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Abstract 

Digitalization, skills shortage and the prospect of an aging workforce have put the topic of 
older workers and lifelong learning high on the agenda of both politics and organisations. In 
the light of these challenges, organisations are dependent on using the potential of their older 
employees and fostering the continuation of careers in later life. Nevertheless, older employees 
often face barriers in their career advancement owing to persistent conscious and unconscious 
stereotypes, such as being unable to learn new technologies. Against this background, our study 
analyses how older employees are viewed by their co-workers and if there are age-related 
differences in the attitudes towards older workers. Furthermore, we investigate if men and 
women experience forms of age and gender discrimination differently. To this end, this study 
draws upon a mixed method approach, consisting of qualitative focus groups and a large survey 
with over 1500 employees in three insurance companies. We find that stereotypes and age 
discrimination persist and differ between employees in their early, mid and late carer stages. 

 

Introduction 

In the age of digitalization, disruptive innovation and modern forms of organisation, strategic 
planning and development of human resources become a decisive factor for the competitiveness 
of companies. Thus, companies rely upon the ability of their employees to adapt to continuous 
change, to deal with new technologies, and to take responsibility for their own development 
and career. Since the availability of younger employees is becoming increasingly limited, many 
companies will have to exploit the potential of older workers. 

Nonetheless, older employees often face a "grey ceiling", and feel that they cannot progress in 
their career development after reaching a certain age. They are often perceived as learning more 
slowly and as a ‘problem group’ especially in the face of digitization and rapidly changing 
digital technologies. 

The insurance industry is currently undergoing significant changes, owing to digital 
transformation, the influence of AI and other digital technologies, datafication and changing 
requirements. Yet, we know very little about career advancement of older workers or 
discrimination practices in this industry. The present study is part of a large research project, 
where we accompany three organizations for two years and investigate how they make use of 
the potential of their older employees and support the continuation of careers in later life.  
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In this article, we examine experience of discrimination in career advancement and exposure to 
stereotypical attitudes towards older workers. More specifically, we seek to analyse these in the 
face of digitalization and if there are differences between ageing men and women. 

Thus, our research questions are: 

(1) How are older workers viewed by their co-workers within organizations? 

(2) Are there differences in stereotypical attitudes towards older workers between 
younger and older employees? 

(3) Are older employees faced with forms of discrimination and prejudices in their 
career advancement and promotion decisions? 

 

Theoretical Background 

Discrimination 

Evaluation of performance and potential, retention-, promotion and remuneration decisions 
show clear age- and gender-related differences (Dordoni & Argentero, 2015). While young 
careers benefit from wide support, older employees are less likely to be considered in training 
programmes to develop the right skills for further career steps (Furunes & Mykletun, 2010). 
Thus, they are often left to themselves to keep up with technological changes and to teach 
themselves new skills. (Hennekam, 2015; Van der Heijden, de Lange, Demerouti & Van der 
Heijde, 2009). 

Closely linked to an age-related unequal treatment of employees are the terms ageism and age 
discrimination. The experience of being discriminated negatively impacts on employees’ self-
efficacy and health, their motivation and decreases their performance (Von Hippel, 
Sekaquaptewa & McFarlane, 2015; Dordoni & Argentero, 2015). A rich body of research has 
shown that ageism leads to unnecessary early retirements among older workers and high 
numbers of involuntary withdrawal from the labor market (Taylor & Walker, 1994; Van der 
Heijden et al., 2009). 

The reasons for the persistence of inequalities are deeply rooted in the structures and cultures 
of societies, companies and in the behaviour of the actors involved. Unequal treatment can be 
built on structural or direct discrimination based on stereotypes and often operate at an 
unconscious level (Furunes & Mykletun, 2010). Stereotypical human judgement processes are 
a central basis for discrimination, which influence the perception of others as well as the self-
perception (Stypińska & Nikander, 2018; Taylor & Walker, 1994). 

Age stereotypes 

Older workers are attributed both, positive and negative characteristics. Especially in the light 
of digitalization, increasing requirements of flexibility and organizational change, older 
workers are confronted with negative stereotypes like not having the abilities to use new 
technologies, being less productive, less flexible and adaptable or having the wrong mindset 
(Taylor & Walker, 1994).  
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Positive attributes in the work context are related to their maturity, experience, responsibility, 
reliability, stability, loyalty to the organization, patience and social resources (Dordoni & 
Argentero, 2015; Henkens, 2015; Stypińska & Nikander, 2018). 

Gender stereotypes 

In analogy to the barriers of older employees, women often face a “glass ceiling” in their career 
advancement and experience disadvantages in development and promotion decisions, and 
performance evaluations. Gender stereotypes are assumptions of individuals about 
characteristics which man and women supposedly have or should have. Women are often 
stereotyped as "inferior" due to their lower social status and their supposedly lower career 
orientation and regarded as weak, emotional, sensitive, less competent and unable to lead 
(Bischof, Olbert-Bock & Giermindl, 2019). Positively, social competencies such as empathy 
and warmth are attested to them - at least as long they are perceived as uncompetitive (Von 
Hippel et al., 2015). 

Intersectionality of age and gender stereotypes 

Furthermore, there is increasing interest in effects of intersectional discrimination, as persons 
who have several disadvantageous characteristics are exposed to a tangle of multiple 
oppressions (Stypińska & Nikander, 2018). Ageing women thus face both age stereotypes and 
negative attributes associates of older employees as well as the ascribed stereotypes of sexism 
(Bischof et al., 2019). 

 

Methods and Qualitative and Quantitative Analysis 

Research Setting 

The organizations are three large insurance companies based in Switzerland. All three 
companies have between 2500 and 3500 employees, 30% of which are older than 50 years. 

Qualitative Study: Moderated focus group discussions 

In spring 2019, we conducted moderated focus group discussions with around 10 line and HR 
managers at each insurance company. Each group discussion lasted around 3 hours and focused 
on individual and organizational factors that lead to the success or failure of late careers, 
stereotypes and discrimination of older workers and how to promote successful late careers. 

Qualitative Findings 

In the group discussions, positive and negative age stereotypes emerged, e.g. readiness for 
training and change, performance, employability, experience and challenges of digitalisation 
Thus, several participants expressed their perception that older employees are less able to 
handle technologies and therefore refuse to use them: 

I think we cannot and should overestimate our older workers: Their feeling of being 
unable to cope, of being overwhelmed, new systems, additionally the speed and then 
everything is going to be digital. (Insurance B, Interviewee 5) 
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Another organizational stereotype is that companies assume that for older employees, 
investments in training is no longer worthwhile, since they only remain in the organization for 
a few more years until retirement.: 

If there's someone who still wants to do something and then it's like: you were already 
50 years old, we're not investing in you anymore. Then that's discrimination and not a 
successful practice either. We must also start to acknowledge that it is a form of 
discrimination, when we no longer support people over 50 years of age! (Insurance A, 
Interviewee 5) 

In particular, the participants voiced that it is difficult for older women to receive further 
development, to get promoted or to find a new job, as they face different forms of discrimination 
One female participant working in the HR selection voiced that it is difficult for her to place 
applications of older women: 

“With women 50 plus I feel a resistance. When women 50plus apply, hands are wrung 
and doors are slammed. With men 50 plus, even with men aged 55 and older, it's much 
less of an issue. As men you are still considered good-looking and dynamic, so you can 
be placed everywhere. And with women 50 plus I notice it again and again, there is a 
resistance. It's crazy, but that's just the way it is. I am observing this for years now.” 
(Insurance B, Interviewee 2) 

Thus, several HR professionals discussed that while older men are still perceived as fit and 
flexible, older women are viewed as no longer capable and therefore their application 
documents are put aside immediately. 

Quantitative Sampling Procedures 

After analysing the focus groups, we conducted a survey in July 2019 in the three companies. 
Although, we especially wanted to reach older employees, we also surveyed a large control 
group of younger workers in each company in order to capture the perception of all age groups. 

Based on the above findings of the focus groups and prior research, we asked the employees 
regarding their stereotypical attitudes towards older workers. We used well-established 
measurements for all constructs and the scales all showed very good reliability (e.g. α = .87 for 
the negative and α = .84 for positive beliefs). All items were rated on a seven-point Likert-type 
scale (with anchors from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (7)). Overall, we presented 6 
positive and 11 negative-framed attitudes towards older workers and arranged them randomly 
to avoid common method bias. 

The final sample comprised N = 1537 participants (41 % female), consisting of 1079 employees 
aged 50 years and older (70.2%), and 458 employees younger than 50 years (29.8%). On 
average, participants were 51 years old (M = 50.54, SD = 9.40) and had been working 14 years 
for their current employer (M = 14.23, SD = 10.82). 

Quantitative Findings 

In order to address the research question, we first conducted independent t-tests for the positive 
and negative stereotypical attitudes towards older workers comparing younger employees and 
older employees. 
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Negative stereotypical attitudes. We found a significant difference between younger and older 
employees regarding the negative attitudes towards older workers (t(743.58) = 10.07, p < .001). 
Thus, the younger employees’ mean values of 3.20 (SD = 1.15) were higher than the older 
employees’ mean values of 2.58 (SD = 0.97) for the negative attitudes. The difference 
represents a medium-sized effect (d = 0.58). 

Positive stereotypical attitudes. We disclosed a significant difference between younger and 
older employees regarding the positive attitudes towards older workers (t(862.19) = -8.76, p < 
.001). Interestingly, the younger employees’ mean values of 4.39 (SD = 1.16) were this time 
lower than the older employees’ mean values of 4.96 (SD = 1.16). The difference represents a 
small to medium-sized effect (d = 0.48). 

Thus, younger employees agree more strongly with negative attitudes towards older workers 
older workers, whereas older employees conformed more to the positive attitudes. 

To more deeply understand this finding, we sought to closely analyse the differences between 
early, mid and late careers. We created three age groups and classified employees aged 15-34 
years as early careers, employees aged 35-49 years as mid careers and employees aged 50-70 
years as late careers. Overall, 143 participants (9.3%) were classified as early-career employees, 
315 (20.5 %) were mid-career employees and the large majority 1079 (70.2%) employees as 
late-career employees. We conducted an analysis of variance (ANOVA), comparing the three 
age groups regarding the negative and positive stereotypical attitudes towards older workers. 
Results are presented in Table 1. 

Negative stereotypical attitudes. We found that there was a significant effect for all age groups 
(F(2,1534) = 84.75, p < .001, partial η2 = .10). Bonferroni adjusted post hoc analyses were 
performed to examine mean differences across all three age groups. The post hoc mean 
comparisons between all groups were statistically significant (p = .001). The effect was linear, 
showing that early-career employees had the highest mean values for negative attitudes, 
followed by mid-career employees, and late-career employees. 

Positive stereotypical attitudes. We also identified that there was a significant effect for all age 
groups (F(2,1534) = 49.20, p < .001, partial η2 = .06). The performed Bonferroni adjusted post 
hoc analyses displayed again that the post hoc mean comparisons between the three age groups 
were statistically significant (p = .001). The effect was again linear, but this time late-career 
employees had the highest mean values for positive attitudes, followed by mid-career 
employees, and early-career employees. 

To further understand if the employees have faced barriers in their career advancement owing 
to age and/ or gender, we additionally asked all participants if they have already perceived 
experienced prejudices and discrimination because of a) their age and b) their gender. 

Age Discrimination. Almost 20 % of all surveyed employees (19.4 %) reported that they have 
already personally experienced prejudices and discrimination because of their age. 
Interestingly, the percentage was highest among the early-career employees (22.4 %), followed 
by late-career employees (20,8 %), whereas only 13.3 % of the mid-career employees reported 
that they have personally perceived age prejudices and discrimination. 

Gender Discrimination. Furthermore, 12.6 % of all participants (3% of the surveyed men and 
27 % of the women) stated that they have already personally forms of gender discrimination. 
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Unexpectedly, the percentage was highest among the early-career employees (21 %) and mid-
career employees (20%), followed by late-career employees (9.3 %). 

All employees who indicated that they have already experienced some form of age and / or 
gender discrimination, were presented with three additional items for age and gender 
discrimination respectively. We again conducted ANOVAs and Bonferroni adjusted post hoc 
analyses to analyse the differences between the three age groups: 

Age Discrimination. We found that there was a significant effect for all age groups (F(2,297) = 
8.27, p < .001, partial η2 = .05). Bonferroni adjusted post hoc analyses displayed that only the 
comparison between early-career employees and late-career employees was statistically 
significant (p = .001). Late-career employees displayed the highest mean values for age 
discrimination, followed by mid-career employees, and early-career employees. 

Gender Discrimination. We found that there was a significant effect for all age groups (F(2,191) 
= 3.70, p < .001, partial η2 = .04). Bonferroni adjusted post hoc analyses showed that only the 
comparison between mid-career employees and late-career employees was statistically 
significant (p = .042). Interestingly, mid-career employees displayed the highest mean values 
for gender discrimination, followed by late-career employees, and early-career employees. 

 

Discussion of Findings and Conclusion 

Both our qualitative and quantitative results display that stereotypical attitudes towards older 
employees persist. While younger employees clearly agree with negative stereotypes regarding 
older workers, older employees try to emphasize the positive characteristics and reject the 
negative ones. Apparently, they feel the need for positioning themselves against these 
assumptions, which can be interpreted as being part of “ego protection” (Henkens, 2015). 

Furthermore, our findings illustrate that digitalisation revives and magnifies well-known 
stereotypes. Particularly stereotypies such as older workers being unable to learn and adapt to 
new technologies are put in the spotlight and form the basis to marginalise older employees. 
This may result in a paradoxical situation: Older workers are less considered in training 
decisions and at the same time, they are attributed to be overstrained by digitalisation. 

Moreover, our results revealed that a significant proportion of the workforce in all career stages 
has personally experienced prejudices and forms of age discrimination. With regards to older 
female employees, our results are counterintuitive. In contrary to existing literature that 
suggests that older women are most faced with age discrimination, we find that employees in 
their early or mid-careers feel most affected. Possible reasons are that due to their personal 
situation: being in the “rush hour” of life, they are most consciously aware of discrimination 
since they are in a stage to decide about staying in the company and their further career. Despite 
all prevailing diversity initiatives in organizations, we find signs for an aggravating generational 
conflict. Since companies are dependent on motivated young talent as well as experienced older 
employees likewise, they should concentrate their efforts to identify the causes, triggers and 
potential solutions for the generational conflicts. 

We will analyse and discuss our findings on early-, mid-, and late career employees in more 
detail in the full paper. Further, we will derive theoretical and practical implications for 
researchers and organisations aiming to support the continuation of careers in later life. 
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Appendix 

 
Table 1: Overview of employed constructs, items and sources 
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Table 2. Results: Differences for three age groups for all constructs 


