the generational divide
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