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PROBLEM DEFINITION:


The information technology field has a reputation for ageism. A common stereotype attributed to the baby boomer generation is that they are not adept in current technology and it is stereotypes such as that, which often lead to age discrimination in the IT field. This causes older employees to feel as though they are not contributing members of their workplace and can result in decreased productivity as well complaints and lawsuits as mentioned above.
SITUATION AND OPPOSING ARGUMENTS:


The Baby Boomers, a generation of people born between 1946-1964, are now approaching senior citizenship. They are twice the size of Generation X and five times the size of the generation preceding them (Lindorff, 2006). Issues arise when the two working-age generations compete for the same jobs. In fact, the EEOC received 19,124 claims of age discrimination in the year 2003 (Shah & Kleiner, 2005). Tensions created often relate to salary, capability, interpersonal relationships, training, etc. 

Common stereotypes of older workers include that; they have lower productivity, they are more expensive, they have poor interpersonal relations, they will coast until retirement and they are prone to accidents and absenteeism (Cofer, 1998). There are also some types of subtle discrimination, against older employees, that are not covered by the Age Discrimination in Employment Act (Shah & Kleiner, 2005). For instance, employers can legally ask an applicant his/her age or birth date even though such questions could signify the intent to discriminate (Shah & Kleiner, 2005). 


The recent boom in technology has provided many new jobs and created an industry full of young professionals(Shah & Kleiner, 2005). Many high-tech companies and agencies have a tendency to rationalize this by assuming that; older applicants will demand too high of a salary, they will not fit in with the company’s young culture or that they are overqualified for the position (Shah & Kleiner, 2005). Other assumptions are that supervisors feel it is too costly to retrain such employees with the new technologies, and that they will require extra accommodations for their family life (Shah & Kleiner, 2005). However, what negative effects will this have on organizations? What can be done to ensure that organizations promote age equality in the workplace as well as protect itself against legal action?
COURSE CONTENT AS RELATED TO AGEISM:


As can be found in the introductory section of our text, the US government has an important role in deciding when to interfere with market outcomes and when it should not (2007).  One situation in which the government will intervene is when there is a market failure. Discrimination in the workplace can be seen as a market failure because it leads to inefficiency as a direct result of a decreased pool of possible employees not based on qualifications. If the government intervenes by creating new laws there is no direct effect but there is an indirect effect of the public changing their behavior in response to the new laws. (Gruber, 2007)


 Studies conducted in recent years have found that many of the misconceptions about older workers are in fact, myths. Therefore, if each organization would conduct a cost-benefit analysis of hiring older workers they would likely find that the benefits of more experience, loyalty, leadership, etc. would outweigh or equal any increased costs. (Gruber, 2007)


The issue of age discrimination is one of many issues regarding our aging population. Eldercare, age-related diseases, increase benefit costs, social security, and employment market saturation are all issues relating to an aging population. As a result of this, policy makers must take an increasing role in protecting aging and elderly workers without overstepping their boundaries. They must do so without greatly reducing the private sector’s revenues or the younger worker’s marginal utility, which is effected by their employment. (Gruber, 2007)


The research of Cox (1999), Cofer (1998), Lindorff (2006) and others in the area of age discrimination have proven that Adam Smith’s belief in a free market economy does not always work in the employment market. Smith believed that an invisible hand would organize individual interests to work toward the common good. Unfortunately this is not the case when it comes to discrimination whether it be related to age, race, ethnicity, or gender. However, there are other economists who believe in actively helping disenfranchised groups. Examples of such economists are Muhammad Yunus, Jeffrey Sachs, and Amartya Sen. Muhammad Yunus found that by loaning money to the poor who would normally not be able to receive traditional loans, that they would make money on their own and almost always repay the loan. Taking the step of giving out small loans allowed him to help a disenfranchised group. Similarly, if the government and/or employers took the time to treat older employees equality it would lead to greater equity.
MARKET FAILURE & SOLUTION:


Of course, discrimination in the workplace is not without its negative consequences. Gruber (2007) defines market failure as “a problem that causes the market economy to deliver an outcome that does not maximize efficiency (122).” This is displayed in the ageist workplace by lowered productivity, which is positively correlated to a decrease in employee morale. Market failure can also be seen in increased new hire expenses as well as a tarnished public image, which could lead to decreased revenues. 


There are multiple statutes that protect employees from ageism in the workplace. The Age Discrimination in Employment Act of 1967 forbids employment discrimination against employees 40 years of age or older in the US. It also forbids; “discrimination in hiring, promotions, wages or firing/layoffs, statements or specifications in job notices or advertisements of age preference and limitations, denial of benefits to older employees, and since 1978, it has prohibited mandatory retirement in most sectors (Wikipedia, 2006).”  The Age Discrimination Act of 1975 also prohibits age discrimination in programs that receive federal money (US DOL, 2006). 

These solutions help in the distribution of wealth since they (at least in theory) provide protection for older employees in hiring, promotions, benefits etc. The statutes also help ensure greater efficiency since they will enhance job satisfaction, productivity, etc.  Unfortunately, such statutes are not enough to prevent all age discrimination in the workplace and employers must take it upon themselves to protect all employees regardless of age.

SUPPLY AND DEMAND EFFECTS OF THE SOLUTION:


The government intervention has some effects on supply and demand in the technology job market, as well as all others. Employer demand for baby-boomer employees would increase due to a decrease in age discrimination. The demand for employment by baby-boomers would likely increase as they become aware of greater equity in hiring practices. The supply of baby-boomer employees would then decrease as they are hired into job positions. While the demand for older employees increases and the supply of older employees in the employment market decreases, there would be greater market equilibrium. (Gruber, 2007)
BALANCE OF PROVISION BETWEEN THE MARKETS AND GOVERNMENT:


While the government intervention of new age discrimination laws is not a single-step solution, it would not be plausible or positive if the government closely regulated employment. That would disrupt our capitalist economy. Instead, internal regulation in organizations is essential.
RECOMMENDED POLICY INTERVENTIONS TO IMPROVE SITUATION:


While government intervention by means of new statutes has helped reduce the incidence of ageism, employers must also work to fight it. First and foremost, it is essential that all managers have a feeling of respect and appreciation for their older employees (Cox, 1999). Then, the first step an agency can take is to review existing policies; this evaluation could reveal how extensive the problem of age discrimination may be and a decision on what steps to take can follow (Anonymous, 2005). 


Pre-retirement preparation courses can help an older employee have a smoother transition into retirement as well as allowing them to feel as if their employer cares about their wellbeing (Cox, 1999). Such a program would provide employees with information on gerontological issues such as nutrition, financial planning, housing and legal issues (Cox, 1999).  Management should also be provided with diversity training that specifically focuses on age discrimination. A good way to begin is to dispel the stereotypes that the employees and managers may have about older employees with contrary information (Cofer, 1998). The US Department of Health and Human Services’ Administration on Aging has provided seven common myths about older workers that must be dispelled, here are a few examples:

1. Productivity deteriorates as age increases- research has found that companies without any age restrictions on hiring employees have older workers who perform at the same level or better than others younger than them (Cofer, 1998)

2. Older employees require more money- Although the cost of benefits and salary increase, the benefits of seniority, experience and loyalty can outweigh them (Cofer, 1998).

3. Older employees have problems with interpersonal relationships with other employees- Older employees have been found to rank as high as younger ones in positive interpersonal skills (Cofer, 1998).

After dispelling common myths it is also important to promote ethical practices: 

1. Focus on performance, not age (Cofer, 1998).

2. Develop an empathetic approach to interpersonal communication; take on active listening (Cofer, 1998).

3. Acknowledge the benefits that come with age such as mature decision-making, loyalty, and experience (Cofer, 1998).

4. Adopt a theoretical model for evaluating job applicants, do not let age get in the way of a hire (Cofer, 1998).

5. Openly address organizational goals, including those that effect older workers (Cofer, 1998).

Phomphakdy & Kleiner (1999) suggest adopting a zero tolerance policy for discriminatory acts of any kind, including ageism. Addressing job design is also an easy way to accommodate older employees; this could include flexible schedules, job sharing, part-time work, etc (Cox, 1999).

It is important to consider the extensive risks inherent in age discrimination; it can have many negative effects on the overall work environment of an agency other than the risk of lawsuit. Lost productivity, new-hire expenses, tarnished reputation, etc. all greatly affect the efficiency of a public agency. The baby boomers are now coming upon senior citizenship and many want to continue working. This will not be an issue that goes away without action from management. The steps outlined above are simple, inexpensive ways to allow all employees to feel accepted in the workplace and will doubtlessly save organizations needless stress in the future. 
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