
Aging populations worldwide have meant 
aging workforces worldwide.1 However, 

relevant management research has been scant, 
and organizations’ adaptations for older workers 
(e.g., offering flexible work arrangements, chang-
ing workplace ergonomics2) have been slow to 
catch on. 
	 Given demographic trends, a major challenge 
has been the unexpected complexity of the 
increasingly age diverse workplace. For instance, 
adapting to an increasing number of older 
workers is an opportunity related to, but still 
distinct from, harnessing the increasing overall 
age diversity in the workplace. Likewise, different 
considerations emerge for accommodating 
workers of different ages and life stages entering 
the workforce for the first time versus workers 
staying with his or her current organization for a 
fourth decade. So, what do we really mean when 
we discuss the global rise in age diversity in the 
workplace, and how can businesses better under-
stand how to adapt to maximize the opportunity? 
	 To address these complexities, in a recently 
published paper, I outline how business leaders 
and scholars need to avoid focusing too heavily 
on chronological age alone. Instead, I suggest 
thinking more about what age tends to signal 
within the workplace: a particular Generation, a 
certain Age (life stage), a level of organizational 
Tenure, and a certain Experience-based skill set. 
This GATE framework takes a more comprehen-
sive look at 50+ employees, helping to avoid 
stereotypes and misconceptions.

One-Size-Fits-All Age Characterizations  
Fall Short

In line with the recent AARP message that age is 
just a number,3 research overwhelmingly shows 
that age alone cannot predict a worker’s ability, 
outlook, or needs. Aside from the challenge 
of defining older workers in the first place 
(research thresholds range from age 374 to 70+),5 
numerical age alone has yielded unresolved key 

research questions within the areas of individual 
performance, interpersonal discrimination, and 
group-level diversity domains:

1.	What is the relationship between age 
and job performance? Recent large-scale 
studies find that chronological age does not 
predict performance one way or the other in 
most core work performance domains.6, 7, 8 
On one hand, it is encouraging that older and 
younger workers tend to perform equally 
well, suggesting that certain beliefs about 
“outmoded” older workers are severely 
misguided. On the other hand, this finding 
speaks to only part of the issue; we still don’t 
know where and when older workers might 
perform better — and how to put them in 
positions to succeed. 

2.	If older workers are valued, then why does 
workplace age discrimination persist? In 
an apparent paradox, managers consistently 
value their older workers,9 yet age discrimi-
nation remains a growing problem at multiple 
job stages. In hiring, older (versus equally 
qualified younger) entry-level applicants are 
40 percent less likely to receive interviews.10 
Further, on the job, older (versus equally 
qualified younger) workers receive far less 
training investment.11 Meanwhile, in firing, 
age discrimination claims have risen 47 
percent from 1999 to 2017.12   

3.	How do workplaces foster consistently 
productive age diversity? Like defining old-
er workers, conceptualizing age diversity is 
complex — is it overall age variance within a 
workgroup13 or equal representation among 
age brackets?14 Regardless, the multigenera-
tional workforce is here to stay and business 
leaders desire a better understanding of the 
implications for engagement, productiv-
ity, innovation and revenue. According to 
the current literature, greater leadership 
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diversity overall (including age) predicts a 
19 percent increase in innovation revenue 
and a 9 percentage point increase in profit 
margins,15 and a study of 18,000 German 
companies found that age heterogeneity 
fosters an increase in annual productivity.16 
Numerous other studies find age diversity to 
have zero effect on group performance (i.e., 
no significant relationship with performance) 
— which is not a bad outcome – consisten-
cy regardless of age diversity is good for 
business, too.17 Ultimately, we need more 
research and, just as important, we need 
employers willing to pull back the curtain of 
their operations to allow us to better study 
the implications of demographic trends 
within the workplace. 

A GATE-way to Going Beyond Numerical Age

These research questions highlight the need for 
a new, nuanced perspective on the age diverse 
workforce. I suggest starting with four related, 
yet distinct factors underlying workers’ age: 

	● Generation: Hailing from a certain birth 
cohort, experiencing formative events at 
certain points in time

	● Age: Existing at a certain chronological point 
in the life span

	● Tenure: Hailing from a certain work cohort, 
having entered the organization at a certain 
point in time

	● Experience: Possessing the experience of 
various life and work events that shape a 
particular skill set 

Considering all components helps clear up 
the ambiguity of chronological age alone. For 
example, in the performance domain, across 
work contexts, long tenure tends to predict 
higher performance but also an increased risk for 
discrimination — that is, targeting the “old guard” 
(figure 1). Certainly there are exceptions to these 
overarching trends, but in general, factoring 
GATE into the equation helps us understand 
the nuances that shape different 50+ work 
experiences. 
	 GATE also clarifies what makes for productive 
age diversity, which I argue is more clearly defined 
as GATE diversity. Per research, the biggest 
benefit of such diversity is diversity in tenure 
— presumably due to the unique combination 
of newcomers’ fresh perspectives and the old 
guard’s longstanding organizational memory. 
Thus, workplaces seeking productive age diver-
sity might focus on maximizing tenure diversity, 
although to a lesser extent, mixing life stages and 
experience levels also produces benefits, per the 
research base.

I suggest thinking more about what age 
tends to signal within the workplace:  
a particular Generation, a certain Age  
(life stage), a level of organizational Tenure, 
and a certain Experience-based skill set. 



GATE helps individualize and 
contextualize older workers, which 
is the key to avoiding stereotypes.
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Figure 1. Per research,18 different GATE domains differentially predict key work outcomes in  
performance, discrimination, and diversity. This shows why numerical age alone tells us very little.
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Using GATE to Dispel Aging Workforce Myths

Although the business case for accommodating 
a 50+ workforce is undeniable, even the biggest 
proponents need to think carefully in order 
not to overgeneralize based on numerical age. 
Thinking about age as GATE helps individualize 
and contextualize older workers, which is the key 
to avoiding stereotypes. In a workplace context, 
GATE dimensions tell us far more than numerical 
age does.
 If you are a 50+ worker yourself, then consid-
ering your own GATE domains can be adaptive 
too. For example, research shows that thinking 
about your generational identity (e.g., Boomer) 
tends to enhance your health and productivity 
more than thinking about your status (e.g., elder) 
does.19 Therefore, emphasize your strongest 
GATE aspects to put your best foot forward — 
professionally and personally. ●

——————
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