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Abstract 

The aim of the study was to explore whether retaining older workers in the 
workplace could benefit organisations in South Africa, against the backdrop of 
increasing numbers of people around the world being forced to work longer, or 
return to the workforce after retirement. This was due to socio-economic 
factors, which were currently being further exacerbated by the global 
inflationary impact on pensions and savings. Apprehension about losing 
meaning and purpose in life after retirement were further factors that emerged 
during the research for this dissertation. The objectives were thus to explore 
the transitioning of older, senior employees in an organisation to a coaching 
and mentoring role to potentially help mitigate the serous skills shortage in 
South Africa. Data collection took the form of seven semi-structured, online 
interviews with the identified participants in South Africa. The data was 
analysed using an inductive thematic analysis to describe and interpret the 
information. The interviewees confirmed that older members of the workforce 
proved to be a rich source of talent and experience for the organisations that 
engage them and have, in many instances, become catalysts for change and 
intergenerational diversity in the workplace. Despite the positive potential of 
retaining more mature members of the workforce, however, the reality of the 
current socio-economic situation in South Africa, proved to be far more 
complex than was anticipated at the outset of the study. To this end, the 
objectives of this study had to be revisited and some harsh truths had to be 
acknowledged. Thus, it was found that transitioning more mature members of 
the workforce to a coaching and mentoring role would require a significant 
mindset shift and more structured human resource management guidelines 
and processes to facilitate it.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Increasing numbers of people around the world are being forced to work longer, or 

return to the workforce after retirement due to socio-economic factors, and these 

concerns surrounding retirement are currently being further exacerbated by the 

global inflationary impact on pensions and savings. In addition to these constraints, 

apprehension about losing meaning and purpose in life after retirement due to a lack 

of mental and emotional stimulation, as well as the absence of social interaction 

when leaving formal employment, were further factors that emerged during the 

research for this dissertation. 

 

Further to the socio-economic factors outlined above, it was found that, globally, 

many mature members of the workforce had reported experiencing prejudice at 

some point in their career based on their age, due to the negative stereotypes that 

exist about older employees. These included a belief that an aging workforce 

resulted in reduced innovation in the workplace; low competency levels due to older 

members of the staff losing their skills due declining physical or cognitive health; 

older employees possessing fewer socially valued abilities; older adults lacking 

digital skills and were having more difficulty acquiring them than younger people; and 

the fact that older workers may need to retrain for their current or prospective job 

because their skills had become outdated, or their jobs had become obsolete.  

 

However, despite these widely held beliefs, the positive reality that emerged during 

this research was that the remarkable and dynamic individuals who took part in the 

study dispelled many of this researcher’s previously held misconceptions about life 

post-retirement.  
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1.1 Research Questions and Objectives 

 

The objective of his dissertation was to explore how retaining older employees in the 

workplace could benefit organisations in South Africa (SA), by configuring a strategic 

mentorship or training role for older members of the workforce to address the skills 

shortage. A mixed response was received to the question of practical guidelines that 

could be provided to inform organisational policies to improve the inclusion of older 

workers in the workforce. Some of the observations included securing buy-in from 

senior leadership, as well as clear communication of this approach throughout the 

organisation, along with transparent recruitment, promotion and development 

practices (Daya P., 2014). In a study by Daya P. (2024), it was strongly emphasised 

that senior management needed to take on the responsibility for employment equity 

processes and make decisions with regard to recruitment processes accordingly. 

Although it was acknowledged that a mentorship and training role to transfer skills 

and workplace competencies to younger entrants to the workplace would accelerate 

South Africa’s competitiveness in the global economy, while ensuring employment 

growth locally, some serious challenge with regard to economic constraints and 

transformational imperatives were cited by most participants.   

 

1.2  Research Scope and Limitations 

The scope of this research was to establish the factors that would enable 

the transfer of skills and institutional knowledge from more mature members of the 

workforce to younger employees, and provide some practical guidelines in this 

regard. The socio-economic realities and other more pressing impediments facing 

the labour force in SA fell outside the scope of this research, as it was limited to 
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exploratory discussions with a sample group of post-retirees and mature 

businesspeople in SA. 

 

 1.3 Dissertation Layout 

This dissertation presents the findings of an exploratory research project into the role 

that more mature members of the workforce as well as post-retirees could play in 

terms of coaching and mentoring younger members of the workforce, in a country 

that is beset with a serious skills shortage. The first chapter introduced the topic, 

stated the research question, and outlined the research scope and context. The 

following chapter will present a review of the available literature relevant to the 

research objective. The third chapter, using Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill’s (2019) 

research onion as a basis, details the research methodology and focuses on the 

philosophy, approach, strategy, research choice, sample, time horizon, data 

collection, ethics and analysis. The data and accompanying significant findings and 

themes revealed as part of the research will be presented and analysed in the fourth 

chapter, whereas that data and findings will be interpreted in greater detail in the fifth 

chapter. Finally, the sixth chapter will summarise the findings from the research and 

constructively analyse them in the areas that the research attempts to address. 
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2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

2.1 Introduction 

In this study, the researcher aimed to explore the advantages of retaining older staff 

members in the workforce to address the skills shortage in SA. It was proposed that 

this could be achieved by configuring a strategic coaching and mentorship role for 

older members of the workforce through the establishment of more flexible 

organisational policies to address the skills shortage in SA, to the benefit of 

organisations.  

 

At the outset of the study, the researcher reviewed a large number of academic 

papers, articles and reports to evaluate the extent to which older people were 

remaining in the workforce for longer, or returning to full-time, freelance and 

consulting work post-retirement. Initially, the scope of the research was extended to 

gauge the global prevalence of this phenomenon. In this regard, the current global 

economic pressures on retirees, as well as psychological and emotional impact on 

life after retirement was examined. At the same time a wide range of literature was 

reviewed to explore the extent of day-to-day challenges experienced by older people 

currently employed face in the workplace. The disciplines of mentoring and coaching 

were further explored to gain insight into the role of such strategies in transferring 

skills from older, more senior employees to younger employees in organisations. 

Lastly, the researcher narrowed down the scope of the literature review to the SA 

employment arena to explore the unique socio-economic difficulties prevalent in that 

country, in an attempt to corroborate or dispel her personal experience in this regard. 
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2.2 ‘Unretirement’ 

Figure 1: Factors that are delaying retirement in six regions (source: Randstad Workmonitor 

2023) 

 

 

 

Figure 2: Retirement expectations (source: Randstad Workmonitor 2023) 

 

 

A weakening global economy coupled with high inflation is forcing more older 

workers to return to the labour market on a full- or part-time basis. A survey 

conducted among 35 000 workers between the ages of 18 and 67 across 34 

employment markets around the world in 2023, revealed that economic factors were 

resulting in older people returning to work, while others were delaying their exit from 

the labour market (see Figures 1 & 2). “A significant decline in the number of people 

who believed they could retire before 65 — from 61% last year to just 51% now — 
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indicates widespread concerns about the future. 26% of those 55 and over said they 

would hold off from retiring,” www.randstad.com, n.d (p12). With economic realities 

setting in around the world and higher energy and household costs putting pressure 

on the savings and pensions of older workers, about 70% of those interviewed in the 

survey said “their financial position is preventing them from stepping down as early 

as they wanted”. Thus, the phenomenon of ‘unretirement’ had been on the rise in the 

50- to 64-year-old category in the UK and USA, in particular. To further unpack this 

phenomenon, statistics for older people returning to work or already employed, as 

well as the concerns beyond financial constraints are discussed below.  

 

Figure 3: Factors preventing retirement (source: Randstad Workmonitor 2023) 

 

 

 

It was found that in the UK labour market the proportion of people aged 65 years and 

older looking for work, or were already employed, had reached record levels in 2022. 

At the same time those 65 and older in employment in Japan rose for the 18th 

consecutive year, with about 50% of those between the ages of 65 to 69 still being 

employed. However, the study found that the concerns of mature workers extended 

beyond pure financial constraints (see Figure 3): “many feel they are missing out 

after dropping out of the labour market. 32% told Randstad researchers that they 
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needed work in their lives. Whether for meaning and purpose, social interaction or to 

experience the challenges that come with a job, employment for many is more than 

just a pay check. It keeps them connected and gives them a sense of belonging.” It 

was therefore clear that retaining the more mature cohort of employees in the 

workplace could have numerous advantages (www.randstad.com, n.d, p.p.39-45). 

When it came to employers, the literature revealed that some adjustments would 

need to be made to accommodate older employees. 

 

Thus, in today’s fast-changing labour market, employers would need to improve how 

they attract, manage, and develop people as they age. According to research by the 

Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development (CIPD) in the UK, this was 

particularly the case against a backdrop of technological change, rising skill and 

labour shortages, and more restrictive immigration policies. In a 2022 report, the 

CIPD highlighted the challenges that different sectors faced in responding to these 

changes, and what this meant for their resourcing and people management 

strategies. The study stressed the important differences that emerged between 

employees as people became older. The report also outlined key considerations for 

employers and policy-makers when it came to recruiting and retaining older 

employees (CIPD n.d., 2022). In the UK, an increase in productivity of approximately 

1.1% for companies with 10% more employees over the age of 50 was reported, due 

to lower employee turnover, and older workers’ management and general work 

experience. In addition, benefits for younger employees through knowledge and 

skills transfer were reported by 79% of employers in 2021 (ageingbetter.org.uk, n.d.). 

These benefits helped businesses thrive, while enhancing the learning experience of 

individuals (CIPD, n.d. 2022, p.6). Transitioning older workers in an organisation to a 
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coaching or mentoring role could therefore make good business sense for 

businesses.  

 

2.3 Ageism 

Against the backdrop of the challenges and advantages outlined above, numerous 

studies found, however, that ageism was the least scrutinised and most widely 

accepted form of discrimination in the UK (ageingbetter.org.uk, n.d.). Ageism could 

be defined as: “The stigmatisation of, and discrimination against, people based on 

age” (Cadiz, Pytlovany and Truxillo, 2017, summary). Reviewing discrimination and 

diversity research findings over the past 60 years in the Human Resource 

Management (HRM) journal in the USA, Triana et.al. (2021, pp.145–204) found that 

while discrimination and diversity were very different constructs, it was often 

informative to study them together, “because when people recognise each other's 

diversity through the process of social categorisation, biases were often triggered, 

and this could result in discrimination” (Tajfel & Turner, 1986 p.145). Discrimination 

could be defined as denying some people equality of treatment based on their group 

membership (Allport, 1954, p.145), while the definition of diversity was the 

“distribution of differences among group members with respect to some attribute” 

(Harrison & Klein, 2007, p.145). The research published in HRM examined the 

discriminatory experiences of older workers based on several different 

characteristics. Amarnani et al. p.178 (2019) found that the effect of age on 

performance could be seen as a double-edged sword. Often, the negative sword's 

edge regarding age was the belief that an aging workforce reduced innovation in an 

organisation. Consistent with previous research it was found that an aging workforce 

was not directly related to decreased innovation, but rather, its effect was more 
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complex and often dependent on the diversity management strategies employed by 

the firm. These results suggested that discrimination against older workers largely 

stemmed from low competence perceptions that could be mitigated when older 

workers collaborated with interdepartmental colleagues. 

 

The authors further suggested that the negative effects of age discrimination (such 

as withdrawal) could be worsened when employees felt overqualified for a particular 

job, thus reducing the threshold of what normally could be interpreted as a 

discriminatory experience: “[…] the assumption that older employees possess fewer 

socially valued abilities than their younger counterparts often underpin the 

discrimination experienced by older employees (Triana et.al., 2021, p.179).” It 

therefore followed that employers would have to re-evaluate their approach to 

employees in the workforce as they age. 

 

2.4 Diversity Management Strategies 

While the aim of diversity management was to support groups facing disadvantages 

in the workplace, the outcomes of these initiatives were not always favourable 

(Leslie, 2019, p.183). Although there had been an increase in diversity training for 

employees, the effectiveness of such training remained a concern (Cocchiara et al., 

p.183, 2010). Three studies in HRM suggested different approaches for the 

implementation of diversity training. Chavez and Weisinger (p.183, 2008) 

emphasised the importance of transforming the culture of the organisation and 

employees’ attitudes in an attempt to “manage for diversity rather than managing 

diversity”. Jones et al. (p.183, 2013) suggested that companies should introduce a 

multi-level training programme that was not focussed solely on financial 
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considerations, but rather on the true moral value of diversity. To facilitate such 

programmes, it was also vital to have business leaders who believe in the value of 

diversity (Bader et al., 2019; Wong, 2008). “High-status leaders that champion 

diversity and demonstrate inclusiveness have a strong influence on an organisation's 

inclusive climate on organisational and on other organisations within the same 

industry, because they serve as an important source of social information 

(Boekhorst, p.184, 2015).” For this reason, the leadership of an organisation should 

be cognisant of the constraints faced by diversity management and actively support 

such programmes. 

 

It therefore followed that for organisations to succeed in eliminating discrimination 

and introduce diversity management, older workers should be retained in the 

workplace and their work experience should be valued. “Mature workers have honed 

skills over decades of employment. Many have pursued further education and 

expanded their skill sets during their careers and in periods of unemployment or 

underemployment. Retaining talented mature workers — and recruiting new ones — 

is simply smart for most organisations,” (Taylor, Jr. J.C., pp. 14–19, 2023). However, 

despite the value that more mature employees bring to the workplace, the American 

Association of Retired Persons (AARP), reported that 72% of women and 57% of 

men between the ages of 45 and 74 years had experienced age discrimination in the 

recent past. Johnson R. and Gosselin P. (p.16, 2018) found that 56% of older US 

workers were being “pushed out of their jobs before they planned to retire”.  While 

some employers offered employees incentives should they chose to opt for early 

retirement, others had been found to use unethical or even illegal tactics, according 

Button P. (p1., 2020) found that some of these “dubious methods” included “job or 
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task reassignment, negative performance reviews, or failing to adapt the job or 

workplace to the older person’s needs. These employers essentially apply pressure 

to force a ‘voluntary exit’”. Zimmermann A. (2020, online blog) reported that up to 

44% of older workers in Europe and 64% in the UK expressed similar concerns 

about age discrimination. Zimmermann A. (2020, online blog) said older workers 

reported that they faced biases “such as being perceived as unable to) perform their 

roles, being less able to innovate and less able to adapt” (Zimmermann A., 2020,).  

The researcher found that similar biases existed in the corporate environment in SA.   

 

A further study in the USA by Butrica B. (n.d.) attempted to offer a better 

understanding of who older workers were and the challenges they faced in the 

workplace. She explained that increased life expectancy, improvements in 

educational attainment and physical health within the older population declined in the 

prevalence of physically demanding jobs, and increases in the Social Security 

retirement age were among the factors associated with the rise in employment rates 

among older adults. Women and people aged 62 and older account for much of the 

increase in the older workforce (Butrica B, n.d., p.2). Tinsley-Fix and Sauer (p.7., 

2021) also reported that despite employers claiming to value older workers’ 

professionalism and work ethic, studies had found that some employers 

discriminated against older workers when it came to hiring, promotion, and retention 

decisions (Farber, Silverman, and von Wachter, p.7). According to a study by 

Neumark (2020) when the age of an older prospective employee was disclosed as 

part of the application process, it was less likely that older job candidates would 

secure an interview than younger job candidates. However, when age was not 

mentioned during the application process, these older applicants secured interviews 
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with the same frequency as their younger counterparts. At the same time a study by 

Johnson (2018) found that 24 percent of older employees reported that preference 

was similarly given to younger employees when it came to decision about promotion. 

These prejudiced views of more mature employees often resulted in further negative 

outcomes for them, and was similar to the experiences of older employees in the SA 

business context. 

 

Due to the preconceived views outlined above, it was reported in a nationally 

representative survey that 56 percent of older adults in their early fifties in the USA 

had experienced “an employer-initiated involuntary job separation at some point 

before age 65” (Johnson and Gosselin, p.2, 2018). In addition, a MetLife (p.1., 2020) 

survey found that one in four people were retiring because they had been offered 

incentives to retire early, their jobs were being eliminated, or they experienced 

pressure to retire: “[These are] actions that can be construed to reflect, at least in 

part, age discrimination.” According to Butrica (n.d.), the rapid pace of technological 

change may contribute to employers’ discriminatory behaviour against older workers 

by reinforcing employers’ perceptions that older adults lack digital skills and had 

more difficulty acquiring them than younger people. However, these misconceptions 

about older people were often found to not be true, with (Abraham, Hershbein, and 

Houseman, p.7, 2021) finding that: 

 

These negative stereotypes are sometimes misplaced. Some older workers 

may already have the skills employers need and only require help in 

marketing those skills, or demonstrating them during the hiring process. Other 

older workers not only lack basic digital and other high-demand skills, but they 
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are also losing their jobs to automation. These older workers may need to 

retrain for their current or prospective job because their skills have become 

outdated, their jobs have become obsolete, or they have lost their skills 

because of declining physical or cognitive health. 

 

It was also stressed that by achieving a better understanding of older workers, 

generally defined as those over the age of 50, such as their experiences, 

preferences, as well as the important differences and considerations that emerge as 

people get older, workplace roles to support more fulfilling working lives could be 

designed for them (Boys J., p4, 2022): “This will not only give employers a rich 

source of talent and experience, but also provide a catalyst for more inclusive 

workplaces overall. These in turn will benefit organisations and their workforces, 

regardless of demographics.”  A small but significant proportion of people now 

continue to work after the traditional retirement age. Between July 2020 and June 

2021, more than 10.4 million older workers accounted for close to a third (32.6%) of 

the workforce in the UK, with more than 1.2 million workers over the age of 65. This 

figure has been growing and will continue to grow in the coming years (Boys J., p.6, 

2022,). This age inclusivity in the workplace would also be necessary to balance the 

working environment in SA. 

 

Another finding was that older workers were even more likely to value flexibility than 

their younger colleagues and were more likely to want to work fewer hours, as was 

evidenced by higher rates of working from home, part-time working, and self-

employment among the members of this cohort. This underscored the importance of 

organisations increasing flexibility within the working environment to both attract and 
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retain employees as they aged. “Flexible working can also help older workers who 

are affected by health conditions remain in employment or find suitable work. Older 

workers are more likely to be affected by health problems as they age. This 

highlights the importance of both employers and policy-makers taking steps to 

support the health of workers throughout their working lives […].” (Boys J., p1, 2022). 

Employers also needed to provide training and development opportunities for 

workers across the age spectrum. Boys J. (p.1, 2022) found that older workers were 

most likely to disagree that there were sufficient opportunities for progression in their 

roles and they were also less likely to undertake formal off-the-job training. Boys J. 

(p1. 2022) warned that managers, in particular (who were most likely to make 

decisions about employee training), should not merely assume that older workers 

were less likely to be interested in training or career progression. In this regard the 

need for upskilling or reskilling of workers due to the impact of technology on jobs 

throughout their careers was emphasised. As more people needed to work into their 

late 60s and early 70s, the need for this upskilling and reskilling would be 

compounded. However, it was found that in the UK, there has been a long-term 

decline in investment for workplace training, while public funding in lifelong learning 

had also been reduced in recent years (Boys J., 2022). The many misconceptions 

about, and lack of investment in, older people in the workplace both in SA and 

elsewhere in the world, therefore needs much closer scrutiny.  

 

2.5 Economic Perspective 

Unlike in SA, an aging population in some developed countries was resulting in the 

working behaviour changing due to many workers nearing retirement. As populations 

in these countries aged, a fundamental change was being experienced in labour 
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supply, and governments therefore had to consider when and how to intervene to 

prevent a possible deceleration of their countries’ gross domestic product (GDP). A 

report by Barclays Corporate and Investment Bank examined the implications of this 

long-term trend in six countries, namely the UK, the USA, France, Germany, Spain 

and Italy (World Economic Forum, 2023, online article). The report stated that these 

countries’ governments would have to consider how and when to intervene to avoid 

a potential slowdown of their economies as the number of the workforce dwindled. 

“Technological advances and increases in human capital and investment could help 

limit a drag on the economy, but action was needed.” (World Economic Forum, 2023, 

online article). These aging populations were also resulting in an overall shift in 

working behaviours that had to be taken into account when planning future 

employment needs.  

 

For several decades, population growth had been a key driver in increasing labour 

supply in many countries around the world. However, as the majority of populations 

in certain developed economies neared retirement, a reversing of this trend was 

being observed with many people simply “age out of the workforce”. Looking at data 

from the six countries mentioned above, the report highlighted a clearly apparent 

change in the distribution of the working population according to age. “The issue of 

such high numbers ageing out of work is compounded by the fact that overall 

population growth is slowing, and is on course to plateau in the USA and the UK, and 

becoming negative in the Euro area,” the report stated. The data indicated that in the 

Eurozone, several countries had seen negative natural population growth since 

about 2015. This was defined as births offset by deaths, but not including migration. 

The report stated that, for example, Germany’s natural population, had experienced 
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a decrease of about 100 000 people per annum since the 1990s. Although no 

evidence could be found that natural populations in the USA and the UK had been 

declining, forecasts indicated that this situation could be reversed in the next 10 and 

20 years, in these countries respectively. This in turn would result in the pool of 

potential workforce entrants who could replace those who were reaching the normal 

retirement age being significantly reduced. The labour force participation rate (LFPR) 

in these countries are further examined below. 

 

An above-average labour force participation rate in the age bracket of 15 to 19, as 

well as 65+ were observed in several countries when the LFPR of different 

demographic groups were examined. The report stated that members of these age 

groups would traditionally not have commenced their working careers yet, or would 

have retired already. However, the researchers found that the number of people 

nearing retirement in the USA, the UK and Germany, and were delaying retirement, 

was greater than those France, Spain and Italy. “Some needed to remain in the 

workforce longer because they lacked the wealth necessary to afford full retirement, 

or because of variations in government pensions.” (World Economic Forum, 2023, 

online article). When the employment trends of older employees in the workplace are 

further broken down, some significant patterns emerged in terms of gender. 

 

2.6 Gender Balance In Labour Force Participation 

When it came to an increase or decrease in terms of gender, some significant 

patterns were noticeable: “For males, the story is a mostly uniform one of general 

decline with a recent uptick. Participation rates among male cohorts aged 15 to 54 

had seen a steady long-term downtrend before increasing modestly in the last 
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couple of years. For 55+ cohorts, this recent increase is more pronounced,” (World 

Economic Forum, 2023, online article). When looking at the female cohort of this age 

group, a different picture emerged. In the 15 to 24 age bracket there was a 

noticeable decline, due to young women entering the tertiary education system, with 

noticeable increases in workforce participation in most countries for the 25 to 54 

group.  A dramatic rise in the workforce participation within the 55+ group, which was 

considered consistent with the structural culture and gender-based shifts, due to the 

increase in educational attainment, along with a decrease in birth rates. “However, 

these favourable trends for females may be running their course and will not 

necessarily fill labour supply gaps from population ageing.” (World Economic Forum, 

2023, online article). The report concluded that despite the fact that the overall LFPR 

experiencing growth, due to the fact that constrained labour markets were attracting 

more people into employment, this phenomenon was not expected to last, given the 

inevitable impact of ageing populations on labour supply: 

 

Without intervention, labour supply in developed economies will be 

significantly affected as people reduce the amount they work and are not 

replaced through natural population growth. Governments could offset this 

decline in several ways, such as through policies to encourage migration, 

increased birth rates and delaying the retirement age. But these approaches 

may either face resistance or, in the case of pro-fertility measures like 

increased child benefits or tax incentives, had questionable long-term efficacy 

(World Economic Forum, 2023, online article). 
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When it came to retirement benefits provided by national government, the report 

stated that these were being reconfigured in most of the countries examined during 

the survey to encourage more mature members of the workforce to delay retirement. 

It was noted that in recent times this approach by governments had, however, been 

met by considerable resistance in several countries, which had included widespread 

protest action. From the data presented in this section it was evident that the supply 

of workers in developed economies would reach a plateaux, and could even decline 

if the structural challenges discussed here were not addressed. 

  

 2.7 The South African Scenario 

In South Africa, anecdotal evidence and this researcher’s personal experience 

suggested that older employees suffered a similar fate in the workplace, in terms of 

being discriminated against when it came to hiring, promotion, and retention 

decisions. Very few older workers who exit the workplace, whether voluntarily or 

were forced out, were able to secure employment again, thus suffering financial 

hardship as a result. This suggested that older workers were also at a disadvantage 

in the workplace in South Africa, despite the stipulations of the Employment Equity 

Act. The purpose of this research project will thus be to explore the current situation 

in the South African workplace in terms of the factors outlined above, as well as 

provide possible guidelines for the implementation of organisational policies that 

could improve the inclusion of older workers in the workforce. Thus, in the context of 

a severe and widespread skills shortage among workers in both the public and 

private sectors in South Africa, having a narrow focus on hiring young people could 

mean that older employees with institutional knowledge and a long history of having 

solid client and other relationships in place, were being overlooked. In South Africa 



25 
 

with its legacy of inequality and discrimination, there was therefore a need for 

employment equity to become a structured organisational process, including 

ensuring generational diversity in the workplace. The aim would be to prevent 

organisations from having to deal with “job hopping”, culture clashes, stifling 

corporate cultures, and hostile environments (Ngobeni, 2006).  

 

The issue of ageism in the workplace in South Africa could also be understood within 

the framework of diversity management, with Oosthuizen et al (2018) finding in a 

study that no structured diversity management was being provided in organisations, 

which meant that policies remained superficial, and thus ineffective. In another study, 

by Leonard and Grobler (2006), employees suggested that clear communication 

about the purpose of transformation within the entire workforce was needed.  

In this study, the focus was on exploring practical ways in which to improve inclusion 

of older workers in the workforce, such as securing the buy-in from senior 

leadership, as well as clear communication of this approach throughout the 

organisation, along with transparent recruitment, promotion, and development 

practices. (Daya P., 2014). In a study by Daya P. (2014), it was strongly emphasised 

that senior management needed to take on the responsibility for employment equity 

processes and make decisions with regard to recruitment processes accordingly. In 

this regard, older workers could take on a mentorship and training role to transfer 

skills and workplace competencies to younger entrants to the workplace, thereby 

accelerating South Africa’s competitiveness in the global economy, while ensuring 

employment growth locally. 
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2.8 Coaching and Mentoring 

There are numerous definitions of coaching available in the literature, but broadly 

speaking Armstrong M. (p.p.620-623, 2014) defined it as “a personal (usually one-to-

one) method of helping people to develop their skills and levels of competence”, 

while Kinicki et al (2013: 5, cited by Armstrong M., p.p.620-623, 2014) stated that “it 

involves managerial behaviours aimed at improving employee performance”. Further 

definitions of coaching explained that in the carrying out of the day-to-day duties, 

opportunities arose during which a line manager could impart knowledge to improve 

the skills and competencies of his or her team members. Koskinen M. and Anderson 

A. (2023) therefore stressed that it lay at the heart of successful performance 

management and formed the basis of good management practice. Some of the skills 

needed for the coaching process was active listening, being analytical, as well as 

using interviewing and questioning techniques to provide the requisite feedback in a 

supportive environment. “Good coaching is about encouraging people to think 

through issues, getting them to see things differently, enabling them to work out 

solutions for themselves, which they can ‘own’, and empowering them to do things 

differently,” Armstrong M. (p.p.620-623, 2014). However, it emerged during the 

research for this dissertation that coaching was a far more complex process than 

was currently being understood when using this term. 

 

Mentors, on the other hand, offer guidance, pragmatic advice, and continuing 

support to help those allocated to them to learn and develop (Armstrong M, p.p.620-

623, 2014). “It is a method of helping people to learn, which can be a relatively 

directive means of increasing people’s competence. Mentors may be line managers 
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and are often appointed and trained by learning and development specialists who 

therefore need to be aware of the skills required. Mentors provide people with:  

 ● Advice on drawing up self-development programmes or learning contracts; 

 ● General help with learning programmes;  

 ● Guidance on how to acquire the necessary knowledge and skills to do a  

 new job; 

 ● Advice on dealing with any administrative, technical or people problems that 

 individuals meet, especially in the early stages of their careers; 

 ● Information on ‘the way things are done around here’ – the corporate culture 

 in terms of expected behaviour; 

 ● ‘Coaching’ in specific skills; 

 ● Help in tackling projects – not by doing it for them but by pointing them in 

 the right direction, helping people to help themselves; 

 ● A parental figure with whom individuals can discuss their aspirations and 

 concerns and who will lend a sympathetic ear to their problems (Armstrong 

 M., p.620-623, 2014). 

However, from the discussions with the experts in the field of human resource 

management who took part in the research, it emerged that it had to be kept in mind 

that not every older employee would be suitable to serve as a mentor, as they may 

lack the requisite skills and temperament required for successful mentoring. 

Therefore, when proposing the transitioning of older employees in to a mentorship or 

training role in SA, it is important to be cognisant of the unique challenges faced by 

the country’s economy, as will be outlined below. 
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2.9 South African Employment Landscape 

Statistics South Africa estimated that in 2020 the mid-year population figures of the 

country stood at 59,62 million. An estimated 51,1% (approximately 30,5 million) of 

the population was female, with about 28,6% aged younger than 15 years and 

approximately 9,1% (5,4 million) being 60 years or older. It was found that the 

proportion of persons aged 60 and older had been increasing over time (Rasool H., 

2021). The number of employed persons increased by 333 000 to 15 million in the 

4th quarter of 2020, and the number of unemployed persons also increased by  

701 000 to 7,2 million compared to the third quarter of 2020, resulting in an increase 

of one million (up by 4,9%) in the number of people in the labour force. The number 

of discouraged work-seekers increased by 234 000 (up by 8,7%), and the number of 

people who were not economically active for reasons other than discouragement 

decreased by 1.1 million between the two quarters, resulting in a net decrease of 

890 000 in the not economically active population. Of the 7,2 million unemployed 

persons in the fourth quarter of 2020, as many as 52,3% had education levels below 

matric (Grade 12), followed by those with matric at 37,9%. Only 1,8% of unemployed 

persons were graduates, while 7,5% had other tertiary qualifications as their highest 

level of education. 

 

SA had experienced a certain level of economic growth since 1990, which was 

buoyed by macroeconomic reforms, an improved business environment, and 

increased commodity prices. However, this growth had not translated into productive 

jobs. “It is a major problem for a country with a booming youth population. In recent 

years, the labour market has been struggling to create jobs. Although the 

unemployment crisis predates the COVID-19 [pandemic, it] has exacerbated the 
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unemployment problem”, particularly youth unemployment, and disrupted education 

and training for millions of workers and young people (Rasool H., p. 36, 2021). 

Rasool H. also notes the rapid evolution of technology, including artificial intelligence, 

and the “Internet-of-Things”, which was expected to fundamentally disrupt 

manufacturing technology, with significant implications for the future and nature of 

jobs. 

The downside of disruption could be significant job losses owing to workers 

being replaced by technology and machines, as well as changes to the nature 

and location of work. Countries need to ensure people have the skills they 

need to minimise these future impacts and help drive transformation in the 

process (Rasool H., p.37, 2021). 

 

On the other hand, Rasool H. (p.37, 2021) argued that these advancements offered 

“new opportunities to create jobs through modernised agriculture and export-led 

manufacturing, as well as modernised services, tourism and the creative industries.” 

Once again, older workers in all these industries, specifically the services and 

creative industries, could play a significant role in the skills transfer process to 

younger, less experienced employees entering the workforce. 

  

2.10 Youth Unemployment 

The youth unemployment problem in SA was continuing to expand, despite 

substantial efforts to include young people in the labour force. Due to the lack of 

prospects in the labour market, some young people had become so discouraged that 

they were not improving their skills through education and training. According to 

Rasool H. (2021), the persistently high youth unemployment rate was one of the 
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most serious socio-economic problems in South Africa. Some of these young work-

seekers were not well educated and did have the adequate skills or previous work 

experience sought by employers in the South African labour market. “The economy 

demands skilled and experienced work-seekers, which makes it difficult and lessens 

the chances for young people to find employment, which ultimately results in some 

losing hope of ever finding a job (thereby becoming discouraged work seekers).” 

(Rasool H., p.41., 2021) For the reasons outlined above, youth unemployment in 

South Africa needs an urgent and coordinated response from both business and 

government, as part of a comprehensive strategy to expand employment in SA. The 

fallout from the COVID-19 pandemic, the current global economic crisis, as well as 

the rapid pace of technological advancement across industries are reshaping labour 

markets and have significant implications for the nature of work and life into the 

future. According to Rasool H. (p.p.70-73, 2021), some of the major trends that have 

emerged included the following: 

• Skills transfer would take centre stage: Organisations would move from hiring 

the right skills, to creating and transferring these skills. Mentorship and career 

coaching programmes would allow more experienced employees to transfer 

their knowledge and skills to those lesser experienced. Non-formal and 

informal training would gain prominence 

• The culture, mindsets, and mechanisms would be shaped to embrace lifelong 

learning (LLL) 

• Defining a culture of LLL would be imperative across education and training 

systems, businesses and society. Embedding such a change requires 

investment of time and capital, along with careful design of incentives to adapt 

for individuals. 
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• Leaders in business and education would be pressurised into using the tools 

at their disposal to nurture a mindset of constant development and retooling, 

encouraging the labour market to remain flexible in response to perpetually 

evolving business and education needs. To continually update one’s skillset 

and the importance of LLL would steadily become important tools for 

success (Rasool H., p.p.70-73, 2021). 

 

2.11 Conclusion 

From the review of the literature as outlined above, it was clear that the current 

global cost-of-living crisis was placing increasing economic pressure on those 

approaching retirement, as well as those who had already exited the workforce and 

were drawing a state or private pension. Against this backdrop, as well as the urgent 

skills shortage currently being experienced in South Africa, the necessity of 

reconfiguring the role of the more mature cohort of the workforce to facilitate skills 

transfer through coaching and mentoring was increasingly clear. In this dissertation, 

the researcher investigated the challenges and prejudices faced by mature staff 

members employed in the workforce facing retirement in South Africa, and explored 

the possibilities that exist to better utilise their institutional knowledge and wealth of 

client and other relationships to the benefit of organisations.  

 

In the next chapter, the methodology used to collect and analyse the data for this 

dissertation will be discussed in depth. 

 



32 
 

3. METHODOLOGY 

3.1 Introduction 

In order to achieve the objectives of this study, which were to explore the 

transitioning of older, senior employees in an organisation to a coaching and 

mentoring role to potentially help mitigate the serous skills shortage in South Africa, 

the researcher employed the principle of a knowledge void gap because the desired 

research findings do not exist (Jacobs, 2011; Müller-Bloch & Kranz, 2014; and Miles, 

2017). Data collection took the form of seven semi-structured, online interviews with 

the identified participants in South Africa. According to De Jonckheere, M. and 

Vaughn, L. (2019, online), this “method allows the researcher to collect open-ended 

data, to explore participant thoughts, feelings and beliefs about a particular topic and 

to delve deeply into personal and sometimes sensitive issues”. 

 

3.2  Participants 

The sample group consisted of more mature employed, or recently retired South 

Africans across various sectors between the ages of 55 and 89. Exclusion criteria 

included South Africans who fitted the inclusion criteria, but did not have access to 

online meeting platforms due to technological constraints. The researcher, a mature 

woman previously employed in a senior management position in the publishing 

industry in South Africa, and who had experienced bias in terms of career 

advancement opportunities based on age, made use of convenient sampling by 

recruiting interviewees from her professional and personal networks. From here 

further participants who would be particularly suited to the study were identified and 

approached to take part in the research. A final number of seven interviewees were 

eventually included based on the breadth of their knowledge about the topic, both 
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personal and academic. All interviews were conducted online using Microsoft Teams, 

with some interviews taking place very early in the morning to accommodate the time 

difference between Ireland and South Africa. In addition, the researcher had to take 

the unreliable electricity supply in that country into account, with some of the 

interviews being interrupted due to power failures or erratic WiFi connections.  

 

During the recruitment process, and once the final seven participants had been 

confirmed, the researcher briefed each interviewee individually on the broad areas of 

discussion. These were economic, as well as psychological concerns about 

retirement; ageism and prejudice experienced in the workplace on a day-to-day 

basis; the positive contribution that mature workers can make to an organisation; 

including coaching and mentoring, and the positive benefits this could bring to the 

South African economy in terms of skills transfer while addressing the very serious 

unemployment situation in the country, to the benefit of organisations.  

The researcher made full disclosure of all information pertaining to the research to all 

potential participants in the study, and ensured that all prospective interviewees had 

an adequate understanding of the procedures that would be used during this 

research. This was to ensure that they would be fully cognisant of the risks and 

benefits that would result from the research, their rights, as well as the fact that their 

participation was completely voluntary. To this end, the informed consent document 

included an information sheet for the participants records in which interviewees had 

to confirm that they fully understood what the study involved, what their role in the 

research would be, and that they would be protected from liability. (Bing, n.d.). 
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The group included a senior editorial manager in the publishing industry, who had 

recently been forced to retire; an independent law practice professional specialising 

in labour law; a university professor in Johannesburg and also a political and 

economic analyst; a retired human resources executive with exposure to a wide 

range of specialities across the broad HR function in an international financial 

services group; an executive director for people and culture at a university in North 

West; a senior executive with international business experience; and a university 

professor in the business school at a university in North West, and a special policy 

advisor to a South African business forum. 

 

Of the participants, four were men and two were women, but the researcher could 

not identify any gender-specific differences in the responses elicited from the 

participants. The youngest member of the group was 55 years old and the oldest 

was 89 years of age, and all reported that they had experienced some measure of 

age-related bias in the workplace during their careers. In terms of post-retirement 

employment, as mentioned, one had recently retired, but expressed the intention to 

return to the workforce on a freelance basis, another had retired approximately five 

years ago, but was still actively involved in consulting work. Three of the participants 

were still working full time and had not reached retirement age, while the other two 

had officially retired a number of years ago (the eldest almost 30 years ago), and 

had returned to full-time employment on a contract basis in an academic role at the 

universities mentioned. Three of the participants were residing in Johannesburg, the 

economic hub of the country; two in Potchefstroom, a largely university city; another 

in Rustenburg, the heartland of South Africa’s mining sector, and the final participant 

was living and working in Cape Town, the country’s second largest city and seat of 
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parliament. The discussions with the members of the sample group did reveal very 

personal and sometimes surprising insights into post-retirement challenges and 

opportunities in the South African labour market. 

 

 3.3 Data Analysis  

Following the conclusion of the semi-structured interviews that were conducted to 

explore the research objectives, and once the interviews were transcribed, the data 

was analysed using an inductive thematic analysis to describe and interpret the data 

collected, with an emphasis on understanding the individual and collective 

experiences, and learning directly from the participants of the study (Durdella, 2019). 

The sample size of seven participants was based on the common standard used in 

qualitative sample sizes, namely that of reaching thematic saturation, which refers to 

the point at which no new thematic information is gathered from participants, based 

on the aim, homogeneity of the sample group, theory, interview quality and analytic 

strategy. According to Vasileiou et al. (2018), the sample size of the research project 

was dependent on several factors relating to epistemological, methodological and 

practical issues. It was thus recommended that the size of the sample group be large 

enough to for a “new and richly textured understanding” of the constructs being 

studied, but small enough so that the “deep, case-oriented analysis of qualitative 

data is not precluded” (Vasileiou et al., 2018). Morse J. (2015) maintained that fewer 

participants were needed if a greater volume of useable data could be collected from 

each person. The researcher found that the depth of the data gathered from the 

interview participants provided the requisite volume of detail to facilitate meaningful 

analysis of the subject area. 
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The data was then analysed using Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill’s (2019) ‘research 

onion’ concept as a basis, as it provided a layered approach according to which the 

researcher essentially peeled away to reach the core of the information. According to 

this method, there were five layers to the onions that had to be considered: the 

philosophies, approaches, strategies, choices, and time horizons, “which were then 

stripped back to arrive at the techniques and procedures at the core of the Saunders 

model” (Maguire D., n.d., p 24).  Maguire D. (n.d.) explained that the benefit of this 

approach was that researchers tended to come up with the techniques and 

procedures for their research first (such as conducting in-depth, semi-structured 

interviews), but the Saunders model considered the other important layers to serve 

as a guide to help the researcher arrived at the core of his or her research.  

 

To apply the Saunders Research onion methodology, one must make 

decisions at each layer which guides the researcher to then effectively peel 

that layer away, presenting the next set of key decisions to be made, thus 

ultimately informing and guiding the techniques and procedures that will form 

the data collection and analysis stage (Maguire, n.d., p24). 

 

The next step was to identify, characterise and interpret meaningful patterns in the 

non-numeric data obtained from the semi-structured interviews, and develop 

meaningful codes developed to analyse the data in a systematic and organised 

manner. After becoming familiar with the data, the inductive thematic analysis was 

undertaken to identify patterns or themes within the dataset to “identify or examine 

the underlying ideas that were theorised as shaping or informing the semantic 

content of the data. Within this process, Big Q qualitative data analysis was used, a 
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process in which the researcher played an active role, and according to Braun & 

Clarke (p.84, 2006): “subjectivity is a resource for research not a problem to be 

managed. The outcome of research is delimited by the materials (data) collected by 

the researcher and the tools (research training, skills and experiences, perspectives, 

values) they bring to the process”. 

 

As the data for the research project was collected using qualitative research 

techniques in the form of semi-structured online interviews, participants were 

required to share sensitive and personal information. The researcher always kept the 

power imbalance between herself and participants in mind, and endeavoured to 

approach all participants with respect, sensitivity and tact. This was achieved by 

assuring them that their information would be adequately protected, providing them 

with all the relevant information about the purpose of the study and the measures 

that would be taken to prevent any risk to the participants (McIntosh M and Morse J., 

2015). 

 

Following the collection and analysis of the data as outlined here, the following 

chapter presents a detailed narrative of the findings.   
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4. RESULTS 

4.1 Introduction 

The researcher manually analysed the transcribed audio-to-text interview data. A 

total of seven text documents were analysed and codes of the most relevant 

concepts and themes relevant to the study were identified. Although it was difficult, 

the researcher believed it was necessary to select only those concepts and themes 

most relevant to the research questions of this study.   

 

In section 4.1, an overview of these concepts is provided and in section 4.2 the 

results from the thematic analysis are analysed in detail. Illustrative quotes from the 

interviews are reported throughout section 4.3 in an attempt to remain as close as 

possible to the lived experience of the interviewees as reported here. Each of these 

concepts is discussed in the different themes are explained in detail in sections 4.2 

and 4.3. A thematic analysis guided by the research questions, helped the 

researcher to create a network or category codes for each theme. However, most 

codes were merged so that analysis and discussion could be focussed on key 

subthemes within the major theme. As a result of this process, the following themes 

were identified, but are all interrelated: 

• THEME 1: Retirement Reality 
 

- Economic challenges 
o South Africa 

+ BBBEE 
 

o Personal 
 

- Emotional/psychological challenges 
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• THEME 2: Workplace Challenges 
 

- Negative stereotypes 
o Technology 

 
- Positive reality 

 
 

• THEME 3: Transition Management 
 

- Coaching and mentoring 
o Challenges 
o Positive outcomes 

 
Identifying these themes helped the researcher to pinpoint the common thread that 

runs through the lives of more mature workers and post-retirees interviewed for the 

study. Through the semi-structured interviews with the participants, the researcher 

was able to delve into the wealth of knowledge the interviewees possess of the post-

retirement landscape in SA. The interviewees’ real-life accounts of their personal 

experience provided the researcher with a remarkable insight into the unique 

dynamics that underpins this under-researched field. In the following sections, the 

themes are unpacked as follows: a visual representation of the theme in the form of 

a diagram, along with a narrative of each theme including interviewee quotes 

reported verbatim.  
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 4.2 THEME 1: Retirement Reality 

 

Diagram 1: Theme 1: Retirement Reality (source: self-made) 

 

 

 

4.2.1 Economic Challenges 

Under this theme (Diagram 1, above), the codes of economic challenges for South 

Africa as well as for the individual interviewees, along with the psychological and 

emotional challenges for retirees were examined. The general consensus was that 

businesses in SA were under financial pressure, with many struggling to make a 

living. This was reflected in SA’s extraordinary unemployment rate of about 44%. In 

SA, there is also no set retirement age prescribed in the Basic Conditions of 

Employment Act or Labour Relations Act. However, if a person reached the 

retirement age stipulated in the his/her employment agreement signed with the 

employer, dismissal was not deemed to be unfair. It was posited that the retirement 

agreement was a trust relationship between the employer and employee unless the 

person was a member of a trade union, which had a collective agreement in place 

reached by a bargaining council. It was, however, stressed that the employer-

employee relationship was one of “David against Goliath”.  
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In SA, the situation was being further exacerbated by Broad-based Black Economic 

Empowerment (BBBEE), a mandate for the enforcement of quotas in which race 

took precedence over gender and age. This was essentially “a framework according 

to which people have been pushed out systematically since 1994 and it skews the 

prospects of employment”. The result was a so-called “brain drain”, which meant that 

many wealthy people had left the country; the country’s currency, the rand, had lost a 

lot of its value and was now worth 1/5 of what it was 20 years ago: “Skilled people 

leave because they can be paid elsewhere in a stronger currency, while a lot of 

economic advantages/opportunities are lost due to government policies”. 

The participants stressed, however, that youth unemployment presented a dual 

problem, as there was also a high level of unemployability, and the country thus 

faced a situation of structural unemployment: “Some people will never have a job, 

because SA’s economy cannot absorb [over] 40% unemployment”. The participants 

generally believed that the SA government had to relook BBBEE, because the 

economy was paying the price for enforcing BBBEE in several sectors, especially the 

public sector, and the result was poor service delivery. A possible solution would be 

to “keep those people with capacity in jobs for longer and make a range of coaching 

options more acceptable”. It was felt that from a political perspective the government 

could not change BBBEE, and the onus was thus on the private and semi-state 

sectors to drive change: “privatisation by stealth”. 

 

Many multinational corporations (MNCs) were also withdrawing from SA due to the 

country’s poor infrastructure, as well as large-scale corruption, not just due to lack of 

skills. In addition, many people lost their jobs during the COVID-19 pandemic, and due 

to the fact that “nobody wants to employ 60-year-olds”, many retirees were not 
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financially ready for retirement. In contrast to elsewhere in the world: “SA has an 

abundance of people, but no work”. It was also stressed that one had to draw a 

distinction between the white population group and the rest of SA’s population, 

because whites were an aging and diminishing population group, making up only 7% 

of the total, while the black population was a youthful group. On the other hand, both 

the white and black middle class in SA were “being squeezed by inflation”. 

 

Although there was a huge skills shortage in SA, it emerged from the discussions 

that it was a mixed picture, and if one was mobilising the older population one had to 

tailor transformation and employment equity to the SA economic reality. “This reality 

imposes some distortion on what might otherwise be a natural trend (if they happen 

to come from the wrong group)”.  If was found that due to the dynamics of 

transformation, members of the white population were “the losers”, and current 

economic circumstances compelled them to emigrate, move into other fields where 

they could be more useful, or set up small businesses. Transformation was thus 

putting pressure on minority groups who still had skills to offer. 

 

The interviewees suggested that a consideration in mature economies was that 

people who “go on pension” was a burden on the economy, therefore, if older 

employees could remain productive for another 5 or 10 years, it would make it a lot 

easier for the state. However, in SA’s current demographic mix, post-retirement 

employment was not an important consideration, but rather the challenge of how to 

employ the black youth or the unemployed. In this regard, one of the participants 

said that economists had nothing new to offer, as SA had exhausted all its options for 

getting the economy going, or getting it to begin to normalize\se - the solution was 
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now political: “we’ll see what happens in the next [general] election”. “Ageism got 

squeezed out because of all the other issues that worry business.”  

 

On the positive side, it was reported that there was cultural respect for older people 

in SA, and one of the participants suggested that any negative downturn in economy 

was cyclical: “things will look up again”.  It was felt that the ideal would be for 

companies to promote a policy whereby people could retire as soon as they could 

afford it. 

 

On a more personal level, the participants said that due to the rising cost of living: “The 

cost of getting old in SA is enormous, almost impossible”.  It was estimated that only 

about 10% to 12% of retirees had enough money to retire. Because there was 

inadequate retirement planning in SA, the financial stress was thus huge, which led to 

mental and physical health problems. Therefore, retirees had to either cut down their 

expenses or increase their income. For this reason, people had to find freelance or 

consulting work to supplement their incomes post-retirement. That even applied to 

those who were regarded to be well-off. The inflationary pressure on fixed income was 

furthermore being exacerbated by the cost of security in SA, medical costs, the cost 

of food, as well as high municipal rates and taxes. As a result, retirees’ standard of 

living invariably fell. Because medical science was improving longevity globally, and 

actuarial calculations of the lifespan of individuals was rather conservative, it was clear 

that pension funds worldwide had not been designed to provide for people who 

reached ages of up to 100 years, and state funding was not unlimited. Thus, people 

were returning to the workplace, but with BBBEE, “older persons won’t get the time of 

day”. 
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 4.2.2 Emotional and Psychological Impact 

In SA, some organisations forced staff to retire when they reached a certain age, 

which meant that irreplaceable skills built up over decades were lost. Most 

interviewees agreed that there should not be a blanket rule when it came to 

retirement, but rather that a common sense rule should apply. Among the 

participants who had already retired, the consensus was that it had hit them a lot 

harder than they anticipated. Some of the responses included: 

• “Work is who I am” 

• “I have so much more to give although I may occasionally drop the ball” 

• “Some [retirees] suffer enormously” 

There was also a perception that some younger bosses had no insight or empathy 

when it came to those who were about to retire, and lacked insight into the fact that 

older people were a precious resource. Therefore, a new approach was needed for 

those people who did not want to retire and had the capacity, willingness and energy 

to continue working. It further emerged that people who retired went through the 

stages of grief, while there was a marked decline in social interaction. “If you have 

specialised skills and are a professional, you may want to work until the day you lay 

down your head for the last time”. Another interviewee suggested that most people 

retired at the apex of their careers. When one retired, and suddenly became a non-

entity it could be a frightening experience, as one no longer “hold any currency in the 

world of work because your identity is intertwined in your job”. Other interviewees 

reported that retirees suffered psychological trauma, and some retirees described 

retiring as “losing my job”. It was even felt that there was a measure of shame 

attached to retirement. 
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However, on the more positive side it was emphasised that retiring only meant that 

one reached the end of a particular course of action that was part of the course of 

life. Those interviewees attached to universities in SA reported that as one aged the 

more respected one became (wisdom came with age) because one “publishes more 

prolifically” and “have a good research record”. This provided those in the academic 

sphere with the opportunity to start mentoring the younger generation, because in 

the academic world younger people did not regard them as being less important. 

Therefore, as part of diversity and inclusion, the strengths of each generation 

employed (sometimes five generations in one institution) were being embraced. “By 

embracing both young and old you celebrate the richness of the environment”. 

 

The importance of retaining a positive mindset and moving forward was also 

emphasised: “Don’t feel sorry for yourself, it’s an easy trap to fall into”. 

One of the respondents was particularly adamant that a retiree should get out there 

and grab every opportunity: “Nobody owes you anything; don’t think you know it all – 

even with 50 years of experience”. On the subject of institutional knowledge, this 

interviewee said not many people remained in an organisation long enough anymore 

to gain substantial institutional knowledge. 

 

Further challenges that presented themselves post-retirement was the fact that due to 

a person’s identity changing after retirement, and in some cases losing their financial 

independence, depression and anxiety could set in, while lack of physical activity and 

mental stimulation could lead to cognitive decline. It was thus suggested that to age 

well, one had to firstly choose your parents well (good genes), pace oneself, and meet 

the health requirements of enough exercise and a balanced diet. Furthermore, the 
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importance of having a sense of purpose - a reason to get up in the morning - along 

with getting sufficient cognitive exercise such as learning a second language, for 

example. The interviewees suggested that once a person’s professional purpose is 

terminated by age, the person should continue working in some modified way: 

Redesign one’s life to find a new purpose that enabled one’s skills to be used in a 

maximised way in SA’s socio-economic circumstances. 
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4.3 THEME 2: Workplace Challenges 

Diagram 2: Theme 2 – Workplace Challenges (source: self-made) 

 

 

 4.3.1 Negative Stereotypes  

When it came to negative stereotypes of older members of the workforce (Diagram 

2, above), some of the issues raised by the interviewees was that there was a 

perception that more mature employees could easily become stale in terms of their 

skills, fall behind in terms of new technology and other business practices, or 

become too comfortable in their current role. It was further posited that these 

employees would not want to allow “fresh blood” or new ideas to enter the 

workplace. In addition, there was a perception that young people were “tech savvy 

and older people not; young people were full of ideas and energy, and older people 

not; [and] older people needed ongoing training. In terms of the latter, one of the 

interviewees said that funding for education in SA had to go where it was needed 

most – early childhood development. Therefore, the interviewee said that ongoing 

education was a luxury in SA, and if older employees wanted to pursue this avenue, 

the initiative would have to come from their side. However, when it came to senior 

level employees, companies generally invested in keeping such persons competitive, 

but semi-skilled workers or day labourers reached a stage where they were no 

longer efficient in their jobs. 



48 
 

 

The need to revisit the retirement age in SA was a recurring theme raised by the 

interviewees, but it was acknowledged that the tension between combatting 

unemployment and giving over 65s access to income post-retirement (two opposing 

ends of the spectrum) was a challenge: “[There are] extremely high levels of 

unemployment [and] job creation and absorbing the youth in formal employment is a 

huge imperative for the SA government”. Generally speaking, the interviewees 

agreed that no good solution had yet been found for the issue of aging employees 

worldwide, particularly in the corporate environment, with many organisations relying 

on recruitment to acquire future skills, instead of investing in keeping the skills of 

older people up-to-date. 

 

4.3.2 Positive Reality 

Looking at the positive reality of retaining older people in the workforce, interviewees 

agreed that they had much more to contribute than basic skills: They also brought 

cohesion to the workplace, had learnt to get along with others, could facilitate and 

mediate, and intentionally did things carefully. When it came to technology, it was felt 

that most older people in the workplace kept up to speed with developments 

because it had become a way of life, a lifeline to the world. 
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4.4 THEME 3: Transition Management 

Diagram 3: Theme 3 – Transition Management (source: self-made) 

 

4.4.1 Coaching and Mentoring 

When it came to transition management (Diagram 3, above), in the workplace, the 

interviewees acknowledged that coaching and mentoring were two distinct 

disciplines with mentoring being more regularly employed in the SA context. One of 

the interviewees explained that coaching was originally a skills’ transfer 

methodology, but had started to become hybridised into psychological counselling. 

Instead, coaching should be focusses on transferring skills and honing those skills 

and keeping them sharp. Another interviewee stressed that not everybody was a 

coach, as coaching was a science. Mentoring, on the other hand was directed at 

supporting the individual in decision-making, with the mentor: 

• Acting as a sounding board; 

• Talking through the course of action; 

• Looking at the ramifications with the mentee and seeing the 

dangers; 

• But also looking at the positive avenues open to the mentee to take 

their career forward. 

Furthermore, when it came to mentoring, older employees not only had a long 

lifespan in the work environment, they had more expertise and were wiser because 
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they had made more mistakes, and learnt from these mistakes, while they had also 

worked with diverse groups of people, with each group teaching them different 

lessons. The participants stressed, however, that the coaching or mentorship 

relationship was key to the process, and had to be grounded in trust, as no-one 

could be forced or coerced into the process – this would just not work. At the same 

time, there had to be investment in the coaching or mentoring process so that those 

taking on the role could develop the necessary skills. Objectives also had to be set:  

• Why did you want to introduce coaching or mentoring? 

• What was the learning you wanted to facilitate? 

• Which attitude did you want to work on? 

• What thinking do you want to reshape? 

When it came to smoothing the transition of more mature members of the workforce 

into a coaching or mentorship role, interviewees expressed the need for employers 

to be sensitised to their ability to take on a coaching or mentorship role. However, 

the need for older employees to receive training in this regard was strongly 

emphasised, as was the requirement for designing a proper mentoring process. 

When this was in place, a talent pool of potential successors who could benefit from 

coaching could be identified. The prospective retiree also had to be approached 

early in the process when it came to a potential mentoring role, while there was a 

need for the mentor to teach the reality of the job not the theory. 

 

4.4.1.1 Challenges 

One interviewee, however, foresaw that the attitude of those who may not want to be 

mentored could present a challenge, and stressed that the mentor needed to be 

sensitive, as mentorship was a skill. It had to be done mindfully, on a case-by-case 
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basis: “Just because you are experienced does not mean you can necessarily be a 

good mentor”. The need for flexibility was stressed and it was suggested that the 

mentorship relationship be regularly re-assessed. “It could cause upset and then the 

whole exercise is lost”. It was also felt that some previously disadvantaged people 

may have feelings of inferiority, which could result in awkwardness, or them being 

defensive and becoming easily offended. It was further suggested that not all older 

people were good mentors or even good role models, or were willing to spend the 

time on the mentoring process. In addition, the participants cautioned that coaching 

and mentoring were not just an exercise in basic skills’ transfer from the older to the 

younger generation. There had to be a conscious matching between the personality 

types of the mentor and mentee, “it must not necessarily be a chip off the old block, 

[or] creating a mini me”. “It’s an interconnected issue - the key has to fit the lock”. 

 

Most participants agreed that coaching and mentoring were far more complex in the 

SA context with its multicultural scenario, and these challenges had to be managed. 

In this regard, BBBEE complicated matters tremendously, in addition to the 

generation gap between members of the workforce. Therefore, older people needed 

training in cross-cultural issues, and needed to develop a transformative mindset: 

“There can be a big trap in asking someone to coach - they need to be coached to 

be able to coach, and cannot be prescriptive”. The fact that it was not just 

“shadowing another person” was stressed, as was the importance of having 

feedback sessions during which time had to be made for questions and proposals. 

Interviewees agreed, however, that if there was co-operation between younger and 

older employees in the workplace, they could do good work together, especially 

because some people were natural, generous mentors. It was also felt that there had 
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to be incentives for coaches and mentors in the form of an allowance or bonus: 

“Something for something”. 

 

From the mentee’s perspective, the participants said should not be seen as a 

punitive measure, therefore the culture in which the process was launched was very 

important. Coaching and mentoring had to be seen as a developmental proces, or a 

relationship that could assist you, help you identify blind spots, and ultimately as a 

resource at your disposal. 

 

In the SA context, economic considerations were very important as “dual job holders” 

both had to be paid, which some interviewees said would make for a very 

uncomfortable discussion between the different players in an organisation: 

“Ultimately, it’s a financial question: “Can we afford this?” Only if a company had a 

board of directors that was comfortable with such a process could the conundrum be 

solved. One of the participants explained that if one wanted transformation to 

succeed and not end up failing, “because the baton is not being handed over 

successfully”, one needed strong mentoring as part of the transition, so that people 

are capacitated and empowered to be as good or better than their predecessors. 

The interviewee said transition and transformation went in tandem, and mentoring 

was a vital instrument in the process. The cultural environment in SA also had to be 

accommodated, no matter what the strategic plan was for mentoring and skills 

transfer. In addition, if one wanted to maximise the transfer of skills there had to be 

flexibility in the process, and mentors had to stay in touch with developments in their 

industries by participating in what was going on around them (attend conference, 
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seminars, etc). Therefore, it was important to not only transfer what one already 

knew, but keep one’s knowledge alive and renew it. 

 

In conclusion it was felt that coaching and mentoring made business sense, and 

could stem the perpetual problem of loss of knowledge and the downward spiral of 

professionalism. All agreed that the older generation had valuable knowledge and 

skills that should not be lost because it could contribute to a business’s success and 

competitiveness. At the same time, it could create a culture of learning and 

development in an organisation: “Mentoring is valuable in SA and can help leverage 

the potential of the age diverse workforce”. 

 

Once a thorough understanding of the data gleaned from the semi-structured 

interviews was achieved, the researcher was able to discuss the findings in greater 

detail in chapter 5. 
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5. DISCUSSION 

The aim and objective of this study was to explore how retaining older employees in 

the workplace could benefit organisations in South Africa by configuring a strategic 

mentorship and training role for them, in an attempt to address the severe skills 

shortage. The research findings largely confirmed the researcher’s previously held 

belief that the more mature cohort of the workforce in South Africa, similar to 

elsewhere in the world, experienced prejudice and daily challenges in one form or 

another based on age. This belief, based on personal experience, was also 

corroborated by the literature review in section 4, especially with regard to securing 

employment and career advancement opportunities. The study further confirmed that 

the current global cost-of-living crisis as discussed in section 4 was also being 

experienced by retirees in South Africa, while the emotional and psychological 

pressures on individuals post-retirement was equally applicable to the seven 

participants who took part in the semi-structured interviews conducted for the study. 

 

On the other end of the spectrum, the interviewees confirmed that older members of 

the workforce could also be a rich source of talent and experience for the 

organisations that engage them. In many instances, such mature personnel 

members could become catalysts for change and champions of intergenerational 

diversity in the workplace, due to their institutional knowledge and long history of 

building and maintaining solid client and other relationships. From the discussions 

with the interviewees some interesting suggestions emerged with regard to older 

members remaining up-to-date with new technology and advancements in the 

workplace, but the general consensus was that retaining mature employees in 

employment could aid the transfer of skills and knowledge to more junior members, 
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and created a culture of continuous learning and development. This could ultimately 

result in economic benefits for the organisation, and therefore made good business 

sense.  

 

The objective of this study, however, which was to explore how transitioning more 

senior and mature members of the workforce to a coaching and mentoring role could 

potentially help to alleviate the massive skills shortage currently being experienced 

across all industries in South Africa, had to be revisited and some harsh truths had to 

be accepted. The reality of the current socio-economic situation in South Africa, 

coupled with educational and skills challenges, while redressing the imbalances of 

the country’s past, proved to be far more complex than was anticipated at the outset 

of the study.  On the positive side, it emerged that in some instance such as the 

continued employment of more senior and experienced member of the workforce in 

institutions such as universities, were being actively encouraged and facilitated. 

However, on the negative side the far greater challenges of race and gender 

disparities took precedence over the challenges faced due to ageism. It also 

emerged that the conventional interpretation of coaching was not applicable in the 

South African context, and that mentoring was much more widely practiced in 

organisations. It further became apparent that prejudice based on age was also 

practiced conversely by more mature workers in relation to younger employees in 

terms of their work ethic and general performance standards. 

  

Some interviewees emphasised that it was up to individual older employees to carve 

a niche for themselves and establish a different, more sustainable role in the 

workplace, while adapting and adjusting to the changing working landscape and 
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economic realities. The researcher’s previously held notion that, in South Africa with 

its legacy of inequality and discrimination, there was a need for employment equity to 

include a structured organisational process to ensure generational diversity in the 

workplace, was largely dispelled. Therefore, to accelerate South Africa’s 

competitiveness in the global economy and ensuring employment growth locally, 

there needs to be a fundamental mindset change based on the reality of a fast-

changing employment environment, in which skills transfer takes place in a mutually 

beneficial fashion for both older and younger employees. 

 

In response to the secondary research question of suggesting practical guidelines 

that could be provided to inform organisational policies to improve the inclusion of 

older workers in the workforce, a mixed response was received. Some of the 

observations included securing buy-in from senior leadership, as well as clear 

communication of this approach throughout the organisation, along with transparent 

recruitment, promotion and development practices. (Daya, 2014). In a study by Daya 

P. (2024), it was strongly emphasised that senior management needed to take on the 

responsibility for employment equity processes and make decisions with regard to 

recruitment processes accordingly. Although it was acknowledged that a mentorship 

and training role to transfer skills and workplace competencies to younger entrants to 

the workplace would accelerate South Africa’s competitiveness in the global 

economy, while ensuring employment growth locally, some serious challenge with 

regard to economic constraints and transformational imperatives were cited by most 

participants.   
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5.1 Recommendations 

The following recommendation emerged from the research: Human resource (HR) 

managers could aid more mature members of the workforce on two levels. The first 

would be to manage older people currently working by having a greater focus on 

inclusivity, not marginalising older people, ensuring that they had access to training, 

and that they received equal benefits. Secondly, as they approached retirement, HR 

managers had the responsibility of entering into a conversation with these 

employees and providing them with assistance for retirement: “Don’t allow them to 

go from the fast lane to a field where they are left to go to seed”. Allow them to “slope 

down from active employment” by giving them less responsibility, and encouraging 

them to explore other possibilities such as hobbies and voluntary work. This could 

provide the meaning and purpose that older people were looking for. Another 

recommendation was that individuals be subtly evaluated one year before they retire 

to establish their state of mind. It was also suggested that the retiree was made part 

of the re-appointment process and that medical challenges both physical and 

psychological be discussed such as depression, including feelings of uselessness, 

no longer being important in society. Individuals had to be encouraged to make life 

worthwhile for themselves, and be coached to “see their self-worth and value as a 

person”. 

 

It was further suggested that an education process was necessary for companies to 

recruit without ageism, and to train people how to manage people of age. It was felt 

that younger people often became threatened by older people. There should thus be 

training mechanisms in place for intergenerational workplace challenges and 

recruitment. When it came to mentorship, it was suggested that digitisation had 
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become an imperative, but the pace of change was so great that mentoring in 

institutions would need some underpinning. A recommendation was made that a 

complement of staff should be introduced to support mentors when it came to 

technology, for example, so that they would not become distracted by the fact that 

they were “not quite on top of the new technology, especially when things go wrong. 

You are not employing them because they know how to handle a computer”. 

“A lot of people of a certain age start to feel somewhat bereft at the pace at which 

sone changes are taking place and feel that they’re never going to catch up.” Thus, 

older members of the workforce or those returning post-retirement would need 

greater understanding and support from younger members of staff as well as senior 

management in organisations. 

 

5.2 Limitations Of Current Study and Suggestions For Future Research  

Although the semi-structured nature of the discussions with the sample group proved 

to be a rich and comprehensive source of information, the study was largely 

exploratory, involving a limited sample group. The researcher therefore proposes that 

future research into the topic could be expanded to include a wider range of mature 

members of the workforce, as well as post-retirees, to establish tangible guidelines 

for addressing the challenges outlined in section 5 within the unique context of South 

Africa’s socio-economic reality and the need for transformation and employment 

equity. The researcher therefore believes that this study forms an important 

foundation on which to premise future research into the topic. 
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6. CONCLUSION   

When the researcher set out to explore how retaining older employees in the 

workplace could benefit organisations in South Africa, it seemed to be a relatively 

straightforward question to answer. However, the researcher did not anticipate the 

intense journey of discovery that would result from first examining the literature 

available on the topic, and later from the semi-structured interviews conducted with 

the dynamic and inspiring mature participants in the study. The insights gleaned from 

the semi-structured discussions with the participant in the study provided a rich 

source of information on which to base future research into the topic. 

 

The severe economic pressure on post-retirees, as emerged from the research, 

confirmed the socio-economic challenges people in SA experienced on a day-to-day 

basis, in particular those who were on a fixed income such as a pension. To alleviate 

this pressure, many post-retirees in SA, similar to elsewhere in the world, were 

forced to return to the workforce or engage in freelance or consulting work. However, 

much emphasis was placed on the fact that post-retirees had to carve a niche for 

themselves in the world of work, and that they should capitalise on all opportunities.  

 

At the same time, the participants agreed that those older members of the workforce 

who were approaching retirement had an important role to play in transferring skills 

and knowledge to younger employees. Within this scenario, however, the importance 

of coaches and mentors receiving training to facilitate such skills’ transfer was 

stressed. Providing incentives for coaches and mentors to carry out this role was 

another point raised. The role of HR managers in providing general support and 

guidance to people approaching retirement was further highlighted, while great 
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emphasis was placed on the retiree’s own responsibility to ensure meaning in 

purpose in their lives as they transitioned from active employment, often at a senior 

level, to retirement. 

 

Although a wealth of information emanated from the study, the researcher proposes 

that further research into the field be undertaken to give expression to a more 

formalised structure for introducing coaching and mentorship into the workplace, 

transitioning more mature employees into retirement, and ultimately supporting and 

engaging post-retirees going forward. 

 

With this dissertation journey now at an end, the researcher is left with an 

overwhelming sense of the enormity of the challenges that lies ahead. This is not 

only true for the process of transitioning older members of the workforce into 

coaching and mentorship roles to facilitate succession planning, as well as 

knowledge and skills transfer, but also for the huge burden of transforming SA’s 

economy. However, the main conclusion to be drawn from the research has to be the 

interconnectedness of these issues. If there is any chance of transformation 

succeeding in SA, strong mentoring and coaching have to play an integral role in 

such a transition, so that people can be capacitated and empowered to become as 

good or better than their predecessors. By approaching the myriad of challenges 

faced by the SA economy in a collaborative and co-ordinated manner, the challenges 

faced by individuals (both young and old), businesses, and the economy in general, 

could stand a much better chance of being sustainably addressed.    
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APPENDIX 1 

Summary of interviews by theme and participant 

THEME 1: Retirement Reality 

PARTICIPANT 1 

1. Challenges 

1.1 Economic 

 

1.1.1 South Africa 

 

- Businesses in SA under financial pressure, struggling to make a living 

- Unemployment in SA at about 44% 

 

1.1.2 Personal  

Rising cost of living: “The cost of getting old in SA is enormous, almost impossible. 

- Have to work freelance/consult to supplement income 

- Even those who to be well-off continue to work 

- Inflationary pressure on fixed income: 

+ Cost of security in SA 

+ Medical costs 

+ Cost of food 

+ Municipal rates and taxes 

- Standard of living falls 

 

2. Emotional psychological impact 

 

- In SA, some people are forced to retire: irreplaceable skills built up over decades are let go 

+ Shouldn’t have a blanker rule, use common sense rule 

- Hit a lot harder than thought it would: 

+ Work is who I am 

+ “I have so much more to give” although I may occasionally drop the ball. 

+ Some suffer enormously 

  + Some younger bosses have no insight or empathy 

  + Don’t understand that older people are precious resource 

- A new approach is needed 

+ Some people don’t want to retire: they have the capacity, willingness and energy 

to continue 

 

THEME 1: Retirement Reality 
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PARTICPANT 2 

- In SA, no set retirement age set out in the Basic Conditions of Employment Act or Labour 

Relations Act 

- However, if you reach the retirement age set out in the employment agreement, dismissal is 

not deemed to be unfair 

- Retirement agreement is a trust relationship between the employer and employee 

- If you’re the member of a trade union there are collective agreements and bargaining 

councils 

- Employer-employee situation: David against Goliath 

1. Challenges 

1.1 Economic 

 

1.1.1 South Africa 

- Brain drain: a lot of wealthy people have left 

- The currency has lost a lot of its value (worth 1/5 of 20 years ago) 

- Skilled people leave because they can be paid elsewhere in a stronger currency 

- A lot of economic advantages/opportunities are lost due to government policies 

 

1.1.2 Transformation and employment equity 

- Broad-based Black Economic Empowerment is a mandate for the enforcement of quotas 

- A framework according to which people have been pushed out systematically since 1994 

- Race takes precedence over gender and age 

- Skews the prospects of employment  

 

1.2 Personal 

 

1.2.1 Positives 

 

- In SA there is cultural respect for older people 

- The negative downturn is cyclical, things will look up again 

- The ideal: Companies promote a policy whereby people can retire as soon as they can afford 

it 

 

1.2.2 Emotional psychological impact 

 

- People who retire go through the stages of grief 

- Social interaction declines 

- If you have specialized skills and are a professional, you may want to work until the day you 

lay down your head for the last time 
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THEME 1: Retirement Reality 

PARTICIPANT 3 

1. Challenges 

1.1 Economic 

 

1.1.1 South Africa 

 

1.1.2 Personal 

 

- Organisations want you to retire just when you know exactly what you are doing 

1.1.3 Negatives 

- Academia losing too many people – can’t replace the knowledge 

- Generational gap is a big challenge 

  

1.1.3 Positives 

- Universities introduce HR polices to sustain people with scarce skills for much longer 

If have health and mental capacity and motivation to remain active 

- But have to adapt to new technology asap with the help of organisations and companies 

- Older people’s responsibility to learn to communicate in the world they live in 

Young people: 

 + Egos and demands upfront    

 + Much more self-centred 

 + Huge command of social media 

- It’s difficult to overcome that mindset, and that is what concerns HR people when they look at older 

people  

- Have to be flexible enough to work in an environment where people are 20 years younger than you 

and who are doing things differently to how we did it – need to be able to bridge the generation gap 

- If you want to be successful in a newer environment – you have to adapt 

- Attend workshops on social media and AI 

- But change has to be facilitated by somebody who understands the issues – then it will be more 

effective 

- Retirement should be a year-long process 

 + Have discussions: a lot of people lose their sense of value 

 + Must develop hobbies and interest beforehand beyond work and family 
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THEME 1: Retirement Reality 

PARTICIPANT 4 

1.  Challenges 

1.1 Economic 

1.1.1 South Africa 

 

- Youth unemployment – dual problem 

+ High level of unemployability: Structural unemployment 

*Some people will never have a job, because SA’s economy cannot absorb 40% 

unemployment 

- BBBEE is not solving the problem at those numbers (any of these interventions) 

 + SA government must relook at BBBEE 

+ Paying the price for forcing BBBEE in several sectors, especially government – the result is  

*poor service delivery 

* pressure to be appointed in a job for which you don’t have the skills, skills set is not 

transferred to you 

 + Keep those people with capacity in jobs for longer 

 + Make a range of coaching options more acceptable 

- Politically the government can’t change BBBEE 

- Private sector will have to drive change: private sector and semi-state will have to be 

pioneers of this 

+ Government will be a “late bloomer” (privatization by stealth) 

 

1.1.2 Personal 

 

- About 10 – 12 % of retirees have enough money to retire 

+ Either cut down or increase income 

+ Must retire where you have lived the longest period, don’t live with children 

 

1.1.3 Emotional psychological impact 

  

- Most people retire at the apex of their careers 

+ Have to start evaluating individuals subtly one year before they retire 

+ Check out their state of mind 

+ Make them part of the re-appointment 

+ Discuss medical challenges (depression) 

 *Feelings of uselessness 

 *Not being important in society 

 *Make life worthwhile for yourself 

 *The individual must be coached to see their self-worth and value as a person 

THEME 1: Retirement Reality 
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PARTICIPANT 5 

1. Challenges 

1.1 Economic 

1.1.2 South Africa 

 

- Economic pressure post-retirement – not unique to SA 

- Medical science all over the world – improving longevity 

+ Actuarial calculations of lifespan of individuals – conservative 

+ Pension funds worldwide not designed to take people up to a 100 years of age 

 *Stress on medical expenses increase in the upper 80s and 90s 

+ State funding is not unlimited 

+ Thus people return to the workplace 

 + With BBBEE in SA – older person won’t get the time of day 

1.1.3 Personal 

- Economic and emotional psychological impact 

Negative 

+ When retire suddenly and become a non-entity: can be a frightening experience 

+ You hold no currency in the world of work 

+ Your identity is intertwined in your job 

• At the university, the retirement for scarce and mission critical positions – 

retirement age now 70 

Positive 

 

+ At universities – the older you get the more respected you become (wisdom comes with age) 

• Publish more prolifically 

• Have a good research record 

+ Start mentoring the younger generation (younger people don’t think they are less important) 

• Multigenerational strategy at the university (five generations working in the same 

workplace 

• As part of diversity and inclusion – embrace the strengths of each generation 

Digital skills 

- The younger generation have better tactile intelligence at their fingertips 

Diversity and inclusion 

- By embracing both young and old you celebrate the richness of the environment 

- Universities are learning organisations – it’s part of what everyone does, part of the culture 

 

THEME 1: Retirement Reality 

PARTICIPANT 6 
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1.  Challenges 

3. Economic 

 

1.3.1 South Africa 

 

1.1.2 Personal  

Economic 

- You a re under pressure to minimise your expenses, generate a side income 

+ Less than 10% of the SA population can retire comfortably 

 

Emotional and psychological 

 

- Retirees suffer psychological trauma 

+ Some describe retiring as “losing my job” 

+ Reached the end of a particular course of action that is part of the course of life 

+ There is psychological pressure to find something to do, beyond being involved in a hobby 

+ Finding meaning life, something with which you can still contribute to society 

 

PARTICIPANT 6 

 

THEME 1: Retirement Reality 

1. Challenges 

1.1 Economic 

 

1.1.1 South Africa 

- Multinational corporations (MNCs) are withdrawing from SA due to the poor infrastructure, 

corruption, not just lack of skills 

- Many people lost their jobs during the COVID-19 pandemic  

+ Now nobody wants to employ 60-year-olds 

+ Thus, many retirees are not financially ready for retirement 

- The skills shortage in SA not similar to elsewhere in the world: “SA has an abundance of people, 

but no work” 

 

1.1.2 Personal 

Economic 

 

- In SA there is inadequate retirement planning 

- Financial stress is huge – leads to mental and physical health problems 

 

Emotional and psychological 
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- Positive Mindset: 

+ Go forward 

+ Don’t feel sorry for yourself (it’s an easy trap to fall in; there’s shame attached to retirement) 

 

Retirement age: 

+ Elsewhere in the world it is being increased from 65 to 67 

+ In SA there is really no retirement age due to the unique historical background 

 

Changing times: 

+ As technology have changes so have habits 

+ Corporates are spending millions to figure out how young people’s minds work (the market 

of the future 

+ Younger generation has different rules, set of values 

• Collaboration needed 

• Actually listening to them 

  Positive 

- Get out there and grab every opportunity 

+ Nobody owes you anything 

+ Don’t think you know it all – even with 50 years experience 

+ Institutional knowledge: Not many people stay in a institution long enough anymore 

+ Be honest with yourself: 

• Where do I want to be? 

• What are my strengths? 

• What am I really good at? 

• What am I interested in? 

+ Find something to get up for in the morning 

+ Find passion and interests (have a purpose-driven life) 

• Set goals to pursue activities that give a set of fulfillment (volunteering, travel – 

even local, spirituality 

- Am I defined by who I am, or what I do? 

 

Negative 

- Identity changes 

- Not being financially independent is also a challenge 

- Depression and anxiety sets in:  lack of physical activity, mental stimulation 

- This leads to cognitive decline 

General 

- In SA, unless you work yourself to death, you’re not working 

- No work-life balance, but new generation is coming in with a whole different set of rules 

 

PARTICPANT 7 
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THEME 1: Retirement Reality 

Code 1: Challenges 

1.1 Economic 

 

1.1.1 South Africa 

 

- You have to draw a distinction between the white population and the rest of the population 

- Whites are an aging and diminishing population group, only 7% of the total 

- The black population is a youthful group 

- There is a huge skills shortage, but it is a mixed picture 

Transformation and employment equity 

- It is important how this is managed and the pace at which it happens 

- If you are mobilising the older population you have to tailor it to the SA economic reality 

- This reality imposes some distortion on what might otherwise be a natural trend (if they 

happen to come from the wrong group) 

- Due to the dynamics of transformation, the whites are the losers. Economic circumstance 

compel them to: 

+ Emigrate 

+ Move into other fields where they can be more useful 

+ Set up small businesses 

+ Transformation is putting pressure on minority groups who still have skills to offer 

- Both the white and black middle class in SA are being squeezed by inflation 

- Flexibility is a very important element that needs to be defined to make the best use of 

people beyond retirement age, if they satisfy cognitive and physical conditions 

- Is the financial imperative for companies such that they can afford the transition? 

+ The skills shortage is the downside of excessive transformation 

- There is pressure to keep the business going, to get some continuity 

- Some companies do it, others can’t afford it 

+ Sometimes it is about simply needing to comply with certain [BBBEE] equity targets that 

involves “the guillotine” 

+ Not every institution has the capacity, especially with the public financing crisis being faced 

at the moment 

+ Also depend on the industry: Due to the current state of the economy, the last thing 

employers are worrying about is the age issue, they are worrying about survival under very 

difficult circumstance with political uncertainty 

+ The attitude is: If I can still retain skills, I will, but I’m up against either economic or political 

considerations 

- A consideration in mature economies is that people who go on pension is a burden on the 

economy 

+ If you can get them to be productive for another 5 or 10 years, it will make it a lot easier on 

the state 

- In SA’s demographic mix, it’s not an important consideration, but rather how do you employ 

the black youth or the unemployed. 
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- Economists have nothing new to offer, the solution is now political: we’ll see what happens 

in the next election 

- SA has exhausted all the options to get the economy going or getting it to begin to normalize 

- Ageism got squeezed out because of all the other issues that worry business 

  

1.1.2 Personal  

Emotional and psychological 

- To age well: 

+ Choose your parent well (good genes) 

+ Pace yourself 

+ Health requirements 

• Exercise 

• Diet 

- You must have a sense of purpose otherwise you end up with problems 

• Reason to get up in the morning 

• Cognitive exercise: Learn a second language 

- Once your professional purpose is terminated by age: 

+ Continue in some modified way 

+ Redesign and find a new purpose that enables your skills to be used in a maximized way in 

SA’s circumstances 

 

THEME 2: Workplace challenges 

PARTICIPANT 1 

 1.1 Negative stereotypes – older people 

- Easy to become stale, fall behind, become too comfortable 

- Not allowing fresh blood/new ideas 

 + Young people tech savvy – older people not 

 + Young people full of ideas and energy – older people not 

 + Older people need ongoing training 

 

PARTICIPANT 2 

 

1.2 Positive Reality 

- Older people have more to contribute than skill 

 + Bring cohesion to the workplace 

 + Have learnt to get along with others 

 + Can facilitate and mediate 
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 + Intentionally do things carefully 

- Technology: 

+ Most older people in the workplace keep up to speed 

+ It’s become a way of life, a lifeline to the world 

 

- Ongoing training: 

+ The funding for education in South Africa has to go where it’s needed most – early 

childhood development 

+ Ongoing education is a luxury in SA, will have to from of the older employees’ side 

+ At a senior level companies do a lot to keep a person competitive 

+ Semi-skilled workers/day labourers get to a stage where they are no longer efficient 

 

PARTICIPANT 4 

- Recruiters do not want to recruit those over 60, but don’t realise they come with wisdom 

and experience 

+ So, over 60s don’t change jobs 

- Need to gently revisit the retirement age 

+Tension between combating unemployment and giving over 65s access to income post-

retirement (two ends of the spectrum) 

• Extremely high levels of unemployment: job creation and absorbing the youth in 

formal employment is a huge imperative for the SA government 

- HR can help on two levels: 

+ Manage older people currently working by having  

• A greater focus on inclusivity 

• Not marginalizing older people 

• Ensure that they have access to training 

• Ensure that they receive equal benefits 

+ As they get closer to retirement: 

• HR responsibility to get them into a conversation 

• Provide employee assistance for retirement 

• “Don’t allow them to go from the fast lane to a field where they a left to go to 

seed” 

• Allow them to slope down from active employment 

• Give them less responsibility 

• Explore other possibilities: Hobbies and voluntary work  

(provide the meaning and purpose that older people are looking for) 

PARTICIPANT 5 

General 

- No good solution has yet been found for the issue of aging employees worldwide 

+ Particularly in the corporate environment, but also in smaller businesses 

+ Organisations rely on recruitment to acquire future skills, instead of investing in keeping 

the skills of older people up-to-date 
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PARTICIPANT 6 

 

Ageism 

- It is an education process for companies to recruit without ageism (algorithm look at CVs) 

- You have to teach people how to manage people of age 

+ Younger people often threatened by older people (it’s like talking to your mother and 

father) – a life they haven’t lived 

Policies and procedures 

- Younger people don’t care much about policies and procedures but there should training 

mechanisms in place for intergenerational workplace challenges (also on how to recruit): 

+ Ask what an older employee wants without prejudicing him or her? 

+ Phase out plan: Work a certain number of hours per day 

+ Rescaling his/her position for something else where there is a gap (where institutional 

knowledge is needed) – mentorship training role 

+ Younger people: Listen, don’t be defensive – look at the facts 

- Visionary HR people should ask: 

+ What is it that we want to achieve? 

+ What can the older generation contribute? 

+ Often companies cannot afford the older persons 

• Ask what can we afford? 

 

PARTICIPANT 7 

Digitisation 

- Digitisation is an imperative now, but he pace of change is so great that mentoring in 

institutions will need some underpinning 

+ Will need a cadre of specialists to support the mentors with technology, for example, so 

that they won’t be distracted by the fact that they are not quite on top of the new 

technology, especially when things go wrong 

+ You are not employing them because they know how to handle a computer 

+ Get a complement of staff to support and enable the mentors – empower them to play to 

their strengths 

- A loft of people of a certain age start to feel somewhat bereft at the pace at which sone 

changes are taking place and feel that they’re never going to catch up 
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THEME 3: Transition Management 

PARTICIPANT 1 

1. Coaching and Mentoring 

- There is a place in the market to teach more mature staff how to mentor 

- Employers should be sensitized to mentorship training, could result in a different approach to 

the process 

- Then when bringing in new people there can be smooth transition 

 

1.2 Process 

- Introduce a proper mentoring process 

- Choose the most successful staff member to take over when the older person leaves 

(some senior staff are only replaced months after the retiree leaves) 

- Must be part of the HR policy 

- Approach the prospective retiree early in the process for mentoring 

- Mentor must teach the reality of the job not the theory 

- In this way you can fast-track new employees 

- Mentoring has to be planned – its hard work 

- If there is no mentoring, the company is short-sighted, lose institutional knowledge 

- It makes business sense, otherwise perpetual problem of lack of knowledge 

- Downward spiral for professionalism 

 

1.2 Challenges 

- Junior staff attitude: may not want to be mentored 

- Have to be sensitive, mentorship is a skill. 

- Do it mindfully, on a case-by-case basis 

  (just because you’re experienced does not mean you can necessarily be a good mentor) 

- Have to be flexible 

- Have to re-assess regularly 

- It could cause upset and then the whole exercise is lost 

- It’s a different animal to teaching because you are dealing with adults 

- Puts pressure on the person about to retire 

- Many young people in SA not properly equipped for the workplace 

- Some previously disadvantaged people may have feelings of inferiority, could result in 

awkwardness, or being defensive and offended 

 

1.3 Positives 

- If you work together you can do good work 

- Some people are natural, generous mentors 



77 
 

 

PARTICIPANT 2 

1.  Coaching and Mentoring 

1.2 Process 

1.2.1 Challenges 

- Not all older people are good mentors or even role models or are willing to spend the time 

- Goal of a company is to maximise value for shareholders 

- Therefore, there has been a brain drain in SA 

- Need companies’ buy-in, but the reality may not allow for it 

- Not a priority in SA 

1.2.2 Positives 

- Must be based on a trust relationship between employer and employee 

- Skills transfer/ transitioning happens on a professional level 

- Older people can play many roles, but have to make space for younger generation 

 

PARTICIPANT 3 

Code 1: Coaching and mentoring 

 1.2 Negatives 

- Far more complex in the SA scenario with its multicultural story – challenges must be 

managed 

- BBBEE complicates matters tremendously on top of the generation gap: 

+ Older people need training in cross-cultural issues and a transformative mindset 

1.2.1 Coaching 

 

+ There can be a big trap in asking someone to coach: Need to be coached to be able 

to coach, can’t be prescriptive 

+ It’s not just shadowing: have to sit down and have feedback sessions – time for 

questions and proposals 

- There must also be an incentive for coaches 

+ Coaching allowance 

+ Bonus if they succeed 

+ “Something for something” 

 

1.2.2 Positives (culture) 

 + “If a man is fat and has a white beard, you have to listen to him” 
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PARTICIPANT 4 

1. Coaching and mentoring 

- Coaching and mentoring are two distinct things 

- Older employees who have a long lifespan in the work environment 

+ Have more expertise 

+ Are wiser 

+ Have made more mistakes, and learnt from these mistakes 

+ Have worked with diverse groups of people 

 *Each group teaches you lessons 

+ Therefore, you are better poised to coach 

 *The young ones coming in needs to bounce their ideas/answers of someone they 

trust, event if they have good answers 

- Coaching relationship very important 

 +Needs to be grounded in trust 

 + Can work with an external coach or the leader as coach 

- Not everybody is a coach: coaching is a science 

+ There must be training interventions to prepare people to coach 

+ Leadership must be sensitized towards coaching 

- There must be investment in coaching and eve those who are  reluctant to coach or be 

coached benefits and develops the skill 

- You can’t force or coerce anyone into coaching, that won’t work 

+ Have to set coaching objectives: 

• Why do you want to coach? 

• What is the learning you want to facilitate? 

• What attitude do you want to work on? 

• What thinking do you want to reshape? 

 

- Coaching must take place within a chance curve 
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PARTICIPANT 5 

1. Coaching and mentoring 

- Needs to be a transition period: BUT IN SA an overlapping period won’t work 

- Still need succession planning 

+ Identify talent pool (potential successors) who can benefit from coaching 

• Institutional knowledge and wisdom that can be passed on to the younger 

generations 

- Not everybody is a natural coach 

+ It mustn’t be a punitive measure 

+ The culture in which it is launched is very important 

+ Must be seen as developmental 

+ Seen as a relationship that can assist you 

+ Help identify blind spots 

+ A resource at your disposal 

- Older people/senior staff understand the context of the organization far better (are better 

tapped into it): 

+ The internal context 

+ The market context 

+ The social context 

  

1.1 Training and development 

- It is the lifeblood of the organization 

- Must invest in training, ongoing education and development 

- Can’t solely depend on recruitment to take the organization into the future 

- Losing people mean you lose valuable resources 

+ Losing the people that can bring the context in the history of the organization 

• The running of very critical parts of the business 

+ If you’re relying solely on the new generation to take the organization forward, you have to 

realise that the new generation is a generation of mercenaries: “They are there for the pay” 

- You lose the longevity of the organization 

- Produce a high cost structure with less return on investment 

1.2 Economic considerations 

- Dual job holders – have to pay both 

+ Makes for a very uncomfortable discussion between the different players in an organization 

- Ultimately, it’s a financial question: “Can we afford this?” 

- Only if a company has a board of directors that is comfortable with this can you solve the 

conundrum 

- Many ways of structuring it and organisations are not creative enough – modern 

organisations are far too complex, but have to have succession management 

- The corporate environment is “far more brutal than academia”. 

- When it come to corporate politics: older people are shown the out the door – corporate 

politics at its finest. It’s easy to engineer in an organization. 

- Senior management in an organization have the innate ability to watch out for themselves 

rather than watching out for the organization 



80 
 

- They strip the organization of people and processes that pose a threat to their own domain 

 

2. Process 

 

- Must be done with sensitivity 

- Take place during the last two years of a person’s working life 

- There must be a conscious matching between personality types: mentor and mentee 

+ “Must not necessarily be chip off the of block” 

+ Not create a mini me 

- Put together a list of eligible mentees for a particular role, make it known over a period of 

time that you are intending to take the person forward – match him with a mentor 

- It is not a short-term solution 

2.1 HR policies/legislation 

- Don’t trust politicians to regulate the process 

- Enlightened HR team should have it on their radar as a framework for setting policies for 

coaching and mentoring 

- There should be practical guidelines for HR teams as primary custodians of learning in an 

organization 

+ They must have enough knowledge about what constitutes a mentoring environment 

- SA still has a long way to go in the mentoring process 

+ Local HR not fully equipped to deal with all the complexities of what mentoring brings to 

the fore 

- It’s all about putting systems in place to create happy people in a sustainable company and a 

workforce where there is intergenerational ‘happiness’ 

 

Coaching 

- Coaching was originally a skills transfer methodology 

- Then it started to hybridise into psychological counselling 

+ About 80% of those doing coaching don’t have the academic background or skills 

- Coaching should be focusses on transferring skills and honing those skills (keeping them 

sharp) 

- It should progress toward a goal 

Mentoring 

- Mentoring is directed at supporting the individual in decision-making 

+ Acting as a sounding board 

+ Talking through the course of action 

+ Looking at the ramifications with the mentee and seeing the dangers 

+ Also look at the positive avenues open  to the mentee to take their career forward 

General 

“Organisations in general, not just in SA, but worldwide, don’t give sufficient attention to the unique 

value proposition of an individual – a cookie cutter environment: interchangeable units of labour 
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- People bring individual insights or drive 

- Sometimes  organisations have a charismatic leader, but why do we tolerate mediocrity 

down the line? 

+Setting ourselves up for failure by depending on one individual to be charismatic in an 

organization 

- Mentoring programmes still need a lot of research: 

+ Must be well designed 

+ Even have an outside organisation looking at the success of it 

+ Should pay attention to personalities as much as skills transfer 

• Shaping the youger generation in the direction and steeping them in the culture 

of the organsiation 

• No dip-dieying into the culture 

• Slowly inculcate the culture in the individual 

Technology 

- The world is facing the transition into AI as a defining methodology 

- Profits of the future is most likely not going to come from humans, but form AI 

 

 

PARTICIPANT 6 

Mentoring 

- Mentoring is not basic skills transfer: it is the transferring of skills and knowledge from the 

older to the younger generation 

- The older generation has: 

+ Valuable knowledge and skills that shouldn’t be lost 

+ This can contribute to the business’s success and competitiveness 

+ It can create a culture of learning and development in an organisation  

- Mentoring is valuable in SA and can help leverage the potential of the age diverse workforce 

 

 

PARTICIPANT 7 

Coaching and mentoring 

- If you want transformation to succeed and not end up falling flat on its face because the 

baton is not being handed over successfully, you need strong mentoring as part of the 

transition, so that you capacitate people and empower them to be good or better than their 

predecessors 

- It’s an interconnected issue: The key has to fit the lock 

- Transition and transformation go in tandem, and mentoring is a vital instrument 

+  There has to be a transfer of skills so that the person that you enpower will be in a much 

stronger position in five years’ time, and the issue of transformation will be quite irrelevant 

- Coaching is not a word hear often in SA due to the constraints mentioned here 
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+ Many post-retirees are in a strong position to add value 

+ In addition the generation gap in SA, there is also a culture gap: “Culture will eat strategy 

by lunchtime) 

• Must accommodate cultural environment in SA, no matter what the strategic 

plan is to mentor and transfer skills 

• SA employers must manage for big cultural sensitivity, can’t just devise textbook 

strategies, which are not modified by the cultural environment within which you 

have to make a success 

- Currently, it is only a box to be ticked 

+ It is not a leadership priority 

+ To maximise the ability to transfer skills there must be flexibility: 

• Mentors must stay in touch (attend conference, seminars, etc) 

• Participate in what is going on around them 

• Not only transfer what you already know 

• Supplement: keep your knowledge alive and renew it 

- Mentorship must be a live concept and in the world of the day 
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APPENDIX 2 

 

Example Of Consent Form 

Consent Form 

 

I________________________________ voluntarily agree to take part in this research study.  

I understand that I am not obliged to take part in this study and that my participation in the study is 

entirely voluntary.  

I understand that I am free to withdraw from the study at any time or refuse to answer any question 

without the need to provide reason and without fear of negative consequences. 

I understand that digital recordings will be stored under password protection for some time until the 

approval of their dissertation by the examination board, at which point recordings will be permanently 

deleted. 

   

I understand that my data will undergo de-identification during transcription and will be rendered 

anonymous for retention and for the purpose of subsequent publications. 

I understand that I can withdraw permission to use data from my interview within two weeks after the 

interview, in which case the material will be deleted.  

 

• I understand that I will not benefit directly from participating in this research.  

• I understand that I am free to contact any of the people involved in the research to seek further 

clarification and information.  

• I understand that signed consent forms will be retained for some time until the exam board 

confirms the results of their dissertation.  

• I confirm that I have had the purpose and nature of the study explained to me in writing and I 

have had the opportunity to ask questions about the study with satisfactory answers provided.  

• I confirm that I have read and fully understood the information provided and statements above. 

 

 

Name & Signature of research participant      Date 
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___________________________     _______________ 

 

Name & Signature of researcher       Date 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


