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Overview 

This presentation seeks to describe the challenge of ageing staff in academic libraries against the background of demographic trends. In organisations generally, an ageing workforce is often considered a problem. Ageing workers are often associated with resistance to change. On the other hand, early retirement schemes are increasingly leading to knowledge management problems, with experience “walking out the door” with departing staff. There are particular concerns connected with ageing staff in a public service environment. The presentation suggests some ways of breaking through the clichés surrounding these issues: an ageing workforce might present some opportunities as well as challenges. 
Demographic trends in academic libraries 

Surveys have shown that “librarians are substantially older than those in comparable professions” and academic librarians are “even older than librarians in general”. For example, librarians in the developed world are ageing quickly: e.g. 1986 = 42.4% over 45; 1998 = 66.1% (ARL professional staff). The average age of Public Services staff in Nijmegen = 50 (2006). Library directors are also ageing rapidly, e.g. ARL directors: 1990 = 63% over 50; 1998 = 91%. (for the record the present speaker is 55!). The demographic trend reflects general population trend (“baby boomers”), older graduate entrants to the profession, etc. 

The “problem” of ageing staff 

There are two contradictory trends in commercial and non-commercial organisations associated with older staff: 

· Trend 1: Public service staff are retiring earlier; some companies have few employees over 50. The assumption is (presumably) that older staff are resistant to change and slower to learn new things. Quote: “Older employees are less motivated, take more sick leave and cost more”. 
· Trend 2: The retirement age is going up in many countries; age discrimination is becoming illegal. In addition, some believe that older staff have knowledge, expertise, skills (professional, social) that should be kept within organisations. 
Resistance to change?
A common view is that libraries must innovate to survive but that older staff are often not innovators. Quote by a new manager: “My older colleagues discounted my opinions and input”. There’s a perceived problem around (quote) “dead wood: staff who won’t work and can’t be fired”, e.g.: staff who are no longer contributing; whose work is slowing down; who are “in love with the past and not the newer ways of doing things” or even “actively working against the library”. 
Experience “walking out the door”? 

On the other hand, “some studies show that the over-40s are less likely to be off sick, and are more highly motivated and productive” (recent report in The Economist). Older staff have accumulated experience, knowledge. They are often loyal to the organisation and have acquired personal and professional skills (sometimes lacking in younger and less experienced staff). There are issues relating to knowledge management, succession planning: “Many companies will find out too late that a career’s worth of experience has walked out the door”. 
Ageing staff in a public service environment
If commercial companies are retiring staff earlier, then the public service wants to keep them longer. Retirement age varies in different countries (60, 65) but the trend towards earlier retirement is now being reversed (= 67+?). Salary and status in public services organisations are often linked with hierarchies. Since the social reforms post 1968, structures and practices in some countries have become relatively inflexible, e.g. there is a perception about poor staff = “won’t work, can’t be fired”. Government cuts often lead to newer staff being fired, e.g. “last in, first out”. 

Some possible responses

What should we learn from all this?:

1. There should be no taboos: We must challenge perceptions and clichés across the board. 
2. We also need to challenge public service structures and traditions where necessary. More flexible practices are needed. We should consider introducing new organisational structures, more flexible working hours, new “ergonomic” solutions to working patterns, “telecommuting”, etc. 

3. More flexible working patterns suitable for older staff may well be good for the whole organisation!
4. We should see the library as a whole as a team with a balance of experience/innovation/knowledge/skills across the board. Staff at different stages of their careers can all make a valuable contribution but maybe in different roles. This contribution should be respected by all. 
5. Although managers should not tolerate resistance to change for its own sake, older staff may well need more solid arguments for change. Older staff may be “harder work” for young managers (communication, discussion, persuasion) but the benefits of having them on board are great. 
6. “Retirement” in the future may not mean a clear break from the organisation: part-time working post-retirement, new advisory or “emeritus” roles, new ways of keeping in contact (e.g. alumni networks, etc.) should be tried.  

7. Public service rules need to be reviewed: what is needed (for all parties) is: Flexibility, flexibility, flexibility …  
8. We should be prepared to talk openly and frankly about these issues. 

