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OLDER WORKERS- YOUNGER BOSSES: CHALLENGES 
IN AN AGE DIVERSE WORKPLACE IN SOUTH BRAZIL 

Eduardo Danilo Schmitz, Natália Viega de Souza Schmitz, Johannes Doll 

ln a graying world, age diverse workplaces are becoming more common, even in Brazil. On the one hand, 

age diversity in a working group can contribute to a broader range of perspectives and ideas. On the 

other hand, different generations working together can prove to be challenging, especially when c/assic 

hierarchica/ patterns are reversed, as it is in the case of o/der workers and younger bosses working to­

gether. The present qualitative study in a Brazilian seNice company examines how this relationship is 

perceived by both sides, using inteNiews and focus groups. lt is possible to illustrate the self-perception 

of the aging process on the worker's side as we/1 as tensions caused by ageism. The findings show that 

managers are aware of ageism in the workp/ace, which is, in many situations, also intersected with gen­

der. ln addition to these obseNed tensions and problems, the results also indicate that learning processes 

towards a new approach to age diverse workplaces can be initiated on both sides. 

Keywords: Aging workforce, age diverse workplace, ageism, intergenerational relation, informal learning 

1. INTRODUCTION 

Population aging is a worldwide phenomenon 

{WHO 20 17) that impacts ali spheres, including 

economic growth {Bloom et ai. 2011) and the 

work environment {Calzavara et ai. 2020) As a 

result, the presence of older workers in the work­

force is increasing, which also depends on other 

factors. such as public policies. company policies 

on hiring and retaining older workers. workers· 

individual plans and desires. behavioral t rends in 

the population. and discourses and stereotypes 

about aging {Taylor/Walker 1994; Bloom et ai. 

2011; Calzavara et ai. 2020). Young and old 

working together has the potential to cause ten­

sions. especially when traditional structures. 

such as t he master {older) - apprentice (younger) 

relationship, are reversed and when young peo­

ple take on the position of teaching older col­

leagues about new equipment or productive 

structures {Hirsch 2020), or even tum out to be 

the managers of t he older workers. These ten­

sions could be reinforced by stereotypes on both 

sides (Smith/Harrington 1994). 

The perception of the aging labor market is quite 

recent in Brazil {Tavares 2015) for which reason 

w e have limited data on the character of age di­

verse workplaces and about the constitution of 

these work relations. Against this backdrop, t he 

present article analyzes t he perceptions and 

Eduardo Danilo Schmitz. Natália Viega de Souza Schmitz, 
Johannes Doll - DOI: httpsJ/doi org/10 26043/GISo.2022.5.5 

perspectives of older workers and younger man­

agers about intergenerational relationships in t he 

work environment Concerning t he establish­

ment of a relationship between generations, im­

aginaries, stereotypes, and discourses exert a 

certain influence, which can be v iewed as a bar­

rier for productive collaboration {King et ai. 2019; 

Hi rsch 2020) 

This process takes place in specific socio-histori­

cal constellations. Thus, w e start by introducing 

some characteristics of the Brazilian labor mar­

ket Secondly, t hree central concepts w ill be out­

lined in depth {i) age diversity in the workspace. 

{i i) stereotypes and ageism in work relations. and 

{i ii) learning to work together in an age diverse 

workplace Next. the study design, methods, and 

research context will be described. Finally , the re­

sults and the d iscussion of t he data gathered in 

the study will be presented. 

2. THE BRAZILIAN LABOR MARKET 

Certain current global trends in the labor market, 

such as the aging ofthe workforce {Martin 2018) 

or adaptations of retirement systems to popula­

t ion aging {OECD 2021). are similarly found in 

Brazil. For instance, the number of older employ­

ees almost doubled from 2010 (1.203.000) to 

2020 (2.159.000) {RAIS 2021) and since t he 

constitution of 1988. three reforms of the 
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retirement system have been implemented 

(Pierdoná/Leal 2020) However, some particular­

ities of t he Brazilian context are important to be 

considered, such as t he fact t hat the country w as 

a Portuguese colony until 1815, that its eco­

nomic structure w ere mostly based on slavery, 

and that it had a late indust rialization period dur­

ing t he 20th century, driven by the Brazilian State 

(Brum 1998) 

The ageing of the population in Brazil started in 

1960 with a rapid decline in infant mortality 

(1960 - 124%: 2000 - 27,36%) and ferti lity 

(1960 - 6 28: 2000- 2.38) as w el l as an increase 

in life expectancy (1960 - 51.64 years: 2000 -

70.43 years) (I BGE 2022). ln 20 21, Brazil 

counted a population of 37.7 million over the age 

of 60 (DIEESE 2021) Despite this, the ageing of 

the Brazi lian workforce has only caught t he at­

tention of administrators in the last 15 years 

(Tavares 2015). 

ln the process of industrialization, a pension sys­

tem was developed which, based on the Federal 

Constitut ion of 1988. guaranteed a minimum 

(annually adjusted) w age as a basis. However, 

retirement has a ceiling of R$ 7 077 (1.100 EUR) 

and the vast majority of pension receivers earn 

only the minimum wage (currently R$ 1.100 or 
170 EUR), which forces mony people to continue 

to work in order for t hem to supplement their re­

tirement Research shows that around 21 % of 

elderly people continue to work after entering re­

tirement and 47% of these indicate the need to 

supplement their income (Giardino et ai. 2018) 

Data from the National Household Sample Sur­

vey on this subject shows that only 26.6% pur­

sue formal work, while most engage in work 

informally, especially in a self -employed capacity 

(46%) (IPEA 2018). 

3. THEORETICAL BACKGROUND AND KEY 
CONCEPTS 

ln this next section, w e w ill elucidate three es­

sential theoretical key aspects: (i) (age) diversity 

in the workplace, (ii) stereotypes and ageism in 

work relations, and (iii) learning processes in age 

diverse environments. 
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3.1 Diversity in the Workplace 

Demographic changes require reflect ions on age 

diverse working groups (Calzavara et ai. 2020), 

especially by managers and human resources 

(Gordon 2018) . On the other hand, companies· 

products and services must constantly adapt to a 

complex and diverse consumer world. One pos­

sible solution is to remain open to new perspec­

t ives and new inst ruments and diversity in 

working groups, including age differences, can 

be v iewed as an interesting path to pursue in this 

context (Sobrino-De Toro et ai. 2019). 

Regarding diversity in working groups, there are 

two basic t heories (Horwitz/Horwitz 2007) The 

similarity-attraction paradigm points to t he ad ­

vantages of more homogeneous groups for mak­

ing workers feel more comfortable in open 

conversations, in the exchange of information, 

and in common values, which would lead to 

greater productivity, while heterogeneous 

groups supposedly influence social integration 

negat ively and, w ith it, performance The cogni­

tive resource diversity paradigm highlights that 

diversity in a working group allows for a w ide 

range of perspectives and experiences, which 

would qualify the results of the working group 

Empirical studies, however, w ere not conclusive 
(ibid.) . 

The intergenerational relations become espe­

cially challenging when the hierarchical structure 

inverts common age norms (Lawrence 1987) 

with young managers supeNising older workers. 

One of t he first studies on this subject 

(Smith/Harrington 1994) reported young man­

agers perceiving older workers to be less coop­

erative and to show more resistance towards 

t hem, while older workers mentioned the exact 

opposite Stereotypes exist on both sides, as 

Mary Collins et ai. (2009) point out in their study, 

which states that older workers expect less lead­

ership from younger supervisors than younger 

workers. As a matter of fact, ageism, which 

means stereotyping because of age (But ler 

1969), can be directed against older people as 

w ell as younger ones. ln t his context, age diverse 

workplaces can be challenging, especially re­

garding social relations and communications 

based on mutually negative stereotypes among 

different generat ions. 
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3.2 Stereotypes and Ageism in Work Relations 

The concept of ageism w as coined by Robert 

Neil Butler in 1969 to describe t he d iscrimination 

t hat older people experience from middle- aged 

adults. while also including discrimination 

against younger people. According to him, age­

ism runs along the sarne lines as other "isms." 

based on social class or race. Since the emer­

gence of ageism. this subject matter has re­

mained relevant in the gerontological discourse 

(Ayalon/fesch-Rõmer 2018). 

ln the workplace, stereotypes of older workers 

are quite common. Some of them can be classi­

fied as positive. for instance. certain qualities. 

such as experience and dedication. are often 

linked to older workers. However, most stereo­

types have a negative connotation, such as being 

less motivated, less wil ling to participate in train­

ing, more resistant to change, less t rusting, less 

healthy, and more vulnerable to work-family im­

balance (Fasbender 2016). Thomas W H. Ng 

and Daniel C Feldman (20 12) evaluated these 

six common stereotypes in a meta-analysis and 

stated that t he only stereotype providing empiri ­

cal evidence is the one in which older workers are 

less willing to participate in training 

One of t he specific problems of stereotypes 1s 

that t hey influence the stereotyped person up to 

the point where some of them start to behave in 

accordance w ith the stereotype, thus becoming 

a "self- fulling prophecy" (Ayalon/fesch-Rõmer 

2018). The individual perception of ageism might 

be reinforced by interactions w it h colleagues and 

supervisors, contributing to the permanence of 

ageism at the company levei. 

ln their analysis of 20 studies. Eden King et ai. 

(2019) found only minor and inconsistent differ­

ences in job attitudes between the different gen­

erations. This result is in line with t he study of Ng 

and Feldman (2012). which affirms that most 

stereotypes regarding older workers are not con­

sistent This does not mean that they have no im­

portance. Even if the stereotypes are not true, the 

influence on all leveis of the workplace, such as 

in hiring. promoting. and social relationships. re­

mains strong. 
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The increasing number of older workers in nu­

merous companies raises the question of the 

changeability ofthe ageism issue. Hendrik P Van 

Dalen and Kene Henkens (2020) are evaluating 

t he managers side in a longitudinal study to de­

tect possible changes. They conf irm that atti­

tudes are not very susceptible to change - even 

if there are some changes in the so- called "soft 

skills,"- such as reliability and loyalty However, 

attit udes toward "hard skills." such as physical 

strength, new tech skills and disposition to train. 

have not changed. The general attitude towards 

elderly workers mainly depends on the respec­

t ive manager's age Older managers tend to have 

a more positive vision of older workers. 

3.3 Learning to Work Together in an Age Oi­
verse Workplace 

ln the context of professional work, learning pro­

cesses take place at different t imes, in different 

places, and in different w ays. There are planned, 

organized learning processes, such as refresher 

courses, lectures, and instructions, but t here are 

also forms of informal learning. which are ac­

quired through coexistence in t he work context. 

inter alia when a new ly recruited person learns 

t he organizational functions of his/her position 

through contact with other workers. ln fact, Jay 
Cros (20 11) cstimatcs t hat 80% of lcarning in or 

ganizations is informal. Although informal, a 

company can introduce some kind of structure 

into t his type of learning through apprenticeship, 

group mentoring with older workers. or mult i­

generational work teams (Ropes 2013). These 

types of informal learning generally have positive 

effects. one the one hand, for elderly people who 

feel valued for passing on their knowledge and, 

on t he other hand, for younger people w ho feel 

w elcomed and w ell int roduced into t he new 

workspace. 

Older workers teaching younger ones is a prac­

t ice t hat usually works w ell because it is in ac­

cordance with age norms. as t he organizational 

theory of age effects points out (Lawrence 

1987). Teaching becomes more challenging 

when roles are reversed, as when younger peo­

ple take on t he role of an inst ructor. As men­

t ioned, these difficulties might even increase 

when the younger person is not only categorized 

as a colleague but also as the supervisor, a 
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situation w hich is marked by negative stereo­

types on both sides (Smith/Harrington 1994) 

Ata first glance. tensions. confl icts. and problem­

atic relations might not be very productive for 

companies, but t hey could represent the begin­

ning of a learning process. ln his model for adult 

education. Peter Jarvis (20 1 O) points out that the 
starting point of a learning process in adult life 

usually stems from a problem or a conflict - e.g 

when a person perceives the challenges of a cer­

tain situation as being too difficult to be mastered 

w ith prev ious strategies. Jarvis calls this initial sit ­

uation disrupture and. according to him. this is 

the decisive starting point for a possible learning 

process. At this point. a person can either decide 

to maintain the tension of the disruption or 

change something about it. w hich means init iat­

ing the learning process. Jarvis (ibid ) developed 

a complex model of the learning process. w hich 

is embedded in a social context as w ell as a his­

torical moment and includes activities of experi­

ence. perception. transformat ion. and integration 

in his/her biography, involving cognition. emotion. 

and practice. 

4. DATAAND METHODS 

The presented research aimed to analyze the 
perceptions and perspect ives of older workers 

and younger managers about intergenerational 

relationships in the work environment The con­

figuration with younger managers supervising 

older workers w as of interest to the present 

study, as it may reveal tensions in intergenera­

tional relationships dueto the inversion of the tra­

d itional structure in w hich older people supervise 

younger people (Hirsch 2020). The field of study 

w as a private Brazilian organization maintained 

by entrepreneurs of goods. services. and tourism 

in the state of Rio Grande do Sul. lt is. therefore. 

a formal work context in a corporate organization 

The organization has approximately 1900 em­

ployees who work in different professional fields. 

such as in gyms. dental cl inics. cultural events. 

sporting and recreational events. libraries. res­

taurants. and kindergarten schools. among oth­

ers. The average age of t he workers in this 

organization. at t he time of the study, w as 39 

years. with 15.05% of the workers being over 50 

years old. 
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The research was developed as a case study. 

which is defined as "an empirical investigation 

t hat investigates a contemporary phenomenon 

(t he ·case') in depth and in its real -world context'' 

(Yin 2015. 17). ln order to answer the research 

question "What are the perspectives and per­

ceptions of older workers and younger managers 

about intergenerational coexistence in t he work 

environment?". four workers and five managers 

w ere invited to participate. The older workers 

w ere at least 50 years old (Neri 2005) and w ere 

chosen in the light of d iversity in their profes­

sional fields (maintenance technician. cultural 

events technician. cleaning, administration). Re­

garding t he managers. the five youngest of the 

state w ere interview ed. AII of these have had 

more t han one year of working experience at the 

company and their field of work involves manag­

ing people who work in different activ it ies. 

Data collection w as carried out through four indi­

v idual interviews w ith t he older workers (aged 

50 to 65). identified by the letter "T," followed by 

t he numbers 1 to 4 in t he descript ion of the re­

sults. W e interview ed one woman - Tl (aged 

50) - and three men - T2 (aged 59 ). T3 (aged 

59). and T4 (aged 65) To understand the per­

spective of young managers, a focus group w as 

held with all five managers (aged 33 to 39) who 

w ere it.le11Liíiet.l i11 Lt 1e resulls t.Jy Lt1e le lle r "G," fol­

lowed by the numbers 1 to 5 W e interview ed 

one man - G 1 (aged 34) - and four women - G2 

(aged 33), G3 (aged 37). G4 (aged 36). and G5 

(aged 39). Concerning older workers. w e opted 

for individual interviews. as in t hese cases biog­

raphy - related questions could emerge. which re­

quire a longer listening t ime Regarding the 

managers. the focus group method w as chosen 

to better identify the implications they share as 

group. 

The interviews w ere recorded and transcribed. 

Data analysis w as performed using the content 

analysis technique. which is a set of systematic 

procedures that allows organizing t he ideas aris­

ing from the research participants into categories 

of analysis (Bardin 2009). The thematic analysis 

allows to identify t he "nuclei of meaning t hat 

make up a communication. whose presence or 

frequency mean something to the analytical ob­

ject in v iew" (Minayo 2014. 316). Thus. the pro­

cess started with a first perusal and analysis of 
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the data. going through the process of unitariza­

tion. and grouping of ideas by similarity and 

ended w ith the final ization of categories. 

5. ANALYSES AND RESUL TS 

ln t he following. w e w ill present two main cate­

gories of analyses: (i) the perceptions and per­

spectives of older workers as w ell as (ii) t he 

perceptions and perspectives of young manag­

ers. 

5.1 Perceptions and Perspectives of Older 
Workers 

lnit ially, the older workers reflected on the differ­

ences between themselves and the younger 

people. They presented their perceptions regard­

ing age- specific physical, cognitive, and commu­

nication changes that can be characterized as "a 

d ifferent pace of productivity" (T3, 59 years old) 

as w ell as a different way of learning compared 

to younger people in the work environment A 

possible decline in t he productivity of older work­

ers is a w idely discussed topic. However, it is dif­

ficult to be measured (Naegele et ai. 2018) and, 

therefore, leads to inconclusive results (Bryson et 

ai. 2020). ln the quote below, an older worker re­

fers to a change in productivity in old age, but he 

does not indicate the elements usually men­
tioned in research as a cause. such as health. de­

creased cognit ive abilities. or lack of training 

(Lallemand/Rycx 2009). He rather attributes t his 

to differences in communication that changed 

across generations: Young people do everything 

fast nowadays, cutting words w ithout t he time to 

complete a sentence. This can be view ed as an 

interesting indication for further t houghts on the 

topic of intergenerational relationships and infor­

mal learning processes in t he workplace "This 

happens a lot w ith youth today They understand 

in 'half a word.' Perhaps for an older person. it has 

to be more didactic, you have to say t he entire 

sentence" (T2, 59 years old). 

At the sarne time. oi der workers reported t hat dif­

ferences between generations could represent 

an opportunity for learning and even be comple­

mentarity in teamwork (Rozman et ai. 20 16; 

Truxillo et ai. 2012). ln this sense. managers 

should not only mix older and younger workers 
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but also "know where to place each one." as 

highlighted by T1 

I can't often keep up with technological innova­

tion with the sarne agility [. . .]. But I have more in­

telligence. often emotional control. and more 

persistence. W e are different generations with 

different characteristics; I just have to know 

where l'm going to put one and where l'm going 

to put the other. (T l , 50 years old) 

lt is necessary to draw attention to the stereo­

types presented in the speech above. according 

to which older people have more intelligence. 

emotional control, and persistence. while 

younger people are view ed to be more innova­

t ive and agile. As t hese groups are considered as 

"two generations with different characteristics." 

they have to be considered and positioned differ­

ently, which should be the duty of the leading 

manager. lt is worth considering that generalist 

statements based on age groups can give rise to 

ageism (Butler 1969). since thejudgement in this 

case is merely based on age, disregarding the 

singularities of the subjects. ln Tl's statement. it 

becomes apparent that t he complexity of the 

phenomenon of ageism is perceived in relation to 

older colleagues of t he sarne age group but also 

younger ones. 

ln the conversation w ith one of the older workers 

(T 4) about the relationship w it h younger bosses. 

interesting elements emerged, such as how a 

"good boss" should behave in arder to prevent 

the emergence of barriers between the two age 

groups These include, for example, knowledge 

and respect for the physical limitations of older 

workers and the ability to listen and respect the 

opinions of older workers who often have little 

say in age diverse workplaces The way T 4 ex ­

pressed this last point exemplifies how witness­

ing t he described situation in working practices 

between younger bosses and older workers had 

embittered him: "First thing, a good boss. if he 

knows his employee and already knows how old 

heis. he knows the limits. he w ill not force: 'Look. 

carry this. bring t hat"' (T 4. 65 years old) and: "The 

good boss is the one who listens. There are 

bosses who don't listen. not even the opinion of 

the other, go by themselves and don·t care. l've 

seen that'' (T 4. 65 years old) 
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The aspect highlighted by T 4 in relation to not 

being listened to by younger managers corrobo­

rates w ith the reflections of T2 (quote below) 

about feel ing left out of work relationships. ln the 

first case. older workers· ideas are not taken into 

consideration; t hey appear to be voiceless as 

their opinions are not being taken into account ln 

t he second case. older workers are clearly and 

physically marginalized. being somehow ex­

cluded from the working space. Thus. when T2 is 
asked if t here are any possible unpleasant situa­

tions in his daily work regarding his age, his re­

sponse is "When you start to be sidelined 

because of age [ ... ], when you start to notice that 

there is any kind of preJudice regarding your stay 

in some space. then you w ill tend to withdraw" 

{T2. 59 years old). 

The altitude of "putting aside" t he older worker is 

clearly related to stereotypes and ageism 

{Cuddy/Fiske 200 2: Appelbaum et ai. 2016). Ac­

cording to Liat Ayalon and Clemens Tesch­

Romer (2018), ageism is a complex and often 

negative construct. w ith effects manifested at an 

individual and social levei. ln t he quote below. T2 

points out that it is not easy to be an older worker. 

At work. he has "to kill a lion a day." His reflec­

tions on his work practices illustrate that. be­

cause of his age, he feels he must do more than 

l1 1e ultie, . yuur1y er wo,kers. u dily jusLiryir1y t1 is 

ability and position in the working place. He feels 

like he is out of place 

/ feel it in my f/esh sometimes: "Look. the o/d dude 

carne up with a dumb idea about fhow to solve a 

working problem]." Sometimes you notice it like 

"This one is old; w e do not need to listen to him 

much," do you see7 fSJometimes w e need to kill 

a lion a day after a certain age At work. you need 

to look /ike you·re much better than everyone else 

to Justify your stay there. that's a complicating 

factor. {T2. 59 years old) 

According to Ayalon and Tesch-Romer (2018), 

ageism can manifest itself in a subtle way in the 

environment. shaping the view that older people 

have of themselves - and the view of the people 

around them - and bringing to light considerably 

negative effects. as described in the example by 

T2. However. despite perceiving these differ­

ences and prejudices in their working environ­

ments. T 2 also points out positive aspects related 
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to age diverse working places "Why not to put 

two other people a little more mature to work to­

gether [referring to a sector where only young 

people work] 7 [. .. ] I think this mixing works w ell" 

{T2, 59 years old). For T2. t his mix between older 

and younger workers is perceived as posit ive, 

due to the fact that it puts him in the situation of 

being able to learn new things. ln the quote be­

low. T2 even makes clear his preference for 

working w ith younger generations rather than 
with his own age group, as he perceives younger 

people as more 'open minded' than older ones 

Thus. T2 himself also acts in an ageist form. 

bringing stereotypes towards both generations 

"I work easier w ith young people beca use the is­

sue of youth urges me to be able to learn things, 

and very soon to t each things [ .. .] I prefer to work 

with young people because it seems that young 

people have the most open path" {T2. 59 years 

old) 

Thus. in the opinion of older workers. there is a 

diverse set of generational differences ln this 

sense. older people are categorized as having 

"more intelligence," emot ional contrai. and per­

sistence. ln addition. t hey are classified as having 

more difficulty in learning and as closed -minded. 

whereas you ng people are view ed as being more 

comfortable with technologies. "less intelligent'' 

d11t1 µe rsisler1L. 111ure uµer1- 111ir1uet1 dS well dS 

having less emotional contrai. lt is important to 

point out that these characteristics - or stereo­

types - w ere mentioned by the older workers 

based on a general perspective on old and young 

people. Thus. in this case. ageism occurs in both 

directions in relation to t he sarne age group and 

in relation to the younger generation lt was also 

ev ident that older workers suffer the effects of 

ageism when feeling ignored in their work envi­

ronment and. therefore. having to prove their 

value and competence daily, due to their age 

5.2 Perceptions and Perspectives of Young 
Managers 

lnitially, when asked about their perceptions of 

older workers. young managers expressed char­

acteristics they considered posit ive, such as 

commitment. responsibility, dedication. and fo­

cus at work. indicating t he perception of several 

advantages in working with people of this age 

group. lt is worth ment ioning that there is a 
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possibility of young managers having 

stated/mentioned "positive aspects" at t he outset 

of the conversation because they might have 

thought about w hat w as "politically correct" to be 

voiced in an interview and also because they 

might not have felt at ease in front of other man­

agers. while being in a focus g roup session to­

gether. ln any case, younger managers highlight 

various positive aspects. emphasizing t hat re­

cruiting older workers may represent a posit ive 

initiative "Mine are never absent. 1 think t hey 

have this feeling of great responsibility, and of 

valuing work" (G2, 33 years old): "The three of 

the general services. all of t hem are over 50 years 

old [ ... ] : there is that issue of commitment be­

cause they see the service as something worthy " 

(Gl, 34 years old): "She is t he best in general ser­

vices, she is t he one most focused on work" (G3, 

37 years old). 

Other studies carried out w ith managers corrob­

orate the perceptions of t he participants of the 

present study. ln t he research of Helen Dennis 

and Kathryn Thomas (2007). older workers w ere 

valued for t heir experiences, knowledge, and 

work habits. highlighting a greater commitment 

to quality, loyalty, punctuality, the ability to re­

main calm in times of crisis. and respect for au­

thority. ln Lara Pinto·s research (20 14). posit ive 

âSfJé:clS suct1 âS â V â Ílâbilily, Cüllllll i lr11e11l, Cüll­

nection with the company, and experience w ere 

also mentioned. ln the Brazilian context. the 

study by Vanessa Cepellos and Maria J Tonelli 

(2017) revealed the five main benefits of having 

older workers from a manager's perspective: pro­

fessional experience and knowledge acquired 

throughout t heir career. commitment and sense 

of responsibilit y, diversity of ideas within t he 

team. t he ability to d isseminate t he company·s 

culture among the youngest workers. and the 

ability to disseminate the behaviors expected by 

the company among the youngest workers. 

lt is. t herefore. worth reflecting on t hese positive 

perceptions that have emerged and are recur­

rently attributed to older workers. On the one 

hand, it is possible for older workers to feel vul­

nerable and afraid of losing their job w hen in­

serted in an unstable (Pereira et ai. 20 19) and 

ageist (Ayalon/Tesch-Romer 2018) labor market 

therefore, they also feel the need to value work 

more than younger people - as indicated by T2 
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above - . t hus. manifesting characteristics such as 

greater commitment. responsibility. punctuality, 

and respect for authorities. ln G3's statement. t he 

older worker under her supervision "is [simply) 

the best in general services," while in Gl's de­

scription, older workers are those who "see the 

service as something worthy" and G2 states that 

"they have this feeling of great responsibility." 

However. one should also consider that these 

behav iors could be generational traits acquired in 

a past socialization of these subjects working life 

in which specific cultural values w ere existent lt 

is also necessary to point out the presence of 

ageism of young managers towards t heir own 

generation, since these positive characterist ics 

t hat w ere attributed to older workers w ere 

placed in opposition to the posture ofyoung peo­

ple who. according to this discourse, do not pos­

sess these qualit ies 

Furthermore. portraying G3's statement in fui/. 

another important aspect emerges: 

She is the best in general services. she is the one 

most focused on work. The others are dispersed 

in conversations lt turns out. they are more ab­

sent because they have smal/ children. so the 

woman is a/ready a grandmother. she no /onger 

has this commitment to children. (G3. 37 years 
o/d) 

G3. a young female manager. states that other 

women are often absent from their/the work­

place because oftheir children. which is not seen 

as a positive aspect. and stands in contrast to t he 

older female worker who might already be a 

grandmother and, t hus, no longer has a commit­

ment to children. A lthough one must consider 

t hat grandparents in a country like Brazil where 

t hese notably participate in thei r grandchildren's 

care could have commitments towards their 

(grand)children and might be working for exactly 

t his reason to support their children and grand­

children. Research has shown that t his is one of 

the biggest reasons for older people's indebted­

ness (Buaes 20 12: Schmitz 2020) and. there­

fore, probably also for their continuation of work. 

Thus. gender is also an important aspect to take 

into consideration when analyzing ageing in the 

workplace, as t hese categories might strongly in­

tersect 
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ln contrast. aspects about t he challenges of 

working together w ith older people w ere also 

mentioned. such as the lack of flexibi lity to 

change, resistance, and accommodation. These 

characteristics are recurrently associated w ith 

older workers. due to the stereotypes towards 

this age group (Bryson et ai. 2020; Calzavara et 

ai. 2020; King et ai. 2019). "I have a 47-year-old 

woman at SAC who is resistant to change [ ... ]; 

you can't move a printer. because the printer has 

always been there" (G 1, 34 years old): "One of 

the negative points of this generation is t he diffi­

culty in changing" (G5, 39 years old). 

While one of the managers (G l ) speaks about a 

concrete experience, the other (G5) attributes 

these characteristics to the entire older genera­

tion. demonstrating a stereotyped perception ln 

Pinto·s (2014) research, managers indicated per­

ceiving too much habituation in daily habits that 

constitute a disadvantage in having older work­

ers ln other studies. the difficulty with changes 

and accommodation also emerged as a charac­

teristic of older workers (Henkens 2005; W arr 

2001). Cepellos and Tonelli (20 17) revealed un­

favorable points associated with older workers a 

lack of flexibility, professional outdatedness. and 

difficulty in recognizing leadership when leaders 

are younger. ln addition. concerns arose about 

tiedllt1 µrot.Jlerns dr1d µtiysicdl issues oí older 

workers t hat could have an impact on work. 'Two 

general services people who w ere hired in the 

sarne selection, aged more t han 50 years at the 

time [ ... ]. soon afterwards they w ere both on sick 

leave. And that's the fear w e have as a company" 

(G4. 36 years old) 

ln regard to workers· performance and work 

pace, Thierry Lallemand and François Rycx 

(2009) have shown that an older workforce has 

the potential to be less productive. ln other stud-

JOURNAL FOR RESEARCH ON SOCIALISATION 

workers. observed that both employers and em­

ployees. older and younger. considered hard 

skills to be more important than soft skills. which 

can impact the perceptions of productivity. Thus, 

one can determine a consensus among several 

authors that productiv ity depends on the work 

environment as a whole, including t he field of ac­

t ivity, t he physical structure of the environment. 

and the organization's cult ure, among others, 

which should all be in harmony with the needs 
and potential of the worker (Bryson et ai. 2020; 

Count ryman 2016; von Hippel et ai. 2013) 

Other negative perceptions reported by the man­

agers in our study w ere related to some "difficulty 

with t echnologies" (G4. 36 years old). which also 

appeared in other studies. Henkens (2005) in­

vest igated the image attributed to older workers 

and revea led t hat the managers participating in 

t he study had a stereotyped view of t hese sub­

jects. including the assumption that older people 

have difficulties with technologies. Pinto (2014) 

studied how companies in the texti le sector in 

Portugal dealt with the issue of t he age of their 

workers and revealed t hat. among the disad­

vantages that companies saw in having older 

workers. the difficulty of these professionals w ith 

technologies was emphasized The sarne con­

ception also emerged among managers partici-

1Jdlir1\c) i11 lt 1e sludy t.Jy Cef--)e llos dr1d T or1e lli 

(2017) . 

lt is also interesting to observe that young man­

agers recognize their own preJudice towards 

older ones. ln the quotes below. G5 mentions 

t hat "maybe [she does] have a prejudiced look" 

towards older workers w hile in G3's statement. 

ageism is manifested by her understanding of an 

older person not being able to be t he supervisor 

of a school. 

ies. managers mentioned the sarne perception of Maybe Ido have a prejudiced look [. . J. maybe the 

older workers not being able to perform at the person doesn't have so much vitality to do the job 

sarne pace of work (BrookefTaylor 200 5; Hen- anymore. because it's one thing to hire a 50-

kens 2005; Pinto 2014) There are, however. dif- year-old person for a more administrative sector 

ferent results regarding t his issue, revealing that where he wi/I have to work more intellectual/y 

the question concerning t he productivity of older than work in the more manual service (G5, 39 

people remains inconclusive (Aubert/Crépon years old) 

2003) and that productivity itself is a difficult as-
pect to measure (Naegele et ai. 2018). Van Dalen lf I had made the se/ection without knowing her, 
et ai. (2010). when distinguishing the different maybe I wouldn't have hired her [ ... ]. her hair is 

dimensions that influence the product ivity of practical/y ali white. you look at her, she's a 
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grandma! But /'m not going to hire a grandma to 

be a supervisor. right71 But as I a/ready knew her 

work [ ... ]. 1 hired her and the time she stayed with 

us w as really excellent (G3. 37 years old) 

The physical appearance. such as the almost 

completely w hite hair. classifies t he older woman 

as a "grandma" - another stereotype, as grand­

parents are not necessari ly old and not every old 

person is a grandparent (Ramos 2011) - . and a 

g randmother seems unsuitable for managerial 

tasks. Moreover. G5 even seeks for endorsement 

for her perspective. pointing out that her view 

about the grandmother is obvious and universal 

and. thus. would clearly be supported by the 

group "I am not going to hire a grandma to be a 

supervisor. right?!" Furthermore. a clear recogni­

tion of their own prejudices is detectable in both 

quotes ln the fi rst. t he manager reflects t hat de­

spite possible physical limitations t hat may arise 

w ith age, t hese workers could be used in more 

administrative tasks. which do not require physi­

cal vigor The second quote states t hat besides 

her prejudices towards older people. "the time 

she stayed w ith [them] was really excellent." 

Thus. these examples show that younger man­

agers show a capacity of reflecting and individu­

ating some of their own stereotypes. which could 

be an important step towards dealing with them. 

As older women may suffer from a dualism at the 

workplace. being judged through ageism and 

sexism. the sarne can occur in relation to young 

female managers. but in a reversed direction "I 

still suffer from it today: There are people who 

look and say: "Who is the managerr Then I see 

t hat t hey are looking for an older person. an older. 

taller man Nol Here is a short woman. younger" 

(G4. 36 years old). As G4 pointed out. manage­

ment positions are not expected to be occupied 

by women. especially when they are young and 

small in height. The ageism towards younger 

people that creates stereotypes like not being ca­

pable or being uncommitted and inexperienced 

intersects w ith t he aspect s of body and gender 

in t he present research. ln G4's statement. she 

clarifies that occupying an older man in a man­

agement position is not only something t hat is 

expected. but it is also something that is desired. 

Being an older man. and especially being a t aller 

older man. appears to be a synonym for capabil­

ity. Based on the argumentation of Barbara S. 
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Lawrence (1987). it can be said that women in 

managerial positions are opposed to gender 

norms. given that even in work areas where 

women represent most of the workforce. very 

few women are in leadership positions 

(PlaceNardeman-Winter 2018) . Thus. w e need 

to consider that ageism in workplaces may inter­

sect wit h other structured power relations. such 

as sexism and (able-)bodyism - and presumably 

also with racism and classism. among others. 

This statement of G4 was followed by a group 

consensus. which enables us to expand the re­

flection on the phenomenon of age prej udice. 

noting that it does not only occur towards older 

workers but also towards the younger ones. an 

aspect already mentioned in the article by Butler 

(1969) Ageism against younger managers illus­

t rates t hat t he traditional age norm attributes 

leading posit ions to older persons. This age norm 

produces consequences. as Lawrence (1987) 

explains in her organizational t heory of age ef­

fects Other authors validate t hese stereotypes 

against young people by categorizing them as 

being less loyal. less professional. less trustwor­

t hy, less experienced (Rozman et ai. 20 16). less 

emotionally stable (Gibson et ai. 1993). imma­

ture, and more likely to change jobs (Newton et 

ai. 2005) Stefan A lexander Grandl's (20 16) 

sluuy âlsu fJruviues SUfJJJUr L rur LI 1is cur1ceµLiur 1. 

revea ling that in a managerial position. stereo­

types can pass on from older to younger workers. 

A lso interesting to note is t hat these prejudices 

are even stronger when intersecting with gender 

and body 

6. FINAL CONSIDERATIONS 

The present study analyzed how older workers 

and younger managers perceive intergenera­

tional relationships in the work environment 

within a Brazilian organization by using a quali­

tat ive approach W hen listening to older workers. 

it became apparent that t hey are aware of 

changes regarding thei r aging process and that 

t hey try to cope with tension that emerges from 

intergenerational d ifferences Ageism proves to 

be a challenging obstacle. one that subjects must 

live w ith and which limits t he potential of rela­

t ionships ln t he present study, ageism appears 

as a mult idimensional phenomenon Older work­

ers expressed ageism towards younger people 
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but also towards their own generation. just like 

young people who revealed a prejudiced view 

towards t heir own generation and towards the 

older workers. W hile these daily tensions repre­

sent a source of suffering, t hey can also consti­

tute opportunities regarding workers· reflection. 

adaptation. and learning. The example given by 

t he worker T2 who mentioned "having to kill a 

lion a day," might be a clue as to how older work­

ers learn to live w ith younger generations in the 
work environment. i e managing prejudices and 

relying on positive facts in relationships 

Regarding the statements of younger managers. 

positive and negative aspects of coexistence 

emerged. Younger workers recognize the preju­

d ice they have tow ards older people. also mani­

festing the prejudice they t hemselves suffer in 

the work environment. not only because of t heir 

age but also because of their gender and other 

body characteristics. revealing the possibility of 

coexistence of various types of prejudices. This 

fact demonstrates the need to expand the dis­

cussion about the impact and nature of prejud ice 

in the work environment 

As previously mentioned, the present study 

made it possible to deepen the understanding of 

the perspectives that different generations have 
on intcrgcncrational cocxistcncc in t hc work cn 

vironment The results illustrate that older work­

ers· perceptions of intergenerational employment 

have the potential to turn negative when younger 

people are employed as supervisors. resulting in 

greater tensions ln addition to the social roles 

played by the subjects. personal characteristics 

also influence the relationships between genera­

tions. The fact t hat older workers and younger 

managers are able to reflect on their own ageist 

stereotypes based on concrete experiences indi­

cates the possibilities of developing better inter­

actions between generations through open 

d ialogue. ln this sense. w e can coincide with Jar­

vis (2010). w hen he states that learning is an in­

trinsic phenomenon of life. which occurs 

throughout t he ent ire lifespan. not necessarily 

connected to a formal educational process but to 

experiences transformed into knowledge, emo­

tions. and pradices. result ing in a modified and 

more experienced human being. Above all. the 

present research reveals the need to develop 
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people management policies t hat enable educa­

t ion about intergenerational coexistence. 

The limitations of the present study are the spe­

cific context of data collection and the formal 

work environment of a given organization w ith a 

small number of participants However. it is im­

portant to point out that the existence of ageism 
directed at d ifferent age groups also appears in 

several other studies. which signals the need to 

generalize the analysis of this phenomenon. W e 

suggest that further studies in different scenarios 

should be carried out, such as. for example. in in­

formal work. ln addition. research should t ry to 

better understand the intersection of age, gen­

der. and body, as it has provento be an important 

aspect for understanding intergenerational work 

relationships Age prejudice might not occur in 

isolation. being linked to other types of discrimi­

nation both towards old and young (Hirata 2009; 

Fontoura/Piccinini 2016). Thus. it becomes cru­

cial to analyze ageism from an intersectional per­

spective. This article presents existing structures 

in organization·s intergenerat ional relationships 

which might also exist in other organizations On 

this basis. further comprehensive qualitative and 

quantitative studies. showing intergenerational 

relationships in the context of work in a more 

general sense. would be of great interest 
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