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People often default toward paying extra atten-
tion to one side of a story. For example, focus-

ing on the gloom fixation of most news programs, 
or riveting focus on potential negatives of an 
impending change without giving equal consider-
ation to its possible advantages. 

Many people automatically respond adversely 
to change. In contrast, the best leaders maintain 
their perspective and remind themselves to always 
see a cup as both half full and half empty. A shift 
in worker population is a prime example of this. 
Scan numerous 
articles or preview 
a selection of semi-
nars and you will 
see that most focus 
is on the prob-
lems of an aging 
workforce. But, the 
workforce is also 
in transition to a 
younger population 
as aging workers 
retire.

Yet, many lead-
ers seem overly fo-
cused on only one 
part of the issue. 
And any strategy that fails to consider the more 
complex issue of both older and younger workers 
can lead to incomplete results.

Consider that any tensions, misunderstandings 
and stereotyping that may exist between genera-
tions or workers can become further accentuated 
by less-effective leadership strategies that either 
ignore or overly respond to mostly one group. 
Further, even when the median worker age 
increases, strategic leaders do not overly dwell on 
the negatives; they see, understand and welcome 
the advantages that experienced workers bring to 
the organizational and safety-performance table.

Younger and older workers have some different 
needs, but the most effective leadership strategy is 
simultaneous. It positively elevates safety for both 
generations of workers at the same time, while 
bringing them toward a common safety center.

As Anil Mathur, CEO of Alaska Tanker Co. 
(which just celebrated 10 years without a spill 
and only one recordable incident), and one of the 
strongest leaders I know, states, “The current age 
profile at any organization is a state of nature and 
it is not particularly helpful for a leader to be full 
of feelings about a current state of affairs. These 
can impede a clear-eyed view of the pros and cons 
such a situation presents, and preclude effec-
tive implementation of strategies to capitalize on 
and mitigate the effects of the age profile in this 
instance.”

The purpose of this two-part article is to help 
leaders better identify and plan for both the safe-
ty-related upsides and downsides of a transition-
ing workforce (Part 1), and to offer strategies that 
simultaneously elevate the engagement, safety 
and performance of all workers—now and in the 
near future (Part 2).

Concerns
Gallup polls project a 73% increase in workers 

age 55 and older by 2020. For safety leadership 
strategists, it is 
critical to plan for 
the impacts of an 
aging workforce 
along with those 
who are replacing 
them.

However, it is 
not realistic that 
everyone within 
their age group 
has stereotypical 
characteristics and 
reactions. Still, 
here is a sample of 
recurrent concerns 
heard from senior 

leaders and professionals about their transitioning 
workforce.

Older workers:

up with them; more time off for degenerative or 
age-related problems;

and reduced capability;

even if not physically able, expect that they can 
work forever if needed;

knees, joints, strains and sprains;

captured if the body is not also up to the tasks;

under the radar;

expectations of a company;

ways of doing things, have a tendency to want to 
do things the old way; 
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more musculoskeletal and mental 
health issues.

Younger workers: 

invested, more focused on personal 
interests;

-
lem, followed by entitlement;

slack when older workers cannot keep 
up;

and family during the day, which is a 
distraction (e.g., send many text mes-
sages).

Both workforces:
-

form and others needing to 
work around;

absenteeism rate;

leadership perceived differently 
by younger and older workers.

Leadership Objectives
Clarifying where you want 

to go helps drive planning and 
execution. With this in mind, 
here are sample objectives for 
a sustaining workforce. Select 
those that most apply to your 
company (or generate others 
that are more applicable).

term workers at as high a level 
as possible, with minimal drop-
off.

-
force as long as possible (productively).

receptivity to change.

leadership.

retaining good existing workers.

-
senteeism.

-
nication and production, reduce any 
dysfunctional gaps.

-
tion and medical costs.

to newer workers.

motivated to perform tasks as safely as 
possible, both at work and at home.

to, appreciate and work effectively with 
each other.

set.

are realistic and feasible. 
-

experienced.
-

tential risks that are visible and hidden.

effectively and thinks cumulatively.

Strengths & Limitations
As noted, all Baby Boomer workers 

are not the same; neither are all Millen-
-

al similarities among each group. Wise 
strategists start planning by identifying 
specific strengths and limitations.

Limitations More Difficult to Influence
Aging Workers 

Aging worker limitations can be 
physiological; bones thin as density de-
creases resulting in a higher likelihood 
of fracture, even from routine activities. 
Sleeping may be adversely affected, 
potentially leading to lower energy and 
greater fatigue. There may be increases 
in weight gain. The ability to regulate 
body temperature is often diminished, 
making older workers more prone to 

heat and cold stress. These employees 
are more prone to soft-tissue injuries 
and may often take longer to heal than 
their younger counterparts. 

Mentally, many older workers may 
be set into existing habits whose best 
uses have passed them by. This can 
lead to complacency or to taking high-
er-risk shortcuts. They may experience 
discomfort with technology changes 
that younger workers embrace. Older 
workers may be resistant to or skeptical 
of the next big thing (often with good 
reason, as they have been around long 
enough to be offered numerous magic 
safety beans). Some experienced work-

ers may be battling diminished 
internal self-perceptions, as 
they fear loss of previously 
trusted capabilities. Emo-
tional trauma can build up from 
mounting employer-employee 
miscommunication or poor 
relationships over time. By de-
fault, the aging brain compared 
to that of younger counterparts 
is less able to quickly switch at-
tention (e.g., multitask, refocus 
on and respond as effectively to 
a suddenly presented risk).

Younger Workers
In contrast, younger work-

ers tend to have less task 
experience so they may be 
more vulnerable to changing 
or occasional risks. And some 
are unaware of what they do 
not know (of course, the same 

can apply to older workers). Ensuing 
overconfidence can result in risk taking 

syndrome). Younger workers may be 
less able to sustain attention on a given 
task compared to older counterparts; 
this can lead to taking impatience-driv-
en shortcuts. They may generally expect 
quick change. And many appear to see 
their older colleagues as rigid, techno-
phobic dinosaurs, as well as obstacles 
to their own career advancement. 

Seeing the Strengths
Aging Workers 

While it may be easy to dwell on lim-
itations, strong leaders also identify the 
strengths of each group. For example, 
older workers have survived and likely 
figured out how to adapt to a range of 
conditions and sudden changes. They ©
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often have a healthy skepticism (rather 
than being immediately seduced—then 

panaceas). They are frequently more 
realistic about organizational needs, 
understanding that the realities of mak-
ing a profit or providing quality services 
necessitates their not getting all they 
might want. They can have cooler 
heads and be less reactive than many 
younger workers. Perhaps because of 
the above, they often sustain fewer 
numbers of injuries.

Mentally, brain plasticity contin-
ues especially when engaging in and 
learning new tasks or methods. They 
can change and develop (the concept, 

improve).
Older workers are more able to 

sustain attention on a given task and be 
less distracted.

Experience has shown that because 
they typically realize they are not invin-

cible, they can be extremely receptive 
to smarter and safer ways of working 
as long as these are practical and show 
results.

Younger Workers
Younger workers tend to have great-

er energy and perhaps are more ambi-
tious, interested in trying new methods 
to demonstrate improved results. The 
upside of less experience translates 
into a mind-set of not being stuck in 
previous methods; they can be more 
likely to consider and suggest alternate 

ways of accomplishing tasks, especially 
if leaders frame these as having to be 
simultaneously safe and productive.

They are more receptive to cre-
ative ways of employing technology. 
Younger workers can more easily 
switch attention quickly to changing 
risks and situations and may be better 
able to multitask.

They are generally physically fresher, 
with less buildup of cumulative trauma 
(their injuries may be more acute in 
nature).

Conclusion: Part 1
Planning for a transitioning work-

force involves recognizing the con-
cerns, objectives, and strengths and 
weaknesses of both older and younger 

Worker Safety,” which introduces strat-
egies to increase worker engagement, 
safety and performance, in the April 
2013 issue of PS. 

There are arguably  
general similarities 
among each group. 

Wise strategists start 
planning by identifying 

specific strengths  
and limitations.
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