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Foreword

Kate Field 
Global Head, Human and
Social Sustainability, BSI

The world of work is changing. When we work, how we 
work, where we work, the tools we use - and who is working. 
Demographic shifts in many economies mean that, as 
populations age, people will be working for longer. Multiple 
generations will be in the workplace at any one time, even 
more so than they are already. The opportunities this will 
create and the impact it will have – much of which we can’t 
even conceive of yet – are likely to be transformative for 
individuals, organizations and society.

At BSI, our view is that we have the opportunity to 
partner across society to respond to these changes. We 
can take steps today to ensure people can flourish and 
organizations can grow in the workplace of tomorrow. Our 
purpose is to accelerate progress towards a fair society and 
a sustainable world. A key component of that is ensuring 
the well-being of workers in the future, whether they are 
starting their careers or further on in their working life. 

In that light, we have chosen to explore the 'accelerating 
factors' that will contribute to a successful age-diverse 
workforce, with the aim of starting a conversation around 

what we can do now. How can we respond to AI and digital 
transformation? How can we maintain worker well-being 
as the way we work fundamentally changes? How can we 
ensure the gains are shared equally and the future of work 
is sustainable? 
 
The results have been enlightening, showing the different 
areas for action across different countries and sectors, 
and setting a clear path forward. The opportunity for 
organizations and governments to prioritize their people by 
supporting improved physical health and psychological and 
mental well-being is unmistakeable. So too is the desire for 
greater flexibility; for work to fit into our lives rather than 
it being the other way round. The picture this presents is 
exciting; a chance to collaborate across society and shape 
a future of work that meets all our needs, whatever age or 
stage we are at. 

BSI is committed to being a partner on this journey to  
the future of work and proud to present this research  
as a first step.
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Introduction
Over the last year, BSI has explored a phenomenon that 
can be termed “the Second Glass Ceiling”, whereby women 
are leaving the workforce early and for reasons other than 
personal preference, with significant consequences for 
individual lives, organizational productivity and overall 
economic growth. Having published landmark guidance 
on menstrual health and menopause at work, we sought 
to interrogate this topic by conducting research into the 
experiences of women across five major economies (the 
UK, US, China, Japan, Australia).

This gave us insight into the factors pushing women away 
from work and the steps that can be taken across society 
and organizations to address this. What we identified was 
that the question of retaining experienced women is part 
of a bigger conversation, around the future of work and the 
demographic shifts that are on the horizon in many  
major economies.

When the modern workplace was developed female 
employees were in the minority. Now, however women 
make up a significant portion of the workforce in most 
countries. Similarly, the prevailing expectation has long 
been that careers span roughly 40 years, with people 
retiring by the time they reach their 60s.

With the World Health Organization1 projecting that the 
proportion of the world’s population that is over 60 will 
nearly double from 12% to 22% by 2050, this expectation is 
changing. As populations age and the pool of new workers 
entering industries shrinks, many if not all of us will be 
considering a world in which the norm is that we work  
for longer.

The World Health Organization1 
projects that the proportion of 
the world’s population that is over 
60 will nearly double from 12% to 
22% by 2050

https://www.bsigroup.com/en-GB/insights-and-media/insights/whitepapers/future-of-work-lifting-the-second-glass-ceiling/
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This poses many questions, including around skills, health 
and well-being and individual preference. Among these 
questions is: what does the workplace look like when a 
greater number of age groups share it? And from there, 
in a world in which workforce demographics are shifting, 
how can organizations support meaningful careers and 
sustainable work throughout everyone’s lifetime? What 
can we put in place now to ensure individuals can thrive 
and remain productive throughout their careers and give 
organizations the confidence to grow?
 
To answer these questions, we have looked into the 
'accelerating factors' that will be pivotal to a successful 
age-diverse workforce. These factors were identified via 
a combination of interviews with stakeholders within 
and beyond BSI, including the CBI, British Chambers of 
Commerce, Federation of Small Businesses, HRflag and 
more. We also consulted existing research sources to 
deepen our understanding of the context. 

We then commissioned research with Yonder into 
how business leaders in different markets and sectors 
prioritized these factors, to create a clear picture of areas 
for development and opportunities to accelerate progress.

The results indicate that flexibility about when, where and 
how much we work, along with government incentives and 
support for physical and mental health and well-being, 
will be key drivers to support people so they can remain a 
productive part of the workforce well into later life. Reward 
and remuneration, along with policy levers around tax and 
financial arrangements, also have a critical role to play. 
Notably, there was strong emphasis across all markets 
on skills and retraining; a clear opportunity for future-
thinking organizations to get on the front-foot as Artificial 
Intelligence (AI) shapes ways of working.

Across sectors and markets, business leaders made clear 
their desire for proactive moves to enable individuals and 
organizations to flourish in the future world of work. The age-
diverse workforce is on its way. As the research shows, there 
are many strategies we can deploy to make it a success. 
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Executive summary

Context
Globally, people are living longer and populations are getting older.  
With a shrinking labour pool affecting many economies and sectors, it 
follows that more people will remain in the workforce for longer out of 
either choice or necessity. In the future age-diverse workplace, we will  
see even more generations working in the same organizations at the  
same time. 



Individuals
• Health and an age-diverse workforce
• Flexible working practices
• Skills and training
• Reward and recognition
• Inclusive culture

Policy and society
• Positive fiscal frameworks
• Social care policy
• Supply-side incentives
• Public education and affirmative culture
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Organizations
• Creating an equitable, affirmative culture
• Skills, training and retention 
• Flexible working practices and policies
• Health and well-being
• Rewards and recognition

Accelerating factors 
We considered the 'accelerating factors' that can help 
individuals flourish and organizations grow in the future 
world of work. These include: 
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Key findings
Our research consulting 932 business leaders spread across nine global markets and seven sectors showed the following results:

54%

54%

49%

45%

45%

Maintaining health/  
mental well-being

Flexibility

Remuneration 
 and recognition

Skills upkeep

Financial incentives  
to remain in work

Priorities for individual career development

49%

45%

44%

44%

44%

Tax incentives for  
employee well-being

Tax incentives for 
investment in training

Subsidies for employing 
different aged workers

Investment in general 
healthcare delivery

Investment in mental  
health support 

Priorities for government and societal action

53%

46%

45%

43%

40%

Offering  
flexibility

Health and  
well-being support

Retraining  
provision

Ensuring people  
remain challenged    

Formal personal  
leave policies 

Priorities for businesses to succeed
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1  Plan ahead  
 Think now about how to respond to the age-  
 diverse workforce.

2  Rethink work  
 Open the conversation around how flexibility   
 can be enabled for the long-term.

3  Support health and well-being   
 Support workers to manage their health.  

4  Train, retrain and refresh  
 Prioritize opportunities to upskill, returnships   
 or the chance to shift roles.

5  Make work worthwhile  
 Ensure people feel their contribution is    
 appreciated.

6  Enable an inclusive culture  
 Employers can partner with employees to    
 embed a supportive culture.

Key takeaways
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 Chapter one

Context
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Population ageing in almost all 
advanced and many emerging 
countries has accelerated.
– International Labour Organization

 
Globally, people are living longer and populations are 
getting older. According to the World Health Organization2, 
the proportion of the world’s population that is over 60 
will nearly double from 12% to 22% between 2015 and 
2050, while by the end of this decade one in six people will 
be over 60 and by 2050 there will be 426 million people 
who are 80 or older. That’s equivalent to the entire South 
American population3.

At the same time, population growth is forecast to slow 
(albeit that it remains high outside of Europe). UN data4 
suggests fertility worldwide has dropped from an average 
of 5 births per woman to 2.3 between 1950 and 2021, with 
this expected to decline further to 2.1 by 2050.

Not every octogenarian will remain in the workforce, and 
inward migration may stem declines in some countries. 
But according to the International Labour Organization5 
“population ageing in almost all advanced and many 
emerging countries has accelerated, causing a depression 
of labour supply that is unlikely to be offset by outward 
migration from demographically more dynamic regions.” 
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With a shrinking labour pool affecting many economies and 
sectors, and with fewer younger workers able to contribute 
via taxation, it follows that employers will be competing for 
people in a smaller talent pool. More people will remain in 
the workforce for longer out of either choice or necessity.
 
“The upper age boundary of working life – using 65 as a 
reference – will have to increase substantially to prevent 
the decline in the relative size of the labour force,” explains 
the OECD6. They further note that extending the so-called 
prime working years age span from 20-64 to 20-70 by 2050, 
“would maintain the current population share of people at 
working age”.

In the future age-diverse workplace, we are therefore likely 
to see more generations working in the same organizations 
at the same time; Baby Boomers alongside Generation Y. In 
2002, the expected duration of working life in the EU was 
32.4 years – by 2022 this had risen to 36.5 years7.

We are, therefore, at a turning point; one that is perhaps 
as significant as the mass entrance of women to the 
workforce in key economies from the 1960s onwards. The 
question that therefore arises is this: in a world where 
working for longer becomes the norm, how can we ensure 
individuals, organizations and society, across sectors and 
geographies, can flourish? What can accelerate progress 
towards a successful age-diverse workplace?

In 2002, the expected duration 
of working life in the EU was 32.4 
years – by 2022 this had risen to 
36.5 years7.
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 Chapter two

Accelerating 
factors
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A sustainable future is one in which individuals of all 
ages and skills, across countries and sectors, can thrive 
at work and in which their organizations can have the 
confidence to grow. This will require changes in how 
individuals relate to their work but also new ways of 
thinking from employers and policymakers.

As a first step we considered what we have called 
the “accelerating factors” that can help us get to 
this sustainable future. We looked at these from the 
perspective of factors that can help individuals flourish 
and organizations grow, and what changes could 
happen at the policy or societal level to enable this.

Individuals
Health and an age-diverse workforce
The positive impact of working longer on physical and 
mental health and well-being is highlighted in several 
studies, including by the European Bank for Reconstruction 
and Development 8 and in the journal BMC Public Health9. 
Harvard Medical School also cites research indicating that 
working past retirement age is associated with improved 
longevity and better health outcomes, but their paper 
suggests these benefits may depend on the type of 
employment – avoiding stressful, physically demanding or 
unfulfilling work. This is a view echoed by the OECD whose 
research indicates working longer may not suit certain 
physically demanding occupations.

There is an opportunity for age-diverse workplaces to boost 
businesses and economies, while also delivering individual 
physical and mental health benefits for employees. Where 
governments and organizations recognize and effectively 
accommodate the needs of older workers, including, 
as highlighted by Demos10, supporting provision of 
appropriate occupational health policies, there is a clear 
opportunity to help individuals to thrive.
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Flexible working practices
A successful age-diverse workplace will be one that can 
accommodate the needs of its workers – including around 
when and where they work and for how much of the 
week. According to the OECD11, workers increasingly value 
flexibility as they age, and older workers are more likely to 
work for longer if their jobs are more flexible12. Research 
by the National Bureau of Economic Research in the US 
supports this, finding that flexible work hours had the 
largest effect on whether people worked after 7013, while 
prior BSI research into women’s experience specifically 
found that 76% of women globally felt greater flexibility 
would help them remain in work longer14. Since the need to 
combine work with caring responsibilities is a contributory 
factor in the exit of experienced workers – 29% of women 
globally told BSI’s Second Glass Ceiling research this was 
a specific barrier - flexibility may actually give them the 
feeling they have more choices.

Increasingly, phased retirement is becoming a popular 
choice, whereby people reduce their hours, or start part-
time work after their retirement15. This may be partially 
driven by financial needs. A Centre for Ageing Better report 
found that “a low state pension, increasing unemployment 
and the transition to workplace pension schemes reliant 
on employee contribution are all factors leading to a 
generation without adequate savings in retirement”. 

Skills and training
A key opportunity to enable experienced workers to 
remain in the workforce for longer and flourish in the 
future workplace comes from skills maintenance and 
development – although this is still important for younger 
members of staff. Engaging retirement-eligible employees 
in training can aid retention, according to research 
published by the American Psychological Association16. 
Korean data concurs, suggesting that Information and 
Communication Technology (ICT) training for ageing 
workers can mitigate age-related productivity decreases17.  

Experienced workers are often eager for more training. 
AARP International found that the opportunity to learn 
something new is an essential element of the ideal job 
for most workers aged 45 to 6518.  As noted by the World 
Economic Forum and Mercer, “upskilling and reskilling 
employees opens up career development and job mobility 
opportunities to existing workers” and is key to filling 
both skills gap and preparing for the future19. Additionally, 
opportunities for lifelong learning can be a critical factor 
for individual well-being, which in turn can help individuals 
stay healthy for longer20. So taking a holistic approach to 
supporting an age diverse workforce is crucial.

76% of women globally felt greater 
flexibility would help them remain 
in work longer – BSI research
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–

Upskilling and reskilling 
employees opens up career 
development and job mobility 
opportunities to existing 
workers.
– World Economic Forum/Mercer
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Reward and recognition
The World Economic Forum notes financial resilience as 
one of the three core principles needed for individuals to 
be successful in a potentially 100-year life21. In BSI’s Second 
Glass Ceiling research, nearly a fifth of women globally 
specifically called out lack of pay parity as a barrier to 
remaining in work. Good pay is the second most important 
factor in choosing a job behind flexible working hours for 
50 to 65-year-olds considering returning to work in the UK 
(ONS)22. In an age-diverse workforce, fair pay that responds 
to people’s economic needs and experience levels will be a 
critical factor. Conversely, there are specific instances where 
the perception of financial risks such as limits on pension 
tax relief may keep workers, particularly high-earners, from 
working longer, for example at the upper echelons of the 
UK healthcare sector23.

Non-financial employee recognition can also have a 
positive impact on both the health of middle-age and older 
adults and their longevity in the workplace, according to 
the Survey of Health, Ageing and Retirement in Europe 
(SHARE)24. Research suggests that if workers perceive an 
‘effort–reward imbalance’, the result can be stress and 
adverse health effects25.

Inclusive culture
Culture has the potential to be a critical factor in enabling 
all age-groups to enjoy work and remain in post. Research 
by the Centre for Ageing Better finds that older workers 
look for open, inclusive work cultures where their voices 
are heard, and for environments that prevent and tackle 
discrimination and prejudice at all levels26. Research 
also found that older workers in the US valued social 
opportunitie27.

There is a perception that age discrimination continues in 
the workplace28, but OECD research shows the presence of 
experienced workers can boost productivity by enhancing 
team performance through interaction with others and 
their direct contribution29. Bain research reinforces that 
older workers are looking for work that fascinates them 
and allows them to help others30 - aligning with younger 
generations, of whom it has been found that purpose is 
critical to keeping them in their jobs31.
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Organizations
In this section we explore the factors that could help 
organizations accelerate progress to a successful  
age-diverse workplace.

Creating an equitable, affirmative culture
Prioritizing age inclusion can help organizations to recruit 
and retain talent32, and creating a favourable workplace 
culture can be more important than putting specific policies 
in place.

It is important to give older workers a voice in the 
organization and managers, particularly line managers33, 
must have the tools to support them34. Reviewing 
recruitment, training and benefits are all part of 
establishing an age-inclusive culture according to the 
Reward & Employee Benefits Association (REBA)35. AARP 
suggests appointing a diversity manager and introducing 
formal groups and social opportunities to encourage 
employee engagement.
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Skills, training and retention 
According to EBRD, “forward-thinking organizations” 
understand how retaining older workers, with their 
expertise and experience, can add value to the business36. 
Career reviews provide the opportunity to understand 
how older workers’ individual requirements best fit with 
company goals, informing the organization’s approach to 
training and redeployment37. Tailoring training to better 
suit older workers, for example through self-paced and 
online programmes, can be effective and accommodates 
those in need of flexibility, according to AARP38. 
 
Mentoring can play an important role, improving core 
job skills as well as ‘soft skills’, and helping participants 
understand the benefits brought by both younger and 
older workers, according to AARP’s research39. Reverse 
mentoring programs with senior employees serving as 
mentees can also increase knowledge sharing, improve 
collaboration and promote respect40.
 

Flexible working practices and policies
Flexible working can lead to happier, healthier and more 
productive employees, according to OECD41, and more than 
four in five professionals surveyed said flexible working 
hours made them more productive, according to a World 
Economic Forum report42.  

Many organizations have already seen the benefit of 
offering flexible working: Qantas’s Flex@Q recognizes 
that workers’ lifestyles vary43, so offers different kinds of 
flexibility from contractual changes (such as part-time 
working) to variable hours and shift patterns, flexible 
leave and a choice of working locations.  While ranked 
slightly higher by older generations, flexibility, according 
to McKinsey, is among the top four reasons employees of 
every generation take a new job44.
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Health and well-being
More than half of workers have a long-term health 
condition by age 60 (according to the HR professional body, 
CIPD)45, but comprehensive workplace health or well-being 
programmes can counter lost productivity and improve 
worker retention46. While cost and resource barriers 
can keep smaller companies from implementing such 
programs, the OECD suggests SMEs may be well-placed to 
implement them effectively given less bureaucracy, easier 
implementation and more opportunity for bonding than 
might be found in larger organizations. 

Organizations can support workers’ physical and mental 
health by adapting to accommodate needs that can change 
with age47. This includes provision for carers48, menopause 
support49, and accommodation of changing physical 
capabilities, such as redeployment and retraining50. 
Businesses can also adapt their work environment to 
help prevent injury, for example through modifications to 
accessibility, safety (e.g. non-slip floors), and workstations51. 
In the U.S., the Surgeon General has issued a framework of 
“five essentials” organizations should institute to encourage 
workplace mental health and well-being52.

Reward and recognition
Job satisfaction increases with age, with over 65s being 
most likely to find their job enjoyable and fulfilling, and 
least likely to find it stressful, according to a Pew Research 
survey53.
 
Nevertheless, the Rewards and Employee Benefit 
Association (REBA) asserts that, as more people work into 
older age, age-appropriate rewards and benefits should 
be used to attract, retain and engage them54. As part of 
its efforts to forge an age-positive workforce, Unilever’s 
policies aim to support all life stages55, and include support 
for chronic conditions, funding care for elderly relatives 
and menopause support. Benefits Canada reports on how 
some employers are innovating to meet the needs of older 
workers by offering ‘grandernity’ leave56.

Over 65s are most likely to find  
their job enjoyable and fulfilling 
– Pew Research Center
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Society
In this section we explore the areas for societal or policy 
change that could accelerate progress to a successful  
age-diverse workplace for individuals and organizations.

Positive fiscal frameworks
These can be useful tools to encourage longer workforce 
participation57 and have been recommended as critical 
actions by the OECD58. Such fiscal policy incentives can 
include raising state pension age; encouraging tax 
structures to reward retirement in line with longer life 
expectancy; and ensuring that the benefits and welfare 
systems are used as intended (and not skewed to support 
older workers exiting the workforce though ill health). 

The UK found that phased-in changes to state pension age 
to 66 years old have been successful in encouraging those 
in work to remain economically active59. The number of men 
working to 66 increased by 7.4% and woman by 8.56%60. 
However, the policy may be a double-edged sword, as it 
is predominantly lower earners who are likely to remain 
economically active for longer61. Additionally, the OECD 
acknowledges that while fiscal policy has the power to 
encourage later life work participation, “reforms can face 
strong (public) resistance”.

Social care policy
Despite the vital importance and prevalence of government 
and employer paid sick-leave, older workers are leaving the 
workplace through ill health. For example, the UK found 
that in 2022 138,000 people left the workforce through ill 
health and have yet to return to work62. 

A 2023 OECD report considered dimensions of social care 
policy that could have a positive outcome on tackling early 
work force exit through ill health, including “tax credits 
that can be used to encourage investments in health and 
well-being; targeting incentives at older and vulnerable 
groups; and the promotion of phased retirement”63. The 
UK’s GBP 2.5Bn Back to work plan, announced in 2022, 
features social care policies including priority access to 
training for long-term unemployed; a focus on helping 
those with mental health conditions remain in the work 
force; and work well pilots to encourage those with long-
term health conditions back the workforce64. While many 
of these policies have been welcomed, some elements of 
the plan have been questioned as less positive, especially 
those related to changes in means tested benefits for the 
vulnerable65. 
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Supply-side incentives
A recent OECD report found that governments and social 
partners can support high performing work practice 
(HPWP) through supply-side incentives66, a crucial cultural 
and behavioral imperative to encourage later life economic 
participation67.

Examples include the European Commission Innovation 
Network, a sharing platform for business to access training 
best practices; and New Zealand’s High-performance work 
initiative, a government policy to help small and medium 
sized enterprises with government-funded consultant 
delivered training. Additionally, the OECD found that 
government authority sponsored training networks “enable 
economies of scale and help bring down the costs of per-
worker training”. For example, in Austria training costs can 
be reduced by 50% through companies accessing training 
via ‘Impulse Training Networks’, training specifically aimed 
at older workers.

Public education and affirmative culture
The Bain study found that prejudices exist against older 
workers, despite the socio-demographic realities of an 
ageing workforce68. 

The OECD found that here too, governments can play a 
positive role with the creation of positive and affirmative 
culture as regards older workers. For example, Holland 
launched a publicly-funded awareness campaign utilizing 
a local, older famed sports personality to reduce negative 
stereotypes of older workers.

“Governments can play a positive 
role with the creation of positive 
and affirmative culture” – OECD
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Overall findings



24©2024 BSI. All rights reserved.
Evolving Together: Flourishing in the age-diverse workforce

What emerges from the data are clear patterns. 
While each market and sector differ slightly in 
which accelerating factors are prioritized, across 
the board flexibility, access to healthcare, well-
being and mental health support, and policies that 
incentivize workforce participation are considered 
key. Notably, the factors that are deemed to be 
key to a successful age-diverse workforce tend to 
be structural – the way in which work is done and 
the economic realities around it, or formal policies 
around leave, for example – rather than around 
workplace culture. 

While some respondents scored levers related to 
diversity and inclusion highly, most were more 
focused on practicalities, for example opportunities 
for retraining or insurance premiums. Notably, 
there was less desire for governments to force 
the hand of businesses around creating and 
enabling the age-diverse workforce, with just 
a third backing laws or regulation prohibiting 
discrimination based on age. Instead, the focus 
was on positive, enabling moves and giving people 
both the motivation to remain in work and remain 
productive throughout life, and the physical and 
mental ability to do so.

Flexibility

Maintaining health/  
mental well-being  

Remuneration  
and recognition

Financial incentives  
to remain in work

Skills upkeep

Factors for individual career development

Flexibility around  
caring responsibilities

Remaining  
productive  

Opportunity for 
phased retirement

An inclusive culture

Occupational  
health and safety

Job redesign

Social engagement with  
multigen colleagues

Menopause support

29%

22%

20%

504

503

454

423

423

399

363

43%

39%

36%

32%

32%

423

333

300

297

268

208

185

54%

54%

49%

45%

45%

Factors all respondents support in  
a future age-diverse workforce*

*Full question and answer lists 
can be found in the methodology 
section of the full report
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Offering  
flexibility

Health and  
well-being support  

Retraining  
provision

Ensuring people  
remain challenged  

Formal personal  
leave policies 

Factors for businesses to succeed

Personalized  
rewards/benefits

Investment  
in digital tools   

Investment in  
general/digital skills 

Mentoring 
programmes

Diversity and  
inclusion training

Age blind  
recruitment 

Creating an  
accessible workplace  

Absence  
management

Menopause support

28%

24%

22%

18%

494

425

417

403

373

399

352

38%

38%

37%

37%

32%

353

346

343

298

258

225

208

165

53%

46%

45%

43%

40%

*Full question and answer lists 
can be found in the methodology 
section of the full report

Factors all respondents support in
a future age-diverse workforce*
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Tax incentives for 
employee well-being

Tax incentives for 
investment in training  

Investment in mental 
health support 

Investment in general 
healthcare delivery

Subsidies for employing 
different aged workers

Factors for government and societal action

Pensions policy 

Affordable  
insurance premiums  

Public education 
campaigns 

Legal prohibition of 
age discrimination 

Social care support

Investment in  
smart cities 

Research and  
data collection 

Raising the  
retirement age

33%

29%

20%

454

424

413

409

407

399

392

43%

42%

37%

35%

35%

397

345

329

328

306

270

186

49%

45%

44%

44%

44%

Factors all respondents support in  
a future age-diverse workforce*

*Full question and answer lists 
can be found in the methodology 
section of the full report
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Chapter four

Sector analysis
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–

As we look to the future, there 
is a clear opportunity to ensure 
roles in food, farming and retail 
remain attractive.

Food and retail
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With the UN predicting that 60% more food will be needed 
worldwide by 2050129 to feed our growing population, 
demographic shifts will inevitably have a significant impact 
on the food sector, at every stage from farm to fork. Not 
least, an older population will shape consumer preferences 
and impact what food is grown and produced in all parts of 
the world.

Different stages of the food production cycle will have 
different considerations. Already, the agriculture sector is 
experiencing an ageing workforce. In England, for example, 
more than a third of farmers are over 65, and a further 
third (32%) are between 55 and 64130. In the US, census data 
suggests the average age of farm producers rose to 57.5 
years in the five years to 2017131. 

The same trend is seen in Japan, where by 2022 
the average age of farmers was 68.4132.  In Europe, 
the average age went from 49.2 in 2004 to 51.4 a 
decade later133. While countries can continue to 
import food rather than grow it themselves, there 
is an opportunity for them to be looking now at the 
implications of their reliance on agricultural labour 
abroad for food security and the environment as well. 

Elsewhere in the food sector, there are sustained questions 
about skills gaps and a shrinking workforce. In Australia, 
experts have projected the sector’s workforce is facing a 
shortfall of 172,000 workers134, while ONS data suggests 
the food manufacturing sector in the UK lost 4,000 jobs 
between 2022 and 2023135.

Amid the demographic changes, technology has the 
potential to radically transform food production, whether 
in terms of smart farming tools like crop robots to AI being 
used in factories to support food safety. 

Food and farming

The UN predicts that 60% more 
food will be needed by 2050 to 
feed our growing population



Food and farming: priorities for success  
in a future age-diverse workforce*
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54%

47%

45%

44%

42%

Flexibility

Flexibility around  
caring responsibilities 

Financial incentives  
to remain in work

Skills upkeep

Remuneration  
and recognition

Priorities for individual career development

48%

45%

44%

43%

43%

Tax incentives for  
employee well-being

Investment in mental  
health support 

Investment in general 
healthcare delivery

Tax incentives for 
investment in training  

Subsidies for employing 
different aged workers

Priorities for government and societal action

50%

44%

43%

41%

40%

Retraining  
provision    

Offering  
flexibility

Health and  
well-being support

Investment in  
digital tools    

Ensuring people  
remain challenged  

Priorities for businesses to succeed

*  Full question and answer lists can be 
found in the methodology section of 
the full report
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For the retail sector, the immediate consideration 
presented by demographic shifts is how to cater for older 
consumers. But there are implications for the workforce 
as well, with the potential to positively impact workforce 
participation amongst workers looking for flexibility further 
on in their careers.

As a sector, retail skews younger than others, often because 
jobs are low-skilled or flexible. At present, many frontline 
retail roles are physically demanding and therefore could 
be less desirable to a more mature workforce, although 
technology could change that in due course. 

ONS data drawn from the 2021 census recorded that a 
quarter of jobs in the sector in England and Wales were 
held by people aged 16 to 29136. In the US, the median age 
of a retail worker was 40 in 2019, and a fifth of workers in 
frontline retail roles were under 24137. 

The opportunity for retail may therefore come not from 
the incumbent workforce ageing out of the sector, as is 
the case in other industries, but from tackling ageism and 
ensuring opportunities are available for older workers 
as the pool of younger workers shrinks. Many of the 
advantages that recommend the sector to new entrants to 
the workforce – not least ability to work part-time – could 
also be desirable to older workers. 

Many of the advantages that 
recommend the sector to new 
entrants to the workforce could 
also be desirable to older worker

Retail



Retail: priorities for success in  
a future age-diverse workforce*
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49%

48%

45%

45%

44%

Pensions policy

Affordable  
insurance premiums 

Investment in mental  
health support 

Tax incentives for 
investment in training  

Tax incentives for  
employee well-being

Priorities for government and societal action

51%

49%

49%

45%

42%

Flexibility

Maintaining health/  
mental well-being   

Financial incentives  
to remain in work

Remuneration  
and recognition

Flexibilty around 
caring responsibilities

Priorities for individual career development

50%

47%

47%

46%

43%

Offering  
flexibility    

Diversity and  
inclusion training

Health and  
well-being support

Personalized  
rewards/benefits  

Ensuring people  
remain challenged  

Priorities for businesses to succeed

*  Full question and answer lists can be 
found in the methodology section of 
the full report
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Priorities for action

“To some degree, food and retail might historically 
have been seen as sectors better suited to younger 
workers at the start of their careers looking to build up 
experience in the working world. In reality, both have 
always supported meaningful lifelong career journeys 
for many.”

“As we look to the future and a reality in which more 
generations are working together at one time, 
there is a clear opportunity to ensure roles in food, 
farming and retail remain attractive and desirable. 
The research points to the fact that healthcare and 
well-being support will be critical. Equally, investment 
in skills development and training will only grow in 
importance.”
 
“Both sectors are central to the global economy. Now 
is the moment to consider how we can collaborate 
across society to ensure the people and businesses  
in food, farming and retail can flourish in the decades 
ahead.”

Todd Redwood, Managing Director, Global Food and Retail, BSI

Flexibility coming high on the priority list is indicative of 
food being a sector that may have unsociable working 
hours or require shift work. The same is true for retail, 
particularly for those working in online retail as opposed 
to shops with traditional opening hours. Likewise, the 
desire from food and farming for organizations to invest in 
retraining and career opportunities and for policymakers 
to incentivize this highlights the opportunity for greater 
emphasis on career progression. This is something that 
may traditionally have been less of a focus for people in 
what were expected to be transient roles. Ensuring that 
people in these industries have the chance to sustain a 
career in the long-term, conceivably over decades, will be 
vital in ensuring there is a ready workforce in the future. 

In food and farming, there is appetite for investment in 
digital tools to support people of all ages to carry out their 
roles. This highlights the potential for older workers to 
contribute their experience alongside technology that can 
perhaps take on more physical or manual responsibilities. 
In retail, health and well-being maintenance scores highly, 
along with a desire for affordable insurance premiums for 
older workers in manual roles, highlighting the physicality 
of these roles and the prospect of helping older workers 
remain in retail careers. Again, there is a clear opportunity 
for employers and governments to invest in delivery of 
healthcare and similar services to support the food and 
retail economies in the decades to come. 
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 Chapter five

Key takeaways



Key takeaways
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Plan ahead 
The age-diverse workforce is not a question but is 
fast becoming a reality in many major economies and 
sectors. Individuals, organizations, and society have 
the opportunity to boost growth and innovation by 
thinking about how this will change the workforce 
now and collaborating to develop strategies to 
respond.

Rethink work 
Across the board, being able to choose when, where 
and how we work was identified as key to keeping 
people in work. More than four years after the start 
of the pandemic, when working structures in some 
countries and sectors were fundamentally altered, 
now is the moment to open the conversation around 
how flexibility can be enabled for the long-term, so it 
benefits individuals and the organizations they  
work for.

Support health and well-being
A flourishing workforce will be one that has the 
ability to maintain physical health and psychological/ 
mental well-being. For employers and governments, 
this may include proactive efforts to support workers 
to manage their health or investment in the services 
used by the wider population. 
 

Train, retrain and refresh
Skills upkeep and access to training is critical, 
especially in the context of the AI transformation. 
For people to continue to flourish opportunities to 
learn new skills, returnships or the chance to shift 
away from manual roles, are critical. As the age of 
the workforce diversifies, strategies like reverse 
mentoring can bring enormous benefits.

Make work worthwhile 
Unsurprisingly financial considerations weighed 
heavily and reward and remuneration will be core 
to how people relate to their job at any age. Equally, 
value can come from ensuring people remain 
challenged by their work / roles and feel that their 
contribution is appreciated.

Enable an inclusive culture
An inclusive culture that creates an age-diverse 
workplace free from adverse social behaviour can 
strengthen trust and engagement and encourage 
the retention of experienced colleagues. Employers 
can partner with employees to embed a supportive 
culture by ensuring different generations are listened 
to and have an equal chance to contribute.
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