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Chapter 5
Work Environment and the Origin 
of Ageism

Laura Naegele, Wouter De Tavernier, and Moritz Hess

5.1  Setting the Scene: Ageism at the Workplace

The ageing of the population and the approaching retirement of the baby boom gen-
eration are changing the structure of the workforce all over the industrialised world. 
The shrinking population of working age and the increased share of older workers 
within it challenge companies and organizations and call the financial sustainability 
of welfare states into question (Hedge 2012). While the practice of early retirement 
of older workers—in order to ‘free up’ employment opportunities for younger work-
ers—was quite popular in the 1970s and 1980s, governments now recognize the 
fallacy and the unsustainability of this policy (‘lump of labour fallacy’). Older and 
younger workers are not simply interchangeable e.g. due to their differentiating skill 
sets, positions within and their contributions to the labour market. Empirical evi-
dence suggests that an increase in employment of older workers is even associated 
with increasing employment rates of younger cohorts (Kalwij et al. 2010).

Another widely and controversial discussed aspect in this regard is the pre-
sumed lower productivity of ageing workforces. Even though the performance or 
 productivity of a worker in itself is rarely viewed as a coherent, analytically easily 
determinable factor, a negative relationship with age is often almost automatically 
assumed (Ng and Feldman 2012). Instead of acknowledging that workers age 
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 individually and that their productivity is affected by their abilities (physical and 
cognitive limitations due to age) (Cardoso et al. 2010), education and work experi-
ence (outdated or obsolete skills) as well as by work environment related factors 
such as age-appropriate workplaces and/or career development opportunities 
(Frerichs et al. 2012), older workers are often seen as less productive than their 
younger counterparts (Ng and Feldman 2008). A closer look at the scientific litera-
ture reveals that existing studies do not support this one sided view as they appear 
to be inconclusive in this regard: Some researchers conclude that ageing popula-
tions have a negative effect on labour market productivity, whereas others suggest 
that at the company level, a higher share of older workers is associated with higher 
productivity (Van Dalen et al. 2010).

However, the lingering prevalence of prejudices and stereotypes as well as 
the discrimination of older workers based on age may compromise govern-
ments’ efforts to extend working lives, which has become a key priority in most 
of the Western world as well as parts of Asia (Bal et al. 2011). Ageism, defined 
as discriminatory practices, attitudes and perceptions regarding older workers 
(Butler 1969), is still pervasive in many companies and organizations in the 
developed world (Rothenberg and Gardner 2011). In addition previous research 
has shown that experiencing stereotypes and discrimination at the workplace 
can influence older employees’ productivity (Thorsen et  al. 2012), retirement 
intensions (Schermuly et  al. 2014), organizational commitment (Snape and 
Redman 2006), and work satisfaction (Orpen 1995). The individual perceptions 
of age discrimination may furthermore be amplified through the interaction with 
co-workers and supervisors and foster the prevalence of ageism at the organiza-
tional level.

Despite efforts to constrain discriminatory behaviour via law-making and 
employment policies in Europe and elsewhere, ageism is still prevalent in organiza-
tions and companies1 and affects the careers of older workers in terms of job oppor-
tunities, promotions and performance evaluations. As a result—in combination with 
a shortage of skilled junior personnel—companies might run into difficulties when 
trying to fill their vacancies, affecting their overall performance and ultimately the 
growth of the economy (Kunze et  al. 2011; Rothenberg and Gardner 2011). 
Therefore, it is crucial to identify which factors foster or mitigate ageism in the 
workplace, as it impacts not just older workers’ lives, but also organizational perfor-
mance and the economy and society as a whole.

Understanding the sources of age discrimination at the workplace is the first step 
in repelling it. Studies explaining ageism and its origins generally fit into three cat-
egories. First, there are studies looking at individuals (the micro level), linking age-
ist attitudes to individual characteristics such as education, gender or  income. A 

1 For improved readability we use the terms ‘company’ and ‘organizations’ synonymously in order 
to describe the ‘places of work’ throughout the chapter. We acknowledge that even though all 
companies can be described as organizations, in a narrow interpretation not all organizations can 
be described as companies (e.g. in the public sector). The processes discussed in the chapter are 
relevant for both public and private organizations, as well as non-profit and for-profit ones.
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second perspective focuses on the macro level. In this perspective, ageism is 
 attributed to cultural norms and attitudes prevalent in societies (Ayalon 2013). 
Shared values and norms have been shown to manifest themselves through preju-
dice and discrimination while shaping individual and organizational behaviour 
regarding ageism (Shiu et al. 2015). The third perspective relates to the social sphere 
of work organizations/companies (meso level) which play a key role in age dis-
crimination. They provide the ‘places of work’ and therefore set the scene for the 
prevalence of discriminating behaviour towards older workers.

By focusing on the organizational level, this chapter aims to outline how ageism 
manifests itself in the important arena of work. While acknowledging the impor-
tance of other (younger) cohorts within the labour market, as well as the increasing 
amount of volunteer work done by older people, this chapter aims to primarily focus 
on ageism at the workplace faced by older workers in paid employment. We present 
a conclusive overview of theories and findings in the scientific literature regarding 
the role of organizations or companies in cultivating, preserving or reducing ageism 
within them. Focusing on studies from the developed world, we first look at the 
company level where we identify organizational characteristics that affect ageism, 
namely organizational structure and hierarchy, age structure of the workforce, com-
pany size, shared values and aspects of age-friendly human resource management. 
As organizations and companies never exist within an institutional vacuum, we sub-
sequently identify contextual factors that shape and affect companies and organiza-
tional behaviour, and hence ageism within the organization. Here, we consider 
sectorial affiliation and legal frameworks on the company level. Overall we will 
discuss seven main determinants of age discrimination at the work place, without 
any claim for completeness at this point. Rather, these determinants are not set in 
stone, nor do they exist independently of each other or affect all organizations/com-
panies the same way. In addition, as labour markets, organizations and companies 
are constantly evolving, it can be expected that in the future new determinants of 
ageism at the company level might arise.

5.2  Organizational Characteristics as Sources of Ageism 
at the Workplace

5.2.1  Organizational Structure and Hierarchy

Even though several studies stipulate the importance of organizational structures for 
age discrimination within the workforce (e.g. Branine and Glover 1997; Brooke 
2010; McGoldrick and Arrowsmith 2001; Riach and Kelly 2015), the structure typi-
cally is not the focus of ageism research, but only present as a contextual factor—if 
at all. McGoldrick and Arrowsmith (2001), for instance, link the organizational 
structure to stereotypes about and discrimination of older workers, to what it means 
to be old and to possible solutions to ageism in their conceptual scheme, but this is 

5 Work Environment and the Origin of Ageism



76

completely overlooked in their analyses. This lack of attention for organizational 
structures in ageism literature is in stark contrast with the attention it has in other 
areas of research concerning discrimination. For instance, there is a vast body of 
research regarding the discrimination of women in the workforce (Gelfand et al. 
2007). Other findings suggest that sexual and racial inequalities in an organizational 
hierarchy tend to reproduce themselves (Gelfand et  al. 2005). Bird and Rhoton 
(2011) develop this idea further in their research on gender and ‘professional 
bureaucracies’. They identify four components elementary to the professional work 
organization that are vulnerable to discrimination and as such effectively work as a 
filter guaranteeing that only individuals complying with the logic of the organiza-
tion reach higher positions in the organizational hierarchy: the organization of work 
itself (e.g. work hours), decision-making processes (e.g. who makes the decisions), 
performance evaluation practices (e.g. which criteria are used in the evaluation) and 
information networks (e.g. largely informal networks through which individuals 
gather important information for job performance and career advancement). 
Regarding the latter, Gelfand et al. (2005) also point to the fact that, in line with the 
similarity-attraction theory (see further below), individuals tend to form informal 
networks in an organization with other individuals who are similar to them. In a 
white male dominated organization, for instance, women and ethnic minorities will 
have less informal access to those higher in the hierarchy than do white men. In the 
context of ageism, this would mean that workers may benefit from informal net-
works if individuals higher up in the hierarchy are of the same generation or, as the 
flip side of the coin, that they receive less opportunities if that is not the case. 
Interestingly, in their study in the information technology sector in the Anglo-Saxon 
world, McMullin et al. (2011) find that hierarchy can be beneficial for older work-
ers. Due to the fast evolution in the information technology sector, programming 
skills can become outdated rather quickly—hence the finding of McMullin and 
Dryburgh (2011) that programmers are considered ‘old’ already in their early 40s 
(note that this implicitly involves the ageist assumption that workers above age 40 
are not able to adapt to changes). By climbing higher in the hierarchy into a mana-
gerial position, however, different skills become relevant—skills that are more often 
attributed to older workers.

That brings us to the role of skills: organizational and company structures, like 
sectors, demand specific skills. In the words of Miles and Snow (1995, p. 5): “Every 
organizational form—pyramid or pancake, centralized or decentralized—places 
unique demands on people.” These skills can be the subject of ageist ideas, if for 
example some skills are being mainly attributed to certain age groups and hence 
they can be a mediator between the organization of work and discrimination based 
on age. There is a large agreement in the literature that organizational structures 
have a ‘skill bias’ (Caroli and Van Reenen 2001).

Much has been written about the knowledge, skills and creativity of workers 
being important in processes of organizational change and new forms of organiza-
tion. Whitley (1989) wrote that managerial work is characterized by its unstandard-
ized nature, orientation towards problem-solving and balancing between 
reproduction and innovation. In a strongly hierarchical system, these skills would 
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traditionally be seen as traits of experienced workers in management positions. In 
new types of organizations with flat hierarchies, where individual workers get more 
and more tasks and responsibilities (Caroli and Van Reenen 2001), these character-
istics are not limited to the management anymore. Such lean organizations redefine 
and break down established hierarchical models of organizational behaviour and 
with them the inherent expectations of how age and skill is dispensed within orga-
nizations (Ashton 2004; Worley and Doolen 2015). Ashton (2004) argues that such 
organizations in addition strengthen workers’ skills for two reasons: first, to distrib-
ute knowledge more widely within the organization, and second, to give workers 
more opportunities to practice new skills and techniques. Andriopoulos (2001) 
notes that organizations and companies show an increased focus on creativity and 
problem-solving, and that flat structures stimulate creativity among their employ-
ees. Network organizations, which are flat, flexible and market-oriented, and work 
with relatively autonomous self-managing teams, require workers who have strong 
skills (‘capabilities’) and who are trustworthy (Miles and Snow 1995). Even though 
none of these studies makes the link with ageism, it is a common finding in studies 
on ageism that older workers are considered to be less creative though more trust-
worthy (e.g. Gringart et al. 2005; Taylor and Walker 1998).2 Hence, the relationship 
between these new organizational structures and ageism could be a dual one: on the 
one hand, the value placed on knowledge and trust may benefit older workers, 
though the perception of older workers as less creative may be a serious disadvan-
tage for employment of older workers in organizations with flat hierarchies.

5.2.2  Age Structure

‘Relative age’, referring to an individual’s age as compared to the average or mean 
age in a sector, company or profession (McMullin and Duerden Comeau 2011), is a 
basis for age discrimination in the labour market—the general idea being that the 
bigger the difference between the individual’s age and what is considered ‘normal’ 
for a certain function, the higher the risk for discrimination. Individuals working as 
programmers in the information technology sector, for instance, could be consid-
ered ‘old’ in their early 40s, while a judge may only reach that point 20 years later 
(McMullin and Dryburgh 2011). Data from the German Institute for Employment 
Research Establishment Panel show that older workers (50+ years) are perceived 
more positively regarding their capabilities and performance by management per-
sonnel in companies with a higher share of older workers (Bellmann et al. 2003). 
However, due to the cross-sectional nature of the analysis, it is not possible to make 
a statement on the causal direction of the relation.

2 According to Binnewies et al. (2008), earlier “[s]tudies reporting relationships between age and 
creativity most of the times found no relationship (…) or a slightly negative relationship” (p. 442). 
Their own study suggests that the relation between age and creativity is dependent on the level of 
job control of the worker.
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Kunze et al. (2011) note two general strands in earlier research, linking increased 
age diversity in an organization to decreasing age discrimination. The first one 
refers to the contact hypothesis, suggesting that age diversity leads to more contact 
and familiarity between individuals of different age groups, leading to lower age 
discrimination. A second strand suggests that increasing age diversity causes work-
ers to believe the organization values diversity, thereby shaping a ‘positive diversity 
climate’ (see further below).

However, there are also four prominent hypotheses in the literature expecting the 
opposite: that ageism will be higher as age diversity in the organization increases. 
First, the similarity-attraction paradigm suggests people like others they feel are 
similar to themselves (Kunze et al. 2011, 2013; Shore and Goldberg 2012). Second, 
according to social identity and self-categorization theory, “individuals tend to clas-
sify themselves and others into certain groups on the basis of dimensions that are 
personally relevant for them” (Kunze et al. 2011, p. 268), and prefer individuals that 
fall in the same category as themselves (Kunze et al. 2011, 2013; Shore and Goldberg 
2012). Growing age diversity might then make age as a trait more salient, and hence 
an element in this categorization process.

The concept of ‘career timetables’ is a third hypothesis (Kunze et al. 2011, 2013; 
Shore and Goldberg 2012). It involves expectations of how individuals move up in 
the organizational hierarchy as they become older and more experienced, and that 
employees who ‘lag behind’ on this schedule—and who are hence surrounded by 
younger individuals in their work unit—are more likely to face discrimination. A 
fourth theory is related to ‘prototype matching’, the idea being that certain jobs are 
considered to be for a specific group of people, for instance because of the skills or 
knowledge they require (Kunze et al. 2011; Shore and Goldberg 2012). An older 
person performing a job that would typically be seen as a job for young people has 
a higher risk of facing discrimination, just like a younger person who has a job 
higher up in the hierarchy, while workers think the position requires much knowl-
edge and experience—and should hence be executed by an older person.

While Nishii and Mayer (2009) do not find a relation between age structure in the 
working unit and experiences of age discrimination among older workers in the 
United States, Kunze et al. (2011, 2013) do find that higher age diversity leads to 
more perceived age discrimination among employees in German companies. 
Interestingly, Kunze et al. (2013) find that this relation is exacerbated when case 
managers have ageist attitudes, while the presence of diversity-oriented human 
resource policies has the opposite effect.

5.2.3  Age-Diverse Climate, Age-Friendly Corporate Identity 
and Leadership

Not only structural characteristics like the size or sector of a company determine the 
level of ageism at the workplace. ‘Soft’ factors like company climate, inclusion and 
diversity policies, and corporate identity are important as well. Four selected factors 
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in this context—organizational culture, company climate, corporate identity, and 
leadership—will be the topic of this section. As human resources measurements 
that can help fight ageism are also immensely important in this regard, they will be 
discussed separately in the following section.

When researching discriminative behaviour at the workplace Ciampa and 
Chernesky (2013) distinguish the important concepts of organizational culture and 
climate. “Organizational culture refers to the deep structure of organizations, rooted 
in the values, beliefs, and assumptions of organizational members. It is established 
through socialization to a variety of identity groups that converge in the workplace 
[…]. The standards against which behavior is evaluated are that of the majority 
culture, and reflect the attitude and values of those who hold positions of authority 
and power” (Ciampa and Chernesky 2013, p. 96). Managers should strive for a cul-
ture that does not allow discriminative behavior. Organizational or company cli-
mate is the sum of all the members’ individual psychological climates. Boehm et al. 
(2013, p. 671) define a climate that hinders the emergence of ageism “[…] as orga-
nizational members’ shared perceptions of the fair and non-discriminatory treat-
ment of employees of all age groups with regard to all relevant organizational 
practices, policies, procedures, and rewards.” Hence, an age-friendly or age- diversity 
climate is based on the workers in the organization agreeing that no one should be 
discriminated because of age.

Closely linked to these rather abstract conceptions of a positive organizational 
culture and age-diversity climate is the concept of an age-friendly corporate identity 
(Kunze et al. 2011, 2013). Companies should free their internal and external com-
munication of ageist language (Fowler et al. 2015) and avoid discriminative behav-
iour in the hiring and promotion process. They should seek to design and create 
products that are not ageist, and not be ageist towards their customers (Stroud and 
Walker 2013). An age-friendly corporate identity will help to form an age-diverse 
climate. As already mentioned with the concept of organizational culture, one cru-
cial mediator here is the leadership behaviour of managers and supervisors (Liden 
et al. 2006). They should internalize the idea of an organization or company without 
ageism, act accordingly, and serve as role models for the other employees (Nishii 
and Mayer 2009). By doing so, they can positively influence organizational culture 
and climate.

5.2.4  Human Resource Measures

In addition to having an age-friendly corporate identity and trying to create an atmo-
sphere in which older workers feel welcome and that  their work is appreciated, 
companies also have or rather should have a human resources management strategy 
that aims to fight ageism. Several tools can be identified that human resources man-
gers can use to create an age-friendly climate at the workplace. In the literature 
(Boehm et al. 2013; Kooij et al. 2010; Lepak et al. 2006), most scholars agree that 
human resources measures should be age-inclusive, meaning that no workers should 
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be excluded from human resources programs or ignored in the promotion and 
recruitment process. In addition, the human resources measures should also follow 
a certain organizational strategy and not consist of single, isolated tools that are not 
interrelated (Kunze et al. 2013). Instead the human resources tools should be bun-
dled into one consistent and coherent policy. Three examples of tools that help to 
decrease ageism at the workplace are inclusion of older workers into training 
courses, age-blind promotion and hiring processes, and special training courses for 
older workers. Suspending older workers from training measures and programs 
because of their age is an ageist action and leaves them with outdated and/or obso-
lete skills. In addition including workers from different age groups into training 
courses could actively help to decrease ageism (Brownell and Kelly 2013; Chiu 
et al. 2001). Drawing on classical contact theory (Aronson et al. 2004) which claims 
that if individuals from different groups get into contact, this will decrease the ste-
reotypes they hold of each other, one could argue that these age-inclusive training 
programs lead to fewer age stereotypes, and consequently to less ageism at the 
workplace. A second important human resource tool in the fight against ageism is 
age-blind promotion (Machado and Portela 2013) and recruitment procedures 
(Ahmed et al. 2012). They help to ensure that older workers are not discriminated 
against when applying at a company or for a new job in the same company. Deleting 
the applicant’s age from the curriculum vitae and, thus, having age-blind applica-
tions is one practical measure to ensure age-blind promotion and recruiting proce-
dures (Rocco et  al. 2014). Besides the age-inclusive general human resources 
approach and the age-blind promotion and recruiting procedures, companies can 
also offer specific human resource programs for older workers (Göbel and Zwick 
2013). Such specific programs might include part time retirement, support for car-
ing obligations, retirement consultation, and life work-time accounts—the latter 
allowing older workers to ‘save’ over-time working hours over several years and use 
them to work less later on (Burke and Ng 2006). These help older workers to live up 
to their potential and be productive employees (Picchio and Van Ours 2013; Göbel 
and Zwick 2013). This in turn will decrease the occurrence of ageism at the work-
place. However, one has to acknowledge that human resources measures aimed at 
fighting ageism might actually increase it. One unintended consequence of age- 
blinded promotion and recruitment and special training programs for older workers 
might be that they are seen as groups that receive undeserved benefits and this might 
result in ageism (Dipboye and Colella 2013; Lyon et al. 1998).

5.2.5  Company Size

Closely linked to the question of the prevalence of age-friendly human resource 
measurements is the question of company size. Since small and medium sized com-
panies (<250 employees) are rather the rule than the exception in a majority of 
countries, taking a closer look at their relation to ageism might be worthwhile. 
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When taking human resource measurements into account, a rather easy assumption 
would be: Small companies have less means to implement age management mea-
sures, which have shown to tackle negative stereotyping of older workers (Kunze 
et  al. 2013; Fuertes et  al. 2013), while larger sized companies already widely 
adapted these measures (Leber et al. 2013). Furthermore, small companies are more 
likely to not feel the need to change their policies due to changing legislation con-
cerning ageism (Metcalf and Meadows 2010), they do not see older workers as the 
solution for labour market shortages (Van Dalen et al. 2009) and offer fewer training 
possibilities for older workers (Taylor 2011), although research in this regard is 
inconclusive. When for instance asked for less institutionalized, work-integrated 
measures for older workers, smaller companies have shown to offer these on the 
same level as companies with more employees (Naegele and Frerichs 2015).

Regarding the perception of older workers, various studies affirm that in smaller 
companies, older workers are viewed more positively than in companies with larger 
workforces (Bellmann et al. 2003; Boockmann and Zwick 2004). Similar results 
have been found when asked about  self-perceived stereotyping: Older workers 
employed by small companies report to be more frequently confronted with positive 
stereotyping than older employees working in larger companies (Hess 2013). Flat 
hierarchies and close social embeddedness within the respective workforce, the 
monopoly held by older workers on company-specific knowledge (Hilzenbecher 
2006), or the fact that older workers often hold key positions within small compa-
nies, which are unlikely to be filled easily by others such as younger workers (Beck 
2013), could be explanatory factors for the relatively positive view on older workers 
within small and medium sized enterprises. Additionally—even though often not 
sufficiently recognized—the prevalence of less formal, work-integrated measures 
focused on older workers in small and medium sized companies could also be a 
preventive factor for ageist behaviour.

5.3  Contextual Factors as Sources of Ageism  
at the Workplace

5.3.1  Industrial and Sectorial Affiliation

Not only the size of a company or the age structure of its labour force influence the 
perception of older workers in their work environment, the same goes for the sector 
or industry in which older workers are employed. According to ‘age-typed theory’ 
by Oswick and Rosenthal (2001) workers are judged by the fit between the require-
ment of a particular job and the assumed competences they bring to the table. 
Negative stereotyping and ageist behaviour towards older workers may result from 
a perceived ‘lack of fit’ between a job’s requirement and the abilities of a worker. 
Within certain sectors job requirements ‘match  up’ better with competences 
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generally attributed to older workers (such as stability, loyalty or experience) and 
therefore these sectors may supply more ‘fitting places’ of work for older employ-
ees (Richardson et al. 2013; Turek and Perek-Bialas 2013). An easy example can 
be drawn by looking at the German craft sector—a work environment which highly 
depends on knowledge as well as experience of workers, both attributes generally 
ascribed to older workers (Hilzenbecher 2006). Whereas in small craft businesses, 
older workers are often highly valued and their retirement day considered a dreaded 
event, research has shown that in other industries, where the question of productiv-
ity of workers is high on the agenda, older workers are more often confronted with 
negative stereotyping (Van Dalen et al. 2010; Malmberg et al. 2008). Hess (2013) 
estimated differences between sectors and/or industries in Germany by focusing on 
the prevalence of stereotyping experienced by workers (49+ years). A more posi-
tive stereotyping—‘older  workers being more reliable than their younger col-
leagues’—was often found in the retail and health care sectors, whereas negative 
stereotypes—‘older workers being less adaptable’ and/or ‘less productive’—
occurred more often in the educational sector, public administration as well as 
manufacturing. Henkens (2005) finds that amongst Dutch mangers in the public 
sector, negative stereotypes towards older workers are much stronger than in the 
private sector. He suggests this might be due to the seniority-based salary system 
and high job-protection.

The sectorial variations in employment rates of older workers are also found to 
be influential of a negative age-discrimination climate in industries and ultimately 
companies (Kunze et al. 2013; Stettes 2012). The cultural and political contexts or 
more generally speaking the ‘institutional surroundings’ in which employers oper-
ate (e.g. when hiring an older worker) are linked not only to the major changes in 
national level policies but also to experiences with and normative assumptions about 
older workers within their respective sectors/industries (Shiu et al. 2015). Employers 
with a high share of older workers (50+ years) in their respective companies are 
more likely to report that older workers are less often sick than their younger coun-
terparts, whereas management personnel from ‘younger’ companies do not share 
this perception (Stettes 2009). Whereas sectors such as agriculture and fishing are 
known for employing the oldest workforces (Macinol 2010), in sectors with a pre-
dominantly younger workforce such as advertising (Carrigan and Szmigin 2003), 
older job seekers are often more liable to age discrimination (Richardson et  al. 
2013). Nevertheless, this behaviour is reported to go both ways. Metcalf and 
Meadows (2010) concluded from a British survey that close to one fifth of employ-
ers viewed certain jobs as more suitable for particular age groups, with a tendency 
to favour the middle age group (30–50 years old) over not only older but also younger 
workers (Taylor 2011).
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5.3.2  Legal Framework for Prohibiting Discrimination Based 
on Age

Discriminating behaviour based on age in the field of employment and occupation 
has been subject to legal controls for several decades (Doron et al. 2013). While 
acknowledging the wide range of legislations worldwide, due to the level of sophis-
tication, the existing European legal framework presents an especially interesting 
case in this regard and will be discussed in the following section.3

Since the broadening of the scope of anti-discrimination measures beyond sex 
and nationality with the Amsterdam Treaty (1997), the European Union limits the 
circumstances under which member states may permit employers a different treat-
ment of workers on the ground of age. Imposed under the European Council direc-
tive 2000/78/EC, member states are to be encouraged to combat early resigning as 
well as to facilitate the hiring, employment, career development and retirement of 
older workers (Numhauser-Henning 2013; O’Cinneide 2005). By 2006, almost all 
of the member states had implemented the directive in their national discrimination, 
employment and labour laws (Spencer 2013).

While prohibiting age discrimination is an important legal mechanism in order to 
promote the equal treatment of older workers in employment, training and the work-
place, it is questionable how successful these non-discrimination laws are in prac-
tice. Taking the example of compulsory retirement practices, some authors have 
argued that legal retirement ages are one of the leading forms of age discrimination, 
since they exclude people en masse from the workforce, solely due to their age 
(Walker 1990). Other authors concluded that driven by economic and political inter-
est’s mandatory retirement can be interpreted as an institutionalized form of ageism 
(McDonald 2013; Woolever 2013).

A steady stream of law cases was brought to the Court of Justice of the European 
Union and while one would expect compulsory retirement age to be contrary to 
the ban on discriminatory behaviour based on age, so far the Court of Justice of 
the European Union has accepted age limits if proportionate means of achieving a 
legitimate aim arise. The court has argued that ‘age’ is to be set apart from other 
protected characteristics under the Discrimination Directive because it is shared 
by everyone and can be seen as a continuum which changes over time: Over the 
span of a lifetime, almost every worker will benefit from provisions targeting 
older workers (Vickers and Manfredi 2013). Secondly, according to the Directive 
a different treatment of workers does not constitute age discrimination if one does 
not distinguish based on individual factors but based on “legitimate employment 
policy, labour market and vocational training objectives” (Numhauser-Henning 
2013, p. 401).

3 For a more detailed overview on this topic please see Doron et al. (2018; Chap. 19); Mikołajczyk 
(2018; Chap. 20) and Georgantzi (2018; Chap. 21) as well as Abuladze and Perek-Białas (2018; 
Chap. 28) in this volume.

5 Work Environment and the Origin of Ageism

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-73820-8_19
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-73820-8_20
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-73820-8_21
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-73820-8_28


84

Even if such discrimination lawsuits make it to court the ‘learning effect’ on the 
employer’s side seems to be rather questionable as the review of recent literature 
addressing age-related cases from the United States of America reveals: It seems 
that a number of legal firms have established themselves in the lucrative market of 
assisting human resource managers to avoid lawsuits by terminated older workers. 
Instead of advising management to adapt more ethical practices towards their older 
workers, these legal firms specialize in preventing companies to become the target 
of age-related lawsuits in the first place (Woolever 2013). Furthermore, research has 
shown that even though legal frameworks are in place individuals are reluctant to 
acknowledge ageist behaviour (and go to court for it), possibly due to the fact that 
they do not view themselves as being ‘old’ and therefore attribute perceived harass-
ment at the workplace as not being related to their age (Blackstone 2013). In addi-
tion, in contrast to their younger counterparts, older workers tend to not report 
harassment at the workplace, while at the same time employers, lawyers as well as 
other actors within the legal system, tend to treat age discrimination cases as less 
serious than race or gender based offences (Spencer 2013).

Taking a look at the hiring practice, the existing limitation of laws become obvi-
ous: Oblivious to existing legal regulations, ageism can occur in hiring practices 
when human resource personnel “consciously or subconsciously applies age limits 
to older applicants” (Spencer 2013, p. 147). Existing stereotypes regarding the pro-
ductivity or performance of older workers on the employer or human resource side 
furthermore might lead to older workers taking longer to find new employment or 
when being reemployed tend to receive a lower salary than in their former employ-
ment (Woolever 2013). Although their importance is non-negotiable, laws are often 
insufficient to guide the personnel actions of human resource managers as a wide 
range of policies and actions fall outside the domain of the law. Therefore, ethics in 
general as well as a company’s attitude towards their ageing workforce become 
increasingly important in the daily work of human resource managers.

5.4  Conclusion: Fighting Ageism at the Workplace

Against the background of ageing societies in general and an ageing workforce in 
particular, the subject of old age discrimination at the workplace has moved into the 
spotlight. Age discrimination or ageism has among others a negative impact on 
older workers’ productivity, quality of work and organizational commitment and, 
thus, also harms the companies and organizations they are working in. Therefore, 
fighting ageism must be a priority of policy makers, employers and trade unions. To 
mitigate the effects of age discrimination, we must know its origins. In this chapter, 
we focused on the meso-level and the origin of ageism at the workplace. Seven main 
determinants of ageism were detected: organizational structure and hierarchy; age 
structure; age-diverse climate; human resources measures; company size; industrial 
and sectoral affiliation; and the legal framework.
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Regarding a company’s organizational structure, four components were identi-
fied at which age discrimination is possible: the organization of work itself; decision 
making process; performance evaluations; and information networks. Moreover, the 
formal and informal structure of the organization determines the need for certain 
skills over others, and these skills can be the subject of ageism. Hence, there can be 
an indirect effect of the organizational structure on ageism through skills. Our litera-
ture review reveals a striking lack of research on the relation between age and orga-
nizational structure, especially when compared to research on gender and 
organizations. This could be an interesting path to develop in future research.

A company’s age structure can influence the occurrence of ageism in two ways: 
on the one hand growing age diversity can lead to more contact between workers of 
different ages and, thus, reduce ageism. On the other hand, it could make age as a 
category more salient and increase its importance as an element of categorization 
and potentially lead to discrimination because of age.

Company size is linked with ageism in two ways: Larger companies have institu-
tionalized human resources departments offering age management measures that 
help to tackle ageism. At the same time, the informal organizational structure of 
smaller companies might help to create contacts between different generations of 
workers and, thus, decrease ageism. In addition, less formal work-integrated mea-
sures might likewise contribute to a more positive reception of older workers in 
small and medium sized companies. Further research in this regard could add valu-
able input to the debate.

A coherent human resources strategy—e.g. age inclusive training programs and 
an age blind recruitment and promotion procedure—will help to reduce ageism. 
Closely linked to the human resource strategy, the concept of age friendly climate 
and corporate identity can play an important role. Creating an atmosphere of ageist- 
free language, procedures and products is an important step to fight ageism.

Whereas the first five determinants are closely linked to the company level, the 
last two determinants of ageism at the workplace—industrial and sectorial affilia-
tion and the legal framework—are located between the meso and macro level and 
therefore policy makers and stakeholders have to put the topic of ageism actively on 
the political agendas in order to prevent ageist behaviour in the workforce.

What implications can be drawn from this analysis of ageism’s sources at the 
workplace? First, it is important to recognize that older and younger workers are 
both valuable members of the workforce, and policies should refrain from playing 
out different labour market groups against each other. Second, employers and trade 
unions should try to create an ageist-free environment at the workplace. One main 
tool to do so is the implementation of human resource measures as described above. 
Third, when trying to fight ageism, companies must seek for tailor fit solutions 
according to their sizes, sector and the age compositions of their employees. A ‘one 
size fits all’ approach will not be sufficient in order to prevent discrimination based 
on age in the labour market. Fourth, the state should set a legal framework that in 
alliance with companies’ anti-discrimination measures grants workers protection 
from discrimination based on age. Last, all efforts to combat discrimination because 
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of age at the workplace should be synchronized with each other and be embedded 
into a general strategy of fighting ageism not only at the workplace but also in soci-
ety in general.
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