
Wrong numbers
Why a focus on age can mislead 
workforce development



At Deloitte we believe people are an organisation’s most valuable asset. Our Human Capital busi-
ness uses research, analytics, and industry insights to understand and optimise how to best 
leverage the workforce to increase productivity, create value and deliver sustained results 
beyond the four walls of the organisation. When reimagined, work can be more than a process. It 
can be an outcome that drives value and impact by unlocking human potential, and creating an 
RUJDQLVDWLRQ�WKDW�LV�UHVLOLHQW�WR�ULVN��ȴW�IRU�WKH�IXWXUH�DQG�JURXQGHG�LQ�PHDQLQJ�IRU�ZRUNHUV�ZKRVH�
identity will drive sustained results. Learn more on Deloitte.com.

https://www2.deloitte.com/global/en/pages/human-capital/topics/human-capital.html?icid=top_human-capital
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Source: Deloitte European Workforce Survey, 2020.
Deloitte Insights | deloitte.com/insights
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FIGURE 3

Share of employees reporting
some difficulties adapting to
more leadership responsibilities,
by company culture type and age

Colleagues of different ages work often together, 
each bringing their own contribution and 
elaborating/building on the ideas of the other

Older workers are generally higher up in the 
hierarchy, issuing orders that  younger
workers execute
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WHILE TIME IS more relevant as age 
increases, younger employees are more 



A MORE PROMISING APPROACH to under-
stand and intervene with the workforce is to 
focus on attitudes and beliefs. As discussed 

in the ýrst article in this series, when respondents 
are clustered based on their expectations and con-
cerns about the post-COVID-19 work environment, 
three major groupings emerge.5

First, there are employees who see long-lasting 
changes in the work environment and are con-
cerned about a deterioration in the interpersonal 
relationships at work. These we dub SURFERS. 
Second, there are employees who foresee no major 
shifts in their jobs nor have major concerns about 
the future work environment. These we refer to 
as GROUNDED. Finally, there are employees 
who see change coming and are concerned about 
their ability to survive in the future labour market. 
They fear rising insecurity and a reduction in 
opportunities. We call these JUGGLERS. 

These groups skew towards certain age groups. 
For example, the GROUNDED tend to be older, 
engaged in administrative or technical occupa-
tions, and working in large companies (1,000+ 
employees) with an open-ended contract.

The New Age workforce

7KLV�TXLFN�GHHS�GLYH�LQWR�WKH�GDWD�RI�WKH�(XURSHDQ�:RUNIRUFH�6XUYH\�LQGLFDWHV�
WKDW�D�SXUH�JHQHUDWLRQDO� OHQV� LV� LQDGHTXDWH� IRU�RUJDQLVDWLRQV� WR�XQGHUVWDQG�
the complexity of their workforce. Employees are not a monolithic block. 
1RW� DOO� HPSOR\HHV� KDYH� H[SHULHQFHG� WKH� H΍HFWV� RI� &29Ζ'���� LQ� WKH� VDPH�
way. Nor do traditional demographic characteristics such as age necessarily 
R΍HU� D� JXLGH� WR� WKHLU� WKLQNLQJ�� 7KLV� KDV� LPSOLFDWLRQV� IRU� WKH� W\SHV� RI� WDUJHW�
intervention programmes.

In comparison, the JUGGLER is more prev-
alent among younger employees in sales or 
customer service, as well as skilled trades and 
manual jobs, working on ýxed-term contracts 
and in small- to medium-sized enterprises, 
particularly in retail and hospitality.

However, while these groups skew towards 
certain age groups, they do not overlap. Looking 
at employees through these behavioural and 
attitudinal lenses provides a more meaningful 
tool to understand the workforce and to 
target possible interventions and strategies, 
making them more personal and dynamic. 

For example, GROUNDED employees are less 
likely to see the need to develop new skills and 
capabilities (irrespective of age). If organisations 
want to reskill or upskill these employees, of-
fering a rich learning curriculum will be pointless 
unless ë́ort is also put into communicating 
the need for developing new capabilities. 
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HOWEVER, UNTIL NOW, organisational poli-
cies and incentives have often used age to 
roughly categorise employees to deýne 

their preferences. But the COVID-19 crisis and 
the European Workforce Survey highlight how 
employee perceptions and needs are more complex 
than simple demographic delineations allow.

What enhances workforce understanding is 
encompassing the complexity of the employees that 
constitute that workforce: Do they work far from 
home? How long have they been working within 
the structure? What types of transport and infra-
structure do they have access to? What are their 
main responsibilities? Were they trained to have the 
skills and abilities to fulýl these responsibilities?

Inclusivity as a 
competitive advantage 

As stated in the 2020 Deloitte Global Human Capital Trends report (section 
‘Knowledge Management – creating context for a connected world’), 
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1.	 Author analysis based on data from Eurostat, Labour Force Survey (LFS) annual survey results on employment 
E\�VH[��DJH�DQG�FLWL]HQVKLS��GDWDEDVH�OIVDBHJDQ���KWWSV���DSSVVR�HXURVWDW�HF�HXURSD�HX�QXL�VKRZ�GR"GDWDVHW OI-
VDBHJDQ	ODQJ HQ��GDWD�DFFHVVHG�RQ���'HFHPEHU������

2.	 (ULFD�9ROLQL�HW�DO���Ȋ7KH�SRVWJHQHUDWLRQDO�ZRUNIRUFH��)URP�PLOOHQQLDOV�WR�SHUHQQLDOVȋ��'HORLWWH�ΖQVLJKWV�����0D\�
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