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Silenced Inequalities: Too Young
or Too Old?

Ning Wu

4.1 Introduction

Age discrimination is interpreted differently between countries, espe-
cially when it comes to which age group or groups are more likely to be
disadvantaged and need protection than the other. Ageism, conceptual-
ised as a third great ‘ism’ alongside racism and sexism (Palmore 1990) in
the US, is defined as ‘a process of systematic stereotyping and discrimina-
tion against people because they are old’ (Butler 1995, pp. 38-39).
Contrasting to the Age Discrimination in Employment Act 1967 in the
US, where only older people (over 40) are protected, EU member coun-
tries passed and adopted the Employment Equality Framework Directive
in 2000 to ensure all ages are protected from unfair treatment on the
grounds of their age (Council Directive 2000/78/EC). In Britain, the
Equality Act 2010 includes provisions that ban age discrimination against
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adults in the provision of services and public functions, because they are
either ‘younger’ or ‘older’ than a relevant and comparable employee. The
ban came into force on 1 October 2012, and it is now unlawful to dis-
criminate any individual on the basis of age unless there is an objective
justification for the differential treatment or the practice is covered by an
exception from the ban. This Act concerns all age groups: any prejudice
or discrimination against or in favour of any specific age group is prohib-
ited (Acas 2014; Palmore 1999). In practice, nonetheless, two groups
appear to be more likely discriminated against than the other: those who
are deemed ‘younger’ or ‘older’ than the middle-aged (Acas 2017;
Sargeant 2000).

While prominent attention has been paid to older people due to age-
ing society in America (McEvoy and Cascio 1989) and the ‘live longer
and work longer’ position in Europe (OECD 2000), limited research has
turned the spotlight to younger workers in the past two decades. Reasons
include older workers are more likely to suffer from ageism, and the con-
sequences of such discrimination would appear to be more severe than
for younger workers. Such imbalance in ageism literature can also be
explained by the more negative attitudes towards old than young workers
widely held by a society (Kite et al. 2005), since youth is a temporary
status (Garstka et al. 2004; Iversen et al. 2009). However, there is evi-
dence suggesting age discrimination experienced by younger workers is
different from that experienced by older workers (Sargeant 2006). It may
be the case that younger workers suffer more profoundly by particular
aspects of employment, while older workers endure greater prejudice and
unequal treatment on other aspects. Research reports that certain
employment opportunities consider this specific age group too young
and lacking required experience and skills (Butler 2005, 2009; North
and Fiske 2012), whereas other job opportunities steer away from older
workers, who are perceived as lacking motivation, resistant to change
and inflexible (Arrowsmith and McGoldrick 1997). Hence, age discrimi-
nation can be negative for one age group (young workers) but positive
for a competing age group (the aged group) and vice versa. Additionally,
strategic human resource management (HRM) has noted that age dis-
crimination is evident throughout various processes in HRM. Employee
perceived age discrimination, for example, is documented in recruitment
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and selection, career advancement or promotion, opportunities for train-
ing, performance assessment and exit management (Acas 2014; Snape
and Redman 2003). Researching age discrimination would appear to
benefit from studying different age groups, which can provide insights
for management within an organisational context to identify areas where
workers are likely to suffer from unequal treatment and offer protection
to workers at all ages. This has become especially important for socially
responsible and high-performance organisations where a talent pool fea-
turing diversity is pivotal for success.

Despite a steady increase in the number of ageism studies (especially
those concerning older workers) in the past two decades, the definition of
‘young' and ‘old’ workers is inconsistent among extant literature.
Researchers often opt to follow the age norms held by the population
within the researched countries or regions. Age norms represent com-
monly held beliefs regarding the standard or appropriate age that a per-
son holds a particular job or occupation (Lawrence 1987, 1988). In
practice, age norms depend on cultural, institutional and political fac-
tors. For instance, most industrialised countries define young people
according to statutory minimum school-leaving age: for example,
18-24 years of age refers to ‘young’ in Britain, whereas many developing
countries do not have a minimum school-leaving age (O’Higgins 2001).
Despite such inconsistency in categorising young people between coun-
tries, United Nations defines ‘youth’ as those aged from 15 to 24 years
inclusive (United Nations 1992), and an increasing number of research-
ers have started to adopt such a definition. In contrast to the generally
convergent view of the high end of age band defining young people, the
definition of old (or older) people varies significantly between countries
as well as research. As discussed above, for example, the anti-age discrimi-
nation regulation that was brought into force in America in 1960s still
maintains employees over forties as its older category and thereby outlaws
any discrimination or unequal treatment towards this particular group of
employees only. Contrastingly, to reflect the changing human life cycle
where people are living longer and tend to work longer, for example,
OECD (the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development)
official reports recently categorise the population into three age groups:

15-24 as young age, 25-54 as prime age, and 55-64 as old age (OECD
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2017). In Britain, some studies differentiate between four age groups:
young (16-24), middle age (25-49), old (50-state pension age) and
senior (over state pension age) (Sargeant 20006). As the state pension age
is gradually changing for both men and women, there appears a trend to
synchronise the categorisation of age bands with a gradually extended life
cycle of people to ensure disadvantaged age groups will be protected from
unequal treatment in workplaces.

Among extant literature, several theories emerge as a useful means to
understand reasons behind unequal treatment experienced by workers on
the grounds of their age. Human capital theory explains that age discrimi-
nation can be hidden in recruitment, training and exit scheme when per-
ceived gains vary between age groups (Arrowsmith and McGoldrick 1997;
Urwin 20006). For instance, older workers are perceived to possess a fast
depreciating stock of human capital in front of fast-changing new technol-
ogy and are frequently stereotyped as incapable of, or unwilling to, adapt-
ing to such new challenges. Related career development theory stresses
work motivation and resultant performance against various age-related
stages in the human life cycle (Super 1990): individuals moving on to
establishment via skill building and stabilisation through work experience
in their mid-twenties, maintaining in the mid-forties by continually adjust-
ing and improving position, and eventually reaching decline with reduced
output in the mid-sixties. Perceived as being either too young or too old,
individuals are stereotyped and managed according to the age group they
belong to through recruitment, training, performance assessment, promo-
tion and exit. When such perception and stereotyping become internalised
by the general mass belonging to that specific age groups, it starts to erode
self-confidence and dampen the desire to pursue future employment
opportunities (Gutek et al. 1996; Loretto and White 2006). Finally,
labour market segmentation theory argues that there are two types of
labour markets: the primary labour market targets developing and retain-
ing firm-specific skills and establishing loyalty and focusing on younger
people with a viewpoint for long-term employment relationship and suc-
cession; the secondary market comprises atypical forms of employment
with marginal jobs requiring lower skills and a view of short-term employ-
ment contract (Arrowsmith and McGoldrick 1997). The flexibility pre-
sented by the latter has been argued to create mutual gains—older workers
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work shorter periods with flexible hours while employers benefit from
numerical flexibility (McGregor and Gray 2003). When purposefully
designed jobs start to target specific age groups in labour markets by
emphasising person-job fit and at the same time stripping job security and
fringe benefits, age discrimination becomes subtle and operates in silence.

Opverall, research to date submits that age stereotypes are very common
and likely lead to discriminatory HRM practice. While employers claim
commitment to equal opportunities, they may stress that age-related dis-
parities in recruitment and selection are due to younger candidates lack-
ing extensive experience (Arrowsmith and McGoldrick 1997), or older
workers being overqualified (Shen and Kleiner 2001). The practice of
anti-age discrimination is likely to be bottlenecked especially in circum-
stances where multiple differentiators are intertwined and thus silence
potential unfair treatment stemming from age discrimination. Given the
hidden nature of age discrimination (Wood et al. 2009), legislation only
presents a partial effect. This chapter therefore seeks to investigate the
silenced nature of age discrimination from four perspectives: age-related
employability, age-related pay differentials, age-related job quality and
age-related gender inequalities.

4.2 Age-Related Employability

Both young and old workers experience age discrimination in recruit-
ment and selection, although there are good reasons to believe employers
are more likely to engage young workers than older workers. For instance,
departing from human capital theory, older workers’ higher pay makes
them less attractive to employers, especially when younger workers are no
less productive (Wood et al. 2009). On the one hand, older workers may
well be overpriced; thus, hiring from the open labour market makes busi-
ness sense if those workers are cheaper and flexible, rather than paying
more for seniority. On the other, older workers are discouraged from fol-
lowing job leads in that they are ‘over-qualified’ or ‘over-experienced’
(Shen and Kleiner 2001), and they are likely to be placed in redundancy
situations (Johnson and Neumark 1997; Walker 2005). However, the
extent to which advantaging younger over older workers would occur
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begs further questioning. In fact, young people cannot realistically com-
pete for jobs with skilled and experienced workers. Job descriptions for
certain vacancies may require ‘young qualities such as adaptability, while
other jobs may require more ‘senior’ qualities such as responsibility or
reliability. While it is indeed the case that young workers are perceived to
possess higher adaptability in relation to new technology than older
workers, the apparent lack of experience or skills also renders ease of
being dismissed and substituted (Abrams et al. 2011). Recent research
also reports a number of undesirable or negative stereotypes associated
with younger workers compared to older workers—for instance, stereo-
types of younger workers as less conscientious, less reliable, less trustwor-
thy and less motivated (Bertolino et al. 2011; North and Fiske 2012;
Truxillo et al. 2012). A recent study drawing upon European Social
Survey Round 4 Data 2008 reports that younger people (self) reported
experiencing the highest levels of age discrimination (Bratt et al. 2018).
However, the study also cautions the extent to which subjective experi-
ences of age discrimination can reflect actual differences in age discrimi-
nation. A key issue in assessing the degree of inequality faced by youth in
labour markets relates to their risk of experiencing unemployment com-
pared to adults. Across countries, the risk varies enormously: the youth
unemployment rate is largely twice the adult unemployment rate in
developed economies, but higher in developing regions, for example, the
youth unemployment rate is more than five times the adult’s in South
East Asia and Pacific region (Reinecke and Grimshaw 2015).

The unfavourable position of young workers could be because young
people experience a period of ‘emerging adulthood’ in which they are not
fully developed as adults and therefore lack the personal capacities needed
for stable employment, which only develop in later life (Arnett 2000, 2004;
Yates 2017). However, this type of essentialist explanation of the condi-
tions of young people fails to adequately conceptualise young people as
workers and situate them within the capital-labour relationship. Stemming
from insecurity associated with precarious employment, young people may
well be ‘comfortable with uncertainty’ (Roberts 2009, p. 262). These claims
are challenged by studies suggesting that young people’s engagement in
non-standard, insecure work is more out of necessity than choice and that
young people would work a greater number of regular hours if offered the
opportunity to do so (Furlong and Kelly 2005; TUC 2014).
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The contrasting approach to understanding age discrimination in
employment towards specific age group compared to another suggests
that some of the negative perceptions towards young workers (experience
and/or skill gap) may well work positively for older workers (experienced
and skilled), especially when the nature of the job requires a ‘senior’ ele-
ment. A case study of targeted recruitment of mature staff for part-time
work at NHS hospital in Britain reveals an employer’s predilection of
advantaging the aged (those in their forties, as stated in the research) over
the younger. The case study reveals a list of positive stereotypes or percep-
tions of older workers held by the human resource (HR) department:
reliable but less mobile; low absence rate due to fewer responsibilities for
childcare; greater intrinsic value placed on dealing with customers and
colleagues, and most importantly, older workers create less trouble at
workplaces (Arrowsmith and McGoldrick 1997). These findings cer-
tainly explain why there are a growing number of social theorists advocat-
ing that organisational policies need to explore new ways of capitalising
older workers’ talent and experience rather than viewing them as a bur-
den (Streb et al. 2008; Tikkanen 2011). It is also argued that higher costs
associated with experience are likely to be offset by better performance
(Cappelli and Novelli 2010). This is backed up by evidence that older
workers mean qualities (e.g. higher loyalty, fewer accidents, lower absen-
teeism), which makes them relatively less costly compared to younger
workers. Consequently, employers attach certain ‘senior’ elements (expe-
rience requirements) to the jobs, as well as a part-time nature associated
with the new hires; the latter deliberately deters younger candidates from
applying and/or likely disadvantages young people throughout the
recruitment and selection process. The permeation of bias towards differ-
ent age groups is subtly built into job design with a strong business case
deliberation. This is widely accepted, and no one speaks about the
inequalities which ensue since it is well ‘engineered’ into organisational
management and thus successfully ‘hidden’ in workplaces.

Although numerous studies report that negative attitudes towards
older workers (for review see, e.g., Posthuma and Campion 2009) hinder
the employment of older candidates, the negative impact of employing
older workers can be moderated by the positive attitudes towards older
workers from managers and employers. In circumstances that employers
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had more favourable attitudes towards older workers (i.e. high compe-
tence), an older applicant was more likely to be shortlisted for a job inter-
view (Krings et al. 2011). It is also worth noting that such positive
perceptions towards older workers are largely documented in research
focusing on customer service—driven industries (Arrowsmith and
McGoldrick 1997; Chiu et al. 2001). Despite favourable justification for
recruiting experienced mature candidates, a number of concerns regard-
ing older employees’ physical ability, the pressure/speed of work, training
and new technology were also noted (p. 270). Overall, a recent review
study concludes that the long-held negative perceptions and stereotypes
of older workers by employers appear to outweigh countable positive per-
ceptions (Harris et al. 2018).

Beyond the culture-free literature of age discrimination in employment
predominately conducted in industrialised countries, research investigating
multinational corporations seems to suggest that age norms reflecting spe-
cific characteristics and values attached to specific age group vary from
country to country. Conventional wisdom stereotyped in Western studies
indicates that there is less prejudice or discrimination towards older people
in Chinese societies owing to their Confucian belief systems (Chou and
Chow 2005). Against this, a comparative study between Hong Kong and
the US unfolds greater negative perceptions towards the aged than towards
the younger workers (Chiu et al. 2001). Recent research in Thailand’s mul-
tinational corporates also notes that the influence of age seniority in man-
agement roles appears relatively diminishing as a result of ‘intracorporate
pressures for convergence’ (Andrews et al. 2018). Whilst further study is
needed to establish the impact (if any) of national culture upon age norms,
existing research evidence undoubtedly point to the importance of research-
ing age discrimination in context in order to appreciate the manifestation
of age discrimination within specific national culture and develop effective
anti-age discrimination measures across countries.

4.3 Age-Related Pay Differentials

Age-related pay literature commonly draws upon human capital theory,
suggesting that pay reflects individual performance, in particular produc-
tivity. The perception of lacking experience and necessary skills and
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knowledge appears to justify why younger workers tend to be paid less
compared to their older peers (Anderson and Smith 2010). Among the
limited research that investigates lower pay among younger workers com-
pared to older ones, minimum wages for younger workers are frequently
at the centre of debate on hidden inequality related to age. Minimum
wages are adopted as a tool to prevent abusive and discriminatory pay
practices and improve the purchasing power of young workers (Grimshaw
2014). However, the minimum wage gap between young and adult work-
ers, also termed as youth wage discount (Blanchflower and Freeman
1999), has been steadily increasing despite increased average level of edu-
cation of young people and a decline in their share of the working age
population which should have been favourable for their pay prospects.
The widening of this gap has resulted in a reduced purchasing power of
young workers compared to adult workers.

The youth wage discount varies across countries and the variation is
enormous. A recent research of data collected from OECD countries sug-
gests that young workers (aged 15-24) earned on average around 62 per
cent the wages of older workers. Young workers in the USA are reported
to face the highest wage discount by earning just 55 per cent of the wage
of older workers. In the UK, the wage gap between young and all-age
workers is 60 per cent, whereas the ratio in Norway suggests the lowest
discount: young workers earn 73 per cent of the wage of older workers
(Grimshaw 2014). Evidence also points to downward trends of young
workers’ earnings among many countries. For example, the ratio of young
workers’ pay (aged 16-24) against the average of all workers’ pay dropped
from 61 per cent to 58 per cent during 2006-2011 in the US, and from
70 per cent to 66 per cent in Australia among workers aged 20-24. The
size of the youth wage discount is also mirrored by the dominance of
young people in areas of employment that are associated with low-wage
jobs. Young workers are more than four times as likely to be in low-wage
(referring to earnings less than two-thirds of the median for all workers)
employment as the overall average for a country. Further evidence even
suggests young workers earn less than their marginal product and old
workers more (Kotlikoff and Gokhale 1992; Anderson and Smith 2010).
This finding does not only contrast the perception that age is negatively
associated with productivity (Mahlberg et al. 2009), but also contradicts
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the principle held by labour economists that wages reflect individuals’
productivity as justified by human capital theorists.

A possible explanation posits that there may well be an industry effect
that needs to account for when interpreting why young workers are likely
to be disadvantaged in pay when compared with other age groups. For
instance, compared to middle-aged and older workers, a study shows that
young employees in construction sector were underpaid but not in the
service industry. This could be due to certain industries where the empha-
sis is more on experience than others, whilst age arguably often approxi-
mately mirrors experience. Using theory of deferred compensation
(Lazear 1979; Medoff and Abraham 1980), labour economists also argue
that workers and firms want to be engaged in long-term relationships
whereby rising earnings do not necessarily fully reflect increased produc-
tivity. Human capital theory starts to lose its battle in reinstalling the
principle of equality in relation to pay for performance; instead, it appears
to be overridden by the perception of age reflecting experience. Empirical
evidence confirms such ‘hidden’ discrimination embedded in age-related
pay: workers with a shorter period of experience (8—15 years) are lower
paid relative to their productivity, whereas highly experienced workers
(more than 15 years) receive a wage premium that exceeds their relative
productivity (Hegeland and Klette 1999).

A frequent accusation against older workers suggests that profound
deterioration in mental ability, flexibility and physical activity is likely to
happen when compared with their younger peers (Riach and Rich 2010).
Part-time and precarious jobs with inferior pay, often providing no
arrangement on fringe benefits, are ideal solutions for older workers. A
big challenge to age, pay and productivity literature comes from an
increasing number of research findings suggesting that there is no signifi-
cant difference between the job performance of older workers and that of
younger workers (Warr 1994, p. 309). Recent studies drawing upon
longitudinal data show that older workers do not necessarily affect firm
productivity (Gébel and Zwick 2009; Mahlberg et al. 2009, 2013), and
wages often increase with age/seniority independently of productivity
(Borsch-Supan and Weiss 2016). Hence, the pay-for-performance prin-
ciple that often used to justify age-related pay differentials in a workplace
begs further questions.
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Further evidence continuously challenges the positive relationship
between age and wage, or perceived overpayment of older workers. The
average contribution of particular age groups to the productivity of firms
indeed increases with age until 40—45 years of age but remains constant
thereafter (Aubert and Crépon 20006). Similarly, a longitudinal study over
a 22-year period in Portugal (mainly manufacturing and the private ser-
vice sector) indicates that productivity increases until the age range of
50-54, whereas wages peak around the age range of 40-44 (Cardoso
etal. 2011). This instead suggests wages increase in line with productivity
gains at a younger age but wage increases start to lag behind performance
gains when approaching prime age. Empirical evidence also suggests that
the ageing effect on wages decreases as workers age (Lazear 1976), while
years of work experience matter more after a certain age (25 years old in
the study). As a result, on average, older workers may well contribute
more to firm performance than their contribution to the wage bill.

4.4 Age-Related Job Quality

Against the stereotype of being dynamic, highly adaptable and able to
respond fast to new technologies, there is instead some evidence pointing
to ‘an enduring, pervasive and deep set cultural prejudice against per-
ceived “youth” in managerial positions/roles and an ensuing series of
(again, perceived) organizational performance implications’ (Andrews
etal. 2018, p. 343). National statistics also confirm such managerial per-
ceptions. For example, low-paid employment accounts for 21 per cent of
all-age workers in the UK, 40 per cent for workers aged 21-25 years and
77 per cent for workers aged 16-20 years (Clarke and D’Arcy 2016,
p- 20). Young workers often find themselves oscillating between precari-
ous work and periods of unemployment (Gregg and Gardiner 2015).
Young workers also have to tolerate the poor employment conditions
because such jobs are not deemed as proper jobs but are instead ‘student’
or ‘youth’ jobs which are not worthy of decent pay or conditions due to
the very fact that young people are employed in them (Sukarieh and
Tannock 2014).
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Different from the ‘deliberation’ in job designs targeting flexible older
workers as discussed above, the age discrimination prevailing in the job
design for ‘students’ or ‘youths is more due to changes in economic struc-
ture rather than a managerial bias. On one hand, the shrinking of the
labour market sectors in terms of total employment pushes young work-
ers to the back of job queues due to perceived lack of experience (Ashton
et al. 1990). On the other hand, the increasingly ‘hour-glass’-shaped
internal and occupational labour markets indicate that whilst the number
of mid-level and higher-level positions drops significantly, an increase in
low-skilled, low-wage jobs occurs at the bottom end of the labour market
(Anderson 2009; Goos and Manning 2007), where younger workers
appear to dominate (Grimshaw 2014; Yates 2017). Further evidence also
suggests greater incidence of precarious employment among young work-
ers (15-24 years old) than among the prime age (25-54) group in all
OECD countries except Australia (OECD 2006; Reinecke and Grimshaw
2015). For example, the share of temporary jobs among young and prime
age category in Italy is 61.9 per cent versus 14.5 per cent and in Germany
is 52.6 per cent versus 9.6 per cent (OECD 2018).

This partly explains why union membership among young workers is
significantly lower: their lower average tenure in the workplaces and unions
fails to keep up with the fast mobilising young age category. It is therefore
unsurprising to observe that vulnerable young workers, coupled with lower
tenure and less firm-specific human capital, are likely to be the target dur-
ing downsizing (OECD 2018). This may also explain why young workers
have limited access to some of the better conditions and employment
rights often associated with the formal sector of the economy where trade
unions often influence on management policies and practices (Yates 2017).

Repercussions of age discrimination towards young workers in labour
markets are captured by government reports and academic research con-
cerning job quality that young workers are likely to get involved. Recent
research has deepened concerns over the labour process for young people
employed in service-based occupations at the bottom end of the labour
market. Yates’ (2017) research of young workers in Greater Manchester
reveals that over 80 per cent of young workers are employed in service
sectors such as retail, hospitality and business services, where employers
tend to adopt business strategies in which productivity gains are achieved
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through job intensification and long working hours, mirroring an old-
fashioned ‘sweat shop’ (Taylor and Bain 1999). Young workers also face
further challenges from increased competitiveness for decent jobs in
labour markets. Increasing emphasis on qualifications results in ‘creden-
tialism’” when employers require candidates to possess a degree for vacan-
cies that previously was not required (UKCES 2012). At the same time,
the number of university enrolment in the UK has increased by more
than 50 per cent from 1995 to 2016 (Yates 2017). As a result, the major-
ity of UK graduates (60 per cent) are now employed in non-graduate
occupations, a situation which has led to over a third of UK graduates
being employed in jobs in which they are overqualified or under-utilised:
for example, in telesales, data entry and retailing (Yates 2017).

However, young workers being squeezed into such low-wage employ-
ment does not mean labour markets favour old workers or older workers
always occupy the ‘good’ jobs. Numerical flexibility is more likely to be
encountered in the later phases of an individual’s working life when her/
his bargaining position is weaker (Urwin 2004), and such arrangements
are often available in the low-end service sector (Sargeant 2001). Older
workers in financial need are ‘doubly disadvantaged’ in not having access
to decent pensions and in having to compete with younger labour market
entrants for poorly paid jobs (Taylor and Walker 1994).

Contrasting to the shocks researchers have brought out regarding
young workers’ experience of poor employment conditions and precari-
ous work, research investigating older workers job quality largely empha-
sises variations in work experiences among older workers. For example,
older workers who have been in the same job for a long time likely report
a different kind of work experience compared to poor job quality experi-
enced by those older workers looking for new jobs. Studies of older work-
ers searching for new jobs report that employers targeting older workers
actually take advantage of the flexibility of this age group or the reality
that older workers have no other choice compared to other competing
age groups in the labour markets. This employment model appears to be
easily justified by the human capital theory, and it makes business sense
to reduce costs by employing expensive (experience) older workers on
part-time basis.
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Older workers were also found to be enduring more pressure within
working environments and losing out financially relative to younger
employees (Smeaton and White 2018), a context prone to older workers’
disenchantment and deteriorating social and employment relations
(White 2012). Moreover, there is evidence of declining organisational
commitment and overall job attitudes of older workers, relative to younger
ones (White 2012; White and Smeaton 2016). This is likely to weaken
the older workers’ position, and challenge their self-confidence and psy-
chological empowerment, ultimately leading them to consider retirement
(Schermuly et al. 2017) or risk being relegated to lower-quality jobs.

Older workers’ inferior job experiences may also be explained by the
negative perceptions from younger peers and/or being stereotyped by line
managers. Numerous research studies suggest that performance measures
inevitably rely on the managers’ own subjective assessments and percep-
tions of the characteristics of older workers, making them permeable to
their own stereotypes of older workers, despite the extensive provision of
performance indicators (Principi et al. 2015). Such discriminatory treat-
ment results in negative affective and calculative responses (Gutek
et al. 1996) and potentially damages performance. It is also arguably true
that workers tend to specialise more in a concentrated part of their jobs
when they age and are less likely to be flexible or diverse in their work (Van
Den Berg 2011; Thijssen 1992). The decline in skill variety affects intrin-
sic motivation. Given the growing number of part-time jobs are relatively
low skilled, and older workers in new jobs tend to be influenced most by
intrinsically rewarding work, there appears to be a growing mismatch
between job design and those who are willing and also sought to fill it.

It is worth noting that young and older workers are not substitutable.
When it comes to precarious jobs, those jobs with poor quality many
young people often occupy do not mean older workers take most of the
good jobs instead. What makes the understanding of unequal treatment
at work challenging resides in the variation of individuals defining ‘good’
versus ‘bad’ jobs (Arrowsmith and McGoldrick 1997). While job quality
is also a subjective measure that varies between individuals, an identifica-
tion of inequality engineered in specific job design due to age discrimina-
tion becomes even more challenging. A good example is a part-time job
that lacks all-round benefits which, often attached to full-time roles,
would be viewed as inferior especially to individuals prioritising job
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security and continuity of income flow, but reported with high job satis-
faction from those who value the flexibility such job design offers. A
recent survey in Britain suggests that workers on zero-hour contract
report relatively higher job satisfaction compared to those employed on a
permanent contract (CIPD 2015). Hence, the perceived job quality var-
ies not only between individuals from different age groups but also
between those from the same age category who view flexibility differently.
Hence, detection of any prejudice and/or discrimination on the grounds
of age in relation to the design of job or job quality requires a closer look
at how age discrimination is processed at workplaces, which is easily gone
unnoticed by ignoring the fact that engagement in precarious work may
well be due to individuals’ limited choices.

4.5 Age-Related Gender Inequalities

Age discrimination in workplaces becomes even more subtle and hidden
when it is examined intersectionally with gender. Intersectionality
researchers poignantly argue that additive one-dimensional approach of
investigating age discrimination alone fails to capture the complex and
variable effects as a result of interactions between multiple differentiators
such as gender, race, social status (Cho et al. 2013; Kelan 2014). Prior
research indeed evidenced a fundamentally gendered view of age identity
(Ainsworth 2002). Research shows that how ‘young’ and ‘old’ are defined
varies widely and largely depends on perceptions associated with gender.
For instance, female workers in their thirties can be perceived as ‘too old’
and ‘too young’ at the same time (Duncan and Loretto 2004). They are
viewed as ‘too old’ due to their being assumed to soon opt out of work to
bring up a family, yet they are simultaneously perceived to be ‘too young’
to be in senior leadership positions due to a presumed lack of experience
(Kelan 2014).

However, the extent to which interactions between age and gender
would shape managers’ views and thereafter their way of managing a
diverse workforce is nevertheless less understood; neither do we under-
stand possible impact on individuals” experience at workplaces. This alerts
that age and gender relations function as integrated social systems, and
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their interaction has different but related effects for men and women of
various age. The enforcement of equality laws across most countries, par-
ticularly in the West, tends to present a rhetorical view that age inequal-
ity, alike gender, has become history (Coppock et al. 1995; McRobbie
2008). Nonetheless, juxtaposing age and gender may unfold potential
hidden inequalities individuals likely experience in workplaces.

Further research findings not only reinforce the traditional percep-
tions towards gendered-age discrimination, but also reveal a silenced
pattern of inequalities in relation to age between the genders. First of
all, there is a denial of gender inequality among young (professional)
women who view it as an issue that belongs to older generations; they
presume organisations are based on ability and talent and that any
excesses of gender inequality are due to choice (Broadbridge and
Simpson 2011; Kelan 2014; Kelan and Jones 2010). Hence, age differ-
ences silence gender inequality among young female workers (profes-
sionals): the inequality they experience at workplaces is reduced to
their choice to be mothers (Scharff 2011). They also reject the concept
of feminism but instead individualise the responsibility for shaping
their own life chances as opposed to vying for wider systemic change
(Gill and Scharft 2013; Scharff 2011). Similar to gender inequality in
modern workplaces, age discrimination is often buried under a strong
rhetoric of diversity management (Eisenhart and Finkel 1998) or an
issue dealt with by a previous generation, and thus age is used to make
gender unspeakable (Gill 2002; Kelan 2014). The unspeakability of
age-related gender inequality suggests that a denial of gender inequal-
ity is necessary to allow the young individuals rather than external
structures to be in control. Consequently, by neutralising gender
inequality, young workers may also silence certain aspects that would
allow different views to emerge.

Contrasting to the disadvantaged position young female workers are
likely to face compared to their male peers, older male workers tend to be
significantly disadvantaged in comparison with older female workers.
This is because older women appear to be relatively successful in gaining
employment, compared to older male workers, and thus not in need of
government assistance (Ainsworth 2002). Against the feminine versions
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of older worker identity being constructed as relatively advantaged com-
pared to older men, more research reveals alarming concerns over the
silenced nature of inequalities when age and gender juxtaposed in prac-
tice. Older women perceive age as an impediment for entering or re-
entering the labour market (Moore 2009). Womanhood is often
considered in relation to appearance and sexuality, and women’s bodies
are viewed as less attractive as they age (Duncan and Loretto 2004). The
reality, nevertheless, is that females” willingness to accept low-status, low-
paid jobs is wrongly interpreted as they did not need help in the form of
policy initiatives, while men deserve greater support because of their
inflexibility (Ainsworth and Hardy 2007). Older female workers also face
unfair treatment in relation to employment status in labour markets due
to gender stereotypes. This results in older female workers being con-
structed as ‘nonworkers’. Traditional gender stereotypes of older women
mean that they were not registered as unemployed because, for example,
they were on other forms of government support such as sole parent ben-
efits. Hence, the hidden unemployed remained hidden: female workers
are “celebrated for their flexibility but rendered unproblematic and invis-
ible, while older men were negatively labelled ‘inflexible’, and became
targeted for ‘re-education’ in the ‘changing nature of the new labour mar-
ket” (Ainsworth 2002, p. 596).

A powerful revelation from intersectionality studies illustrates tremen-
dous concerns of inequalities on various fronts in workplaces. Research
indicates that young women’s wages are more equal to young men’s wages,
and younger generations have historically driven much of the gender
wage gap convergence (Blau and Kahn 2007; Roche 2017). However, a
gender wage gap that does not exist in labour market entry (Fortin 2008)
increases by nearly 25 per cent after ten years of experience, only half of
which can be explained by differences in human capital (Manning and
Swafhield 2005). An explanation for changes in the stock of human
capital, especially experience-related, notes that women earn less than
their male counterparts due to career interruptions and time spent child-
rearing (Bertrand et al. 2010; Wu 2018). Hence, gender inequality has
never gone; it is hidden behind the articulation of age by different age
groups.
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4.6 Methodology Issues

Four main methodological issues are identified from the literature review:
(a) attention has been disproportionately paid to older workers than
younger workers; there is (b) selection bias in sampling and (c) lack of
research of inter-age-group discrimination; and (d) more research needs
to adopt an intersectional approach to deepen our understanding of how
age interacts with other differentiators and thus the impact on unfair
treatment in workplaces. These will be discussed in turn as follows.

First, extant literature is overwhelmingly dominated by researching age
discrimination towards older workers and discussing management initia-
tives to tackle such unspeakable bias. Age discrimination derived from
research studying age stereotyping by one age group towards another
competing age group is problematic in building up the knowledge base
of the practice of age discrimination and then informing measures to
tackle the reality of age discrimination (Gwenith et al. 2017). Such a
research design unavoidably masks the hidden nature of age discrimina-
tion towards younger workers who are the future manpower. Without
understanding potential bias towards them, a society and/or an employer
may well deprive younger workers” opportunities for training, promo-
tion, redeployment, which are essential to develop and prepare a talent
pool and enable them to take on challenging roles that entail both ‘young’
and ‘senior’ elements. The omission of young workers in many current
academic works may also mislead organisations to take on an imbalanced
approach to hiring and firing. Leaving young people out of the debate of
ageism, one would not appreciate the landscape of age-related bias,
unequal treatment experienced by individuals at various ages.

Second, among the extant literature, there is great variation in the
selection of research sample concerning their representativeness and
potential constraints on extending their findings to more general applica-
tions. For example, considering the participants to the survey are part-
time students of management courses in Hong Kong and Britain with a
mean age of 31 and 33, respectively, one would anticipate the negative
attitudes towards aged in their study could be due to inter-group dis-
crimination. Similar concerns also apply to other studies that adopt
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similar research design. For example, drawing on data from 184 univer-
sity students residing in the UK and 249 in Taiwan, with a mean age of
21.76 and 20.72, respectively, Vauclair et al. (2017) report greater nega-
tive views towards the aged in Taiwan than in the UK, particularly on a
few societal factors. For instance, a pension system with its large expenses
favouring the older may well explain feelings of contempt, especially
when a younger generation is unlikely to benefit from these government
expenses when they are old themselves. This also corresponds with find-
ings from a meta—analysis suggesting that, contrasting to conventional
wisdom held in Western literature, rises in population ageing predict
negative elder attitudes in Eastern cultures, but positive in the West
(North and Fiske 2015). Consensus in the research findings among these
studies aside, using one specific age group (mostly are ‘younger—below
forties) and gathering their views on older people (with a broad age band
ranging from 40 to 70 or older) creates two issues for intellectual compre-
hension. First, again, it is younger workers’ age discrimination towards
older workers, which is only part of what ageism entails. Second, it is
hard to anticipate a HR manager or recruiting officers in their twenties,
thirties, forties, fifties or sixties would view older in the same way. This is
because, according to social identity theory (Tajfel and Turner 1986),
there is a desire to maintain a positive identity of their own age group:
either younger or older workers may be motivated to hold negative evalu-
ations of their colleagues from the competing age group (North and Fiske
2012).

Third, future research of ageism would benefit from examining inter-
age-group discrimination by viewing young, middle-aged and old (the
actually aged) as distinctive age groups. Negative workplace stereotypes
about workers either too young or too old may not only prevent them from
getting fully engaged at work and identified with the organisation but also
foster intergenerational tensions (North and Fiske 2015; Oliveira and
Cardoso 2018). Those tensions are likely to be intensified in ageist work
settings marked by negative beliefs about what other age groups think of
one’s own group, a belief best described as negative age-based meta-stereo-
typing (Vauclair et al. 2016; Finkelstein et al. 2015). Those age threats in
the organisational environment are more likely to be perceived by individ-
ual workers as a work stressor rather than a challenge (Dijkstra and Homan
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2016), which potentially can damage these workers’ well-being and per-
formance. However, rather than predominantly examining age discrimi-
nation from the viewpoint of the prime age group, researching
inter-age-group discrimination between any two age groups would pro-
vide nuanced understanding of various patterns of age discrimination so
that management can develop targeted measures to tackle age discrimina-
tion in workplaces.

Fourth, future research would also benefit from adopting an intersec-
tional approach by examining interactions between age and other differ-
entiators such as gender, race, social status and job types. Previous research
has revealed double jeopardy against applicants having a multiple stigma-
tised background (Derous et al. 2012). For instance, age-related hiring
bias may differ in relation to whether the job role is of low or high status
(Abrams et al. 2016). It has been argued that the intersectional approach
sparks deepened inquiry into the dynamics of intersectionality both as an
academic frame and as a managerial intervention in a world characterised
by extreme inequalities (Cho et al. 2013). Emerging research has started
applying such an approach to investigating the hidden nature of inequal-
ity associated with age in combination with other differentiators.
Qualitative research appears to dominate this emerging research area, and
thereby more quantitative analysis would certainly provide further
insights into the generalisability of previous findings generated from
qualitative studies.

4.7 Discussion and Conclusion

This chapter set out to review the literature of ageism and identify how
age discrimination manifests through individuals’ engagement in employ-
ment opportunities, pay, job quality and gender. The review is conducted
by focusing on the experience from both young and old workers. The
discourse on ‘ageing’ apparently suggests that the boundaries between
‘younger’ and ‘older’ are not as clear-cut as a first reading would suggest
(Angouri 2012). The findings show that age discrimination can happen
at various stages of human resource management in workplaces due to

being either too young or too old. The challenges faced by individual
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employees as well as HR practitioners within an organisational context
are the hidden nature of ageism influenced by perception, stereotyping,
as well as human-designed procedures that reflect deeply rooted bias
towards specific age groups. Such perceptions and stereotypes further
channel into other forms of management which deepen unequal treat-
ment for specific age groups through (a) their chances of securing an
employment contract, (b) whether their wages or pay will have been
penalised due to certain age stigma, (c) the type of jobs they are likely to
get, and (d) most alarmingly, an even more subtle way of disguising age
discrimination and potential negative impact on individuals’ experience
of unfair treatment at work when gender enters the equation of tackling
age discrimination. It is therefore clear that age identity, like many others,
is not something people ‘have’ or ‘are’ but something people ‘do’ (Holmes
2006; Coupland 2009).

The literature review on both young and older workers in this chapter
also suggests that different age groups face different age stigmatisation.
Although younger and older workers are not substitutes in employment,
there is evidence suggesting employers encourage older workers to leave
the labour force to free up job opportunities for young workers. This is a
mistake: not only would this be ineffective in alleviating the problem of
high and persistent unemployment, but also very expensive for the public
purse (OECD 2006). A recent call for more research on additional work
examining both disparate treatment towards and disparate impact on
younger workers in order to understand the nature of age discrimination
towards this age group and develop measures to improve their employ-
ment experience (Fisher et al. 2016).

Beyond the fact of increasing political concern with ageism, the litera-
ture review also reveals that there is a need for theoretical development to
facilitate a better understanding of how an organisation would benefit
from preparing a HR deployment that comprises a wide range of age
groups, in addition to the principle of democracy. Current literature
largely points to a business case argument by drawing upon human capi-
tal theory—pay for productivity or productivity-related experience.
Given increasing evidence that there is no significant difference in pro-
ductivity between young and old workers, human capital theory only
finds its roots in the pay-for-experience scenario (Borsch-Supan and
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Weiss 2016). Human capital theory may also backfire when HR practi-
tioners design workplace training schemes: training is more productivity
effective among younger or less experienced workers, whereas older work-
ers are assumed experienced enough and hence no need for further train-
ing. It is therefore not surprising that older workers are unlikely to receive
training compared to their younger peers, which is broadly viewed as a
form of age discrimination towards older workers in workplaces.

Contrasting to human capital theory, both career development theory
and labour market segmentation theory appear to more closely mirror
how age discrimination can be tackled in workplaces through HR plan-
ning. Stressing work motivation and resultant performance at various
age-related stages in the human life cycle (Super 1990), career develop-
ment theory suggests an organisation could develop specific HR practices
targeting different age groups within the workforce. For example, employ-
ers provide skill-building training and stabilisation through work experi-
ence for younger workers, career advancement planning to support
mid-aged workers to naturalise the stock of skills and experience, and
design jobs to elicit intrinsic motivation from older workers and allow
their experience to benefit their organisations. According to labour mar-
ket segmentation theory, employers develop their primary labour market
through developing and retaining firm-specific skills, establishing loyalty
by focusing not only on experienced (likely older) workers but also on
younger people with a lookout for long-term employment relationship
and succession, while at the same time, employers can develop secondary
market by creating atypical forms of employment which are not necessar-
ily marginal jobs requiring lower skills. In fact, often highly skilled work
relies heavily upon experience so that candidates from various age groups
would be considered mainly on the grounds of the skills and/or experi-
ence they have.

Findings in this chapter indeed suggest that robust regulations and
legal frameworks are brought into force across the world to protect indi-
viduals from being discriminated against because of their characteristics.
However, evidence also indicates that these principles are often violated
in practice due to the hidden nature of age discrimination detected from
various stages in organisational operation. Hence the limit that legisla-
tion can do in order to improve equality in workplaces points to the
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importance of identifying possible patterns of age discrimination and
understanding how human ‘designed’ inequalities are hidden in manage-
ment policies and practices, and areas where the implementation of cer-
tain policies and practices could have gone astray.

The literature review also points to the importance of researching cul-
tural effects and/or institutional effects on age perceptions and stereo-
types. North and Fiske’s (2015) study reveals that cultural individualism
significantly predicts respect for elders within rapidly ageing societies,
whereas collectivist traditions may backfire. Their findings submit the
importance of demographic challenges in shaping modern attitudes
towards older workers. Similar to other research on ageism, there is a
dearth of literature on cultural effects on age discrimination towards
young workers.

Finally, an important note to take forward both in academic study and
in practice is the intersectional approach in investigating hidden inequal-
ities as a result of interactions between age and other differentiators. The
review of age-related gender inequality, in particular, reveals that the con-
cept of postfeminism, for example, may well mask the reality that gender
equality has yet been achieved (Coppock et al. 1995; McRobbie 2008),
given age discrimination experienced varies between men and women
(Kelan 2014). It is therefore important to bring the shaping power of
gender back into the spotlight (Lewis 20006) in order to unfold the dis-
guised and systemic nature of discrimination at play (Meyerson and
Fletcher 2000; Nash 2008).

Turning to managerial implications, employers should pursue a strat-
egy that will lead to adopt a more active stance in managing an age-
diverse workforce. The strategy includes (a) growth-enhancing structural
reforms (e.g. organisational structure supported by job designs that blend
in a diverse range of individual characteristics, career paths and experience)
that have the potential to benefit both internal and external labour mar-
ket outcomes of both young and old workers; (b) targeted active career
development policies to help young and older workers with specific
problems of finding or staying in employment; and (c) installing HR
policies and practices that embrace age diversity to shape a positive age
climate and an age-friendly organisational culture. Previous research has
shown that intergenerational contact may be able to facilitate positive
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views towards older people at work (Henry et al. 2015; Iweins et al.
2013). In workplaces, regular and high-quality exchanges among
decision-makers from different age groups and job design emphasising
teamwork may therefore be effective in transforming negative attitudes
into positive views towards individuals either too young or too old.
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