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Abstract

Purpose: The article critically reflects on the issue of age in workforces in human resource manage­
ment and related fields. Age is widely used by scholars to denote the entire workforce of a company. 
The vast remit of this concept has resulted in many ongoing debates, such as young vs. old employees, 
mature employees, the aging workforce, as well as various stereotypes pertaining to age in academic 
research.
Methodology: The paper reviews recent academic literature: articles from peer-reviewed journals, 
written in English, and published in 2000–2018. Keywords and elimination criteria are explained 
in the corresponding section.
Findings: Research in this field shows the use of inhomogeneous groups in accordance to their age, 
which ultimately threatens to hinder the comparability of undertaken studies in this domain.
Research implications: There exists no clear consensus regarding the age-markers or barriers used 
to distinguish the workforce of an organization or to form groups of employees of a given age-cluster. 
Originality: This text is the first review of studies in the field, in which age has been the main 
criterion to distinguish workforce. The review encourages dialog among scholars from various 
disciplines as a way to lessen discrepant categorizations.
Keywords: workforce, age diversity management, chronological age, generational segmentation, 
systematic literature review
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Introduction

As a result of increasing competitiveness in the labor market, age is becoming an 
important field of studies among human resource management scholars, both on the 
local and global scale (Taranko, 2009). The issue of workforce continues to gain impor­
tance in the twenty-first century, having undergone scrutiny from various angles. 
Currently, there exist ever-evolving debates around ageing, skill shortage, diversity, 
and ageism in organizational research, as well as labor market participation, unem­
ployment, prolongation of working life, and bridge employment in various policy-related 
discussions. When investigating this subject, scholars tend to focus on demographic 
groups ranging from 15 to 75 years of age, depending on the case. 

The investigation of workforce-related issues remains at the forefront of the ongoing 
research agenda. However, there is no clear consensus on how to draw a line between 
the varying demographic groups in the workforce. Moreover, various voices called for 
a closer definition of age divisions in the workplace, as the current lack of a priori 
consensus on demographic groups presents a common problem that hinders compara­
bility (McCharthy et al., 2014). Therefore, discussions that evolve around age and labor 
market are often hampered by the difficulty to define an exact group when referring 
to workforce in organizational terms. There is no consensus about age diversity, stereo­
typing, and moving from mid-career to mature-aged employees. Similarly, neither are 
there any common thresholds for discussions on youth unemployment, labor market 
participation of mature-aged employees, and the ageing of the workforce as a whole 
(Kooij et al., 2008; Trochimiuk, 2014).

This article critically analyzes the issue of age in organizational research. Many 
scholars apply age categorizations to denote the entire workforce of a company. How­
ever, there exists no clear consensus regarding the age-markers or barriers that dis­
tinguishes the workforce of an organization or forms groups of employees that belong 
to a given age-cluster. This paper presents the first review of studies in this field, in 
which age is the main criteria for categorizing workforce. This text identifies and 
introduces prevalent age categorization concepts and offers guidance for future 
research studies. It will enforce comparability and transparency of research studies 
drawn on research samples selected with age-metrics.
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Methodology

Age categories used in research studies are complex while their scholarly interpreta­
tions vary. For an overview of existing research studies, the author employed several 
keywords in the literature search process. A useful feedback in the identification of 
keywords relates to abstracts and used subject keywords. The constant comparison 
of keywords allowed for the identification of the most commonly used phrases. The 
author conducted a systematic literature review following Czakon (2011) and using 
the Scopus database. 

As previously mentioned, organizational research seems to be rather unclear in the use 
of age categories. For this reason, the author resorted to a combination of several key­
words in the four-stage literature search. Further analysis of abstracts, titles, or full 
texts in uncertain cases allowed for the identification of relevant publications. The 
snowballing technique was used to expand the base of selected articles conditionally, 
if there appeared cross-references to age categorizations in related articles. The Figure 1 
illustrates the rationale of the literature search and identification process. 

Figure 1.	The rationale of literature query process

Source: own elaboration.

Keyword search strings
with the exact phrase AND matching at least one of the words

“young employees” OR “young workers”  
“old employees” OR “old workers”  
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The list of articles produced by the initial search was improved by eliminating articles 
that did not contain the aforementioned keywords and were published outside of 
Europe. The successive screening of titles identified the publications that consider 
age in an organizational context. The final list of articles contained 144 articles. After 
the screening of abstracts, the author selected 64 articles for review. At this stage, no 
further method of conceptualization of the remaining publications appeared viable. 
Finally, the author added 13 more articles to the final review list via snowballing 
technique. 

Typologies of Age

We may approach the notion of age from a variety of different perspectives. Table 1 
gathers the conceptualization methods used in the selected articles. Despite the fact 
that chronological age may be the most frequently-used indicator to determine age in 
workforce debates and research, there remains an academic opinion that this may not 
be a sufficient variable. Hence, various additional theories regarding this subject have 
co-evolved and co-existed over time. Models for age conceptualization stem either 
from age typology by Stern and Doverspike (1989) or Laslett (1996), or generational 
segmentation. Various scholarly voices (Laslett, 1996; Vaahtio, 2006) state that age in 
the labor force is a combination of various age types under the consideration of other 
environmental factors. Therefore, Laslett (1996) argues for a dimension of age in the labor 
market as a mixture of personal and environmental factors. 

Table 1.	Article distribution in age conceptualization methods

Age typology Generational segmentation

Criterion:
Chronological age: 50 articles
Social perception of age: 1 article
Self-perception of age: 1 article
Life-span age: 1 article
Without age metric: 2 articles

Total

55 articles 22 articles

Source: own elaboration.
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Stern and Doverspike

Stern and Doverspike (1989) argue that age is a sum of personal factors and circum­
stances that differentiate between five various dimensions to determine the “actual” 
age of an individual. In their opinion, we must account for all variables to determine 
one’s age, as chronological age alone is not inexplicit. 

Simply put, chronological age reflects an individual’s calendar age, functional age 
signifies workplace performance, and psychological age is the self- and social percep­
tion of one’s number of years. Stern and Doverspite (1989) refer to the dimension that 
takes into consideration one’s career stage as organizational age. Moreover, the notion 
of life-span age underlines the idea that age is a fluid concept, as the environment of 
a person may change over time.

1.	 Chronological age: a persoń s actual calendar age.
2.	 Functional/performance-based age: it recognizes performance and different 

levels of health, capacity, performance, and cognitive abilities as they vary through­
out a worker ś life. 

3.	 Psychological/subjective age: a combination of self and social perception of 
oné s age.

4.	 Organizational age: a combination of oné s career stage, skillset, and prevailing 
age norms in a given organization.

5.	 Life-span age: a combination of all of the above with the account of individual ś 
behavioral changes.

Cleveland and Shore (1992) criticize this model for the lack of clear indicators or age 
barriers to differentiate between the five dimensions. In their opinion, the five dimen­
sions exert a significant impact on the wide range of variables that pertain to work 
and employment. Therefore, Cleveland and Shore suggest a two-dimensional approach 
that differentiates between the person-based view and the context-based view. How­
ever, building on Lange et al. (2006), Schalk et al. (2010) agree that Stern and Doverspike’s 
conceptualization may prove insightful and practical in terms of the workforce, hence 
Schalk et al. suggest a number of indicators for the five dimensions. In 2014, McCharthy 
et al. build upon their suggestions to study 1,200 organizations and portray how age 
varies across those five dimensions. 
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Figure 2.	The possible indicators for Stern’s and Doverspike’s model

Source: cf. McCarthy et al. (2014, p. 378).

Peter Laslett

According to Peter Laslett (1996), there are four types of age. The first – biological age 
– corresponds to chronological age. The other three categories – personal, social, and 
subjective – refer to the idea of life phase that removes them from the perception of 
one’s age. Social age is devoid of perceptions and relies on social groups in an indi­
vidual’s environment, such as friends, family, colleagues, and authorities. Finally, 
personal age combines the idea of life phase with one’s self-perception, while subjec­
tive age is free from the idea of life phase and relies only on one’s innermost self-per­
ception about age. 

Nonetheless, scholars agree with the fact that age in the work-setting is a far more 
complex issue. Besides, age categories in organizational research vary greatly. For 
example, research often defines young employees in an extremely imprecise manner, 
ranging from anywhere between 16 to 40 years old (Rabl and Scroggins, 2010). More­
over, such a broad spectrum of chronological age may hinder research attempts, as it 
might overlap with the definition of a younger, middle-aged, or even senior employees 
in other studies. The age barrier for senior employees in studies fluctuates similarly: 
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from 50, 40, or in extreme cases, even from the age of 30 years (Turek and Perek-Bialas, 
2013; WEF, 2016). Moreover, if one defines an age span of a group as more than 30 years, 
its members will be most likely driven by differentiating working needs, expectations, 
and values as their peers. Similarly, some research lacks the presence of any age metric 
and simply compares “young employees” to “mid-career” or “senior employees.” Studies 
that utilize such discourse frequently address issues pertaining to the performance, 
age discrimination, or well-being of employee groups (Cheung, Kam and Ngan, 2011; 
Furunes and Mykletun, 2010; James, McKechnie, Swanberg and Besen, 2013; Conen, 
van Dalen and Henkens, 2012). 

Generational Segmentation

The second conceptualization of age stems from the field of marketing research. Genera­
tional segmentation is an age-related model, which groups individuals by similar 
characteristics and traits (Maison, 2014). The term “generation” is often broadly defined 
and refers to a “group that shares birth years, age, location and significant life events 
at critical development stages” (Kupperschmidt, 2000). This segmentation model classifies 
different generations based on the year of birth, from 1946 to the present. The most 
frequent approach here is to categorize generations into four different groups: Veterans, 
Baby Boomers, Generation X, and Generation Y. The field that especially values genera­
tional segmentation is longitudinal studies, which outline the similarities and differences 
between different generations (Loughlin and Barling, 2001, pp. 543–558; Parry and 
Urwin, 2011, pp. 79–96; Twenge, Campbell, Hoffman, and Lance, 2010, pp. 201–210). 

Most scholars believe that generational differences impact various aspects in the field 
of human resources, including recruitment, career development, coaching and train­
ing, incentivization, working arrangements, and management style. However, studies 
especially apply generational segmentation to explore the different work values between 
different generations. Research suggests that there are certain prevailing norms and 
patterns among generations that impact the work setting (Smola and Sutton, 2002). 
Generational values tend to be immutable, as we learn them during the course of our 
lives and keep them relatively unchanged. Therefore, the general consensus proposes 
that representatives of the various generational groups ought to be managed differently. 
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Table 2.	The overview of age barriers in generational segmentation

Article Veterans Baby 
Boomers Generation X Generation Y Others

Rai (2012) 1982–2000

Appelbaum et al. 
(2005)

1947–1966 / 
1943–1960 1961–1981

Broadbridge et al. 
(2007) 1977–1994

Cennamo  
and Garndner 
(2008)

1946–1961 1962–1979 1980–

Kim et al. (2008) 1977–1994

Dziewanowska 
(2016)

not at all 
specified 
(students)

Lippmann  
(2008) –1945 1946–1964 1965– 

1946–1955 (early baby 
boomers) behave 
different than 1956–64 
(late baby boomers)

Twenge and 
Campbell  
(2008)

1961–1981 1982–1999

Sessa et al. 
(2007) 1940–1964 1960–1982

1982/1983 
– no agreed 
cut-off date

1909–1933 WWIIs, 
1934–1945 Swingers/
Silents/Veterans,  
born before the 1940s 
Traditionalists; also 
diff. between early and 
late baby boomers

Smola  
and Sutton 
(2002)

1940–1964 1960–1975 1979–1994 also says no agreement 
on birth year in cohorts

Terjesen  
and Freeman 
(2007)

not at all 
specified 
(students)

Twenge et al. 
(2010) 1925–1945 1946–1964 1965–1981 1982–1999

Wong et al. 
(2008) 1924–1944 1945–1964 1965–1981 1982–2000

Source: own elaboration.
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However, the cause for scholarly concern resides in the fact that there exists an uneven 
approach to generational segmentation. If one were to open an HR management maga­
zine, a business consultancy publication, or even a peer-reviewed article, one would 
rarely find a clear indication of how to define a specific generation. Moreover, another 
issue that creates academic discrepancy is the fact these groups do not possess a clear-cut 
definition: the year of birth often varies between studies and reports. On top of this, 
different sociological experiences and historical events mean that the systematic 
evaluation of generational differences proves both challenging and rare. However, 
Lyons, Duxbury, and Higgins (2007) strongly support this standpoint by claiming that 
despite the popularity of this topic and its usage, there is relatively little academic 
work to confirm or refute popular stereotypes. 

Parry and Urwin (2011) applied generational segmentation to prepare an extensive 
review of generational differences in work values. They conduct a literature review 
on the usage and practicality of generational segmentation when evidencing genera­
tional differences in work values. The summary of Parry and Urwin (2011) about the 
different interpretations of generations was taken and extended to show the variety 
of co-existing and co-evolving approaches for generational segmentation. Table 2 makes 
evident that there exists no clear-cut point for the year of birth, if we refer to a certain 
generation in organizational research.

Discussion

Discussions about age in organizational research vaguely differentiate between age 
cohorts. Still, there is no clear definition or segmentation model for general use. As there 
seems to exist no consensus either on clear age-markers or segmentation models, we 
cannot compare research and discussions in the field of organizational research, not 
to mention social research. As age cohorts are incomparable, a solid discussion, gene­
ralization, and inferences may not be genuine on the basis of this research.

There are no clear rules for the use of age typologies or generational segmentation in 
organizational research. However, we observe a trend for the topics in which predomi­
nantly apply these categorizations. Age typologies usually discuss such topics as 
workforce participation, performance, discrimination, and training and development. 
Whereas generational segmentation or age typologies with no specific age metric focus 
on topics such as work-values, well-being, and employee motivation. 
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However, generational segmentation in the field of organizational research does not 
constitute an appropriate segmentation tool for several reasons. The strongest argument 
against it is the excessive number of people called a specific generation. To form a gene­
ration, segmentation tools group individuals from age ranges of 15 to 30 years. Therefore, 
individuals included in such cohorts create heterogeneous rather than homogeneous 
groups. Therefore, we should consider that these individuals greatly vary already within 
a group, when we scrutinize their specific characteristics and body of thoughts. Moreover, 
there is no research that clearly distinguishes generations according to their specific 
characteristics and mindsets, which would help to properly define a generation and 
separate it from other groups. As illustrated by Table 1 chronological age seems to be 
a popular and widely-used indicator when it comes to discussions regarding age. 

However, many scholars foreground the various disadvantages of chronological age. 
For example, they question chronological age as it tells us little about individuals, as it 
is possible to have children even at a high age or achieve multiple career peaks. Further­
more, due to the flexibility and diversity of today ś lifestyles, chronological age seems 
to be only an elastic indicator to describe a persoń s life stage. This holds especially 
true for high-age groups, as chronological age may prove somewhat erroneous due to 
the increasing heterogeneity in the process of ageing. Moreover, the notion of age is 
affected by other various indicators. The logical starting point is the socio-economic 
research in the European Union. The Eurobarometer (European Commission, 2012), 
an institution that surveys and captures the social opinion in the EU member states, 
conducted the Active Ageing survey in 2011, which captured the perception of what 
it means to be “young” and “old” in all 27 EU member states. In Slovakia, an “older 
worker” is somebody above 57 years of age, whereas in the Netherlands only people over 
70 are considered to be “older employees.” As these two countries show the extreme 
opinions about their perception of “young” and “old,” this paper uses Netherlands and 
Slovakia as exemplary countries in the below elaboration of the factors that impact 
the perception and interpretation of age.

Such variations may cause significant differences in studies conducted on a national 
level and can, therefore, hinder comparability among the EU member states. For example, 
someone is to be still young at a higher age than in countries with an earlier entrance 
into the workforce in the countries with a high percentage of tertiary education (Nether­
lands 32%2; Slovakia 10%3), hence also a later entrance into the workforce. Corres­
pondingly, in countries with a high life expectancy, an old person is considered to start 

2	 % of the population holding a university degree (OECD, 2014a).
3	 % of the population holding a university degree (OECD, 2014b).
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at a higher age than in countries with a relatively low life expectancy (Netherlands: 
81.6 years; Slovakia: 77.4 years).4 The same is true, if we take into account the average 
age of the society (Netherlands: 42.6 years; Slovakia: 40.5 years).5 For older societies, 
the barrier to consider a person old is higher than that in relatively younger societies.

To grant comparability and transparency, this review suggests a two-sided approach. 
In the field of organizational research, topics pertaining to the micro-level (one particu­
lar organization) or meso-level (several organizations) are of prior interest to scholars. 
Research on the meso-level engages in such issues as organizational strategy or per­
sonnel strategy, so that it frequently uses data coming from surveys distributed among 
several organizations. On the other hand, research on the micro-level concentrates on 
such issues as performance, employee behavior, and work conditions, so that it applies 
rather subjective data coming from employee surveys. These factors appear useful for 
research studies on the meso- and micro-level of an organization. However, when 
researching the micro-level of an organization, they should be slightly different. On 
a micro-level, tacit assumptions prevail, that is attitudes and characteristics assigned 
by individuals to age cohorts. These tacit assumptions are also known as stereotypes. 
Stereotypes are existing from a positive and negative character and prove to have 
a strong influence on the micro-level (Poulston and Jenkins, 2013; Conen et al., 2011; 
Cheung et al., 2010). Therefore, research studies that focus on the micro-level should 
additionally stress and capture the stereotyping patterns of participants.

The Factors Influencing the Interpretation of Age
Therefore, when writing about the notion of age – in an organizational context or policy 
discussions – the background information about the group in the focus of the discus­
sion is crucial for further interpretation. Overall, there seem to be several factors that 
frame the tendency of discussions on age:

1) the overall life expectancy in a given target population, 2) the age in which the mem­
bers of a given target population usually enter the workforce, 3) the culture and corres­
ponding social interpretation of young and old (micro-level: cultural interpretation of 
young and old in a given organization), 4) the overall retirement age in a society, 5) the 
average age or age median in a given target population (micro-level: average age or 
median age in a given organization), and 6) the age of the participants in a study. 
Without a clear analysis and transcription of these factors, further evaluation of results 
may prove dubious and debatable. 

4	 Sourced from the database: worldhealthrankings.
5	 Median age of society, sourced from the database: indexmundi.
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Figure 3.	Factors which frame the discussion on age

Source: own elaboration.

Conclusions

This article focuses on the notion of age in organizational research, especially on the 
methods of how age is determined and measured in current research studies. This litera­
ture review seeks a consensus for the conceptualization of age, presents the frequently 
used age conceptualization methods, and gives guidance for further research studies 
which use age as the main criterion. Indeed, there is no consensus in the literature 
on how to group employees into different age-clusters (McCharthy et al., 2014; Kooij 
et al., 2008). Therefore, in this part, the findings of this article agree with the literature. 

As mentioned above, the lack of consensus may hinder the comparability and repro­
ducibility of research studies. This article highlights several most frequently used age 
conceptualization methods. Age typologies mostly rest on the use of chronological 
age as an indicator. Despite several drawbacks, the popularity of chronological age may 
stem from its exact determinability and for simplification. On the other hand, genera­
tional segmentation shows discrepancies even in the definition of a generation. Overall, 
these inconsistencies may affect research conducted on the micro- and meso-level of 
an organization. 
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Thus, for research conducted on the meso- and micro-level of an organization, this 
article suggests reporting further six factors in addition to the main age indicator: life 
expectancy, duration of education, social/organizational interpretation of age, retirement 
age, median age of the population/organization, and age distribution in the research 
sample. Moreover, at the micro-level of an organization, the results may be further biased 
by the stereotypes of research participants. Many research studies reveal prevailing 
age stereotypes, which offers a valid point of reference (Poulston and Jenkins, 2013; 
Conen et al., 2011; Cheung et al., 2010). The aforementioned factors present solutions 
for an increased level of critical understanding for the interpretation and comprehension 
of results drawn on a specific research sample selected on the criterion of age, thus 
improving comparability and transparency.
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