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Aging as a topic in a business magazine: an opportunity or threat for
management?

Abstract

Purpose — Recently, research on aging in the work life context from the perspective of how to
manage, support and retain an aging workforce has increased among management scholars,
and therefore is contributing to the current societal need to extend work careers. This study
analyzed articles discussing aging in the work life context in the Finnish business magazine
Talouseldmd (Economic Life) during the years 2002-2017.

Design/methodology/approach — A total of 81 articles were included in the analysis. They
were classified into seven themes as a result of a content analysis. Three levels of discussions
on aging were identified: societal, organizational and individual. These levels were further
analyzed in order to revel what kind of issues have been emphasized or overlooked. The
results were discussed in the context of Finnish work life.

Findings — The findings showed that aging has been presented in a passive and deterministic
(or at least neutral) tone. Most of the articles focused on the consequences and actions related
to an aging workforce at the societal level. At the individual level, aging was mainly discussed
in terms of changes related to work ability and functioning, with aging individuals as the
actors responsible for managing and controlling the effects of their own aging process. The
organizational-level discussion on aging was limited and narrow, mostly lacking any
discussion of the role of organizations as responsible actors or from the perspective of
Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR).

Practical implications — Organizations could take a more active and broader role in terms of
supporting the longer working careers of older employees. Professional magazines could deal
more with “age-aware” research as it relates to organizations, especially the potential and
opportunities of the aging workforce. Aging research could promote media level publishing
and applications of knowledge.

Originality/value — Few critically oriented management studies have investigated how aging
is presented and discussed in business magazines.

Keywords Aging, Individual/organizational/societal level, Corporate social responsibility
(CSR), Magazine, Finland

Paper type Research paper
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Introduction: critical notions of age and aging

From a broad global perspective, the number of people over 65 years of age is growing rapidly
(Mahon and Millar-Schijf, 2014). As a global phenomenon, aging has been referred to as
“disruptive demographics” (Aaltio et al., 2016; Coughlin, 2010). The main reasons for the
aging population are lower rates of fertility and mortality, and greater longevity (Chand and
Tung, 2014, p. 410). For instance, Finland, among other Western countries, faces substantial
growth in the aging population. According to statistics, this trend is intensifying: The number
of those aged over 65 will increase by approximately 26% every 10 years from 2020 to 2060
(Statistics Finland, 2015). People living longer has several societal outcomes (Mahon and
Millar-Schijf, 2014), such as the increasing need for healthcare services, as well as worsened
dependency ratios. In Western societies, policy-makers are trying to respond to these
challenges by promoting the extension of work life by postponing the retirement age and
reducing early exits (Buyens et al., 2009; Henkens et al., 2008; Lain and Loretto, 2016; Parry
and Tyson, 2009; Walker, 2005).

However, the effects of aging will differ across countries and regions, and therefore,
various priorities and practices prevail (Chand and Tung, 2014). For instance, in Latin
America, questions of health are emphasized in discussions at the societal level (Palloni and
McEniry, 2007). Whereas, in certain developing countries, it has been estimated that people
will age before they become wealthy, which leaves less time for governments to cope with the
challenges related to aging (Beard et al., 2012, see Chand and Tung, 2014, p. 409). When it
comes to actions at the organizational level, age management as a tool has been more actively
discussed and employed in European countries compared to the United States (Mahon and
Millar-Schijf, 2014).

Aging as a research topic comprises discussions at societal, organizational and individual
levels. Furthermore, these levels are interrelated (Ilmarinen, 2006). For example, changes in
retirement policies at the societal level influence how individuals prepare for their exit from
work life and plan their retirement (Laliberte Rudman, 2015). Furthermore, the aging
workforce present challenges for organizational policies and practices, such as human
resource management (HRM) (Chand and Tung, 2014). Although aging is a multidisciplinary
research topic, links between management studies and other fields, such as sociology and
economics, have only just started to emerge (Chand and Tung, 2014). In management studies,
aging in the organizational context has been studied from different perspectives (Aaltio et al.,
2014), such as stereotypes related to aging employees (Brough et al., 2011; Hedge et al.,
2006), workplace efficiency, career development and retirement policies (Kanfer and
Ackerman, 2004), and the HRM practices needed to support the workability and retention of
aging employees (Ilmarinen, 2006). Most of these management studies have focused on
different types of practices for managing the older workforce, including leadership and HRM
practices, which are often called age management or age-aware HRM practices (Walker,
2005).

However, aging in the organizational context has rarely been approached from a critical
perspective (Fineman, 2014; Thomas et al., 2014). For example, few studies have investigated
how aging is presented and discussed in the mass media (Rozanova, 2010; Laliberte Rudman
and Molke, 2009). Rozanova (2010) analyzed articles published in the Canadian daily
newspaper The Globe & Mail and examined how successful aging was featured in different
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contexts. Laliberte-Rudman and Molke (2009) analyzed how “productive aging” was
portrayed in Canadian newspaper articles. Both studies drew on critical gerontology. This
study draws mainly on the management perspective, and more specifically, HRM literature,
and investigates how aging in the work life context has been discussed in a Finnish business
magazine. In line with Rozanova’s (2010) and Laliberte-Rudman and Molke’s (2009) studies,
this paper assumes that thoughts, opinions and reflections in society about aging are brought
to life through media outlets, such as magazines. This study is qualitative, and the empirical
data based on articles published during the last 16 years in the magazine Talouseldmd
(Economic Life) — one of the main business magazines in Finland. By using content analysis,
the aim is to examine not only how the discourses at societal, organizational and individual
levels are interconnected, but also how they differ and contradict each other. Furthermore, we
explore how the role of organizations and management practices are discussed in relation to
aging in the work life context. The research questions are as follows:
— How is aging in the work life context discussed at societal, organizational and
individual levels in a Finnish business magazine between 2002 and 2017?
— What is the specific role of organizations and management in dealing with the
aging workforce, according to these discourses?

This paper is organized as follows. The theoretical background of the study is presented after
the introduction. This is followed by the methodology section, which describes how the
empirical data were collected and analyzed. Then the empirical findings are presented. In the
discussion and conclusions, the main findings are discussed in relation to the theoretical
framework and previous studies. Practical implications, limitations and suggestions for future
research are also provided at the end of the paper.

Theoretical background: individual, organizational and societal approaches to aging

At the individual level, aging concerns physical, mental and social changes, which vary
among individuals (Sterns and Miklos, 1995; Ilmarinen, 2006). In the work-life context,
physical changes are often seen as the most visible part of aging. Therefore, emphasis has
been placed on, for example, work ability which describes the balance between an individual’s
resources and his or her work demands and how they change due to aging (Ilmarinen, 2001,
2006). Although physical abilities tend to decline during aging, psychological and cognitive
abilities, such as expertise and wisdom, usually accumulate resulting in “crystallized
intellectual intelligence” (Cattell, 1943, 1981; see Kanfer and Ackerman, 2004, p. 443). In
other words, the relationship between aging and performance is complex and not necessarily
negatively related (Sterns and Miklos, 1995). Despite this, negative stereotypes about the
ability of aging employees to perform are common, influencing managerial decisions and
practices, and therefore having harmful consequences for aging employees (Brough et al.,
2011; Hedge et al., 2006; Hertel et al., 2013). For example, Thomas et al. (2014, p. 1573)
used the term the “grey ceiling” to illustrate a situation where negative assumptions and
prejudices influence how aging employees are treated in organizations.

At the societal level, negative stereotypes of aging employees can cause unnecessary
early exits from the workforce. However, the way aging has been seen and valued may vary
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based on cultural differences at the societal level. For instance, some Eastern values may
support aging at the cultural and historical levels (Leung, 2000) but there is usually an
ambivalence concerning the value of older individuals in work life (Chand and Tung, 2014).
For example, the association between aging and innovation seems to be problematic (Aaltio et
al., 2016).

During the past decade, many countries, such as European countries, have undertaken
large reforms to reduce the costs of early retirement (Carone et al., 2016; Sonnet et al., 2014).
For example, in Finland, extensive pension reforms took place in 2005 and 2017 (Carone et
al., 2016; Tenhunen, 2017). Laliberte-Rudman (2015) in her critically oriented study pointed
out that the current retirement policies related to positive aging discourses which prevail in
society influence individuals. In other words, the current neoliberal discourse has emphasized
the responsibility of individuals to maintain their youthful healthy and productive appearance,
as well as the risks of early retirement (Laliberte Rudman, 2015, p. 11).

In the field of management and organization studies, only a few articles have critically
examined aging in the organizational context (see e.g. Thomas et al., 2014). Most of the
organization-level studies focusing on aging have been descriptive and normative, and lacking
in critical aspects, such as gender sensitivity (Aaltio et al., 2014). For example, the age
management perspective has mainly paid attention to the balance between an individual’s
resources and his or her work demands. These studies explored suitable HRM practices to
support the retention of aging employees (Ilmarinen, 2001, 2006; Walker, 2005; Foster and
Walker, 2013). However, some researchers have stressed that age is only one category of
diversity along with gender, ethnicity and disability (Thomas et al., 2014, p. 1571), and those
diverse categories are, in many ways, interconnected (Calasanti and Slevin, 2006). For
example, female employees typically receive lower pensions due to breaks in their career path
or selecting part-time jobs to match their care responsibilities in the early stages of their career
(Foster and Walker, 2013). Older women are seen as more vulnerable to an age-based
devaluation in the organizational context (Thomas et al., 2014, p. 1573). Nonetheless, Foster
and Walker (2013, p. 6) observed that “most age management policies are gender-blind.”
Therefore, more attention should be paid to equality in management practices to prevent the
accumulation of a gender disparity due to aging (Foster and Walker, 2013). In addition, it has
been argued that organizations should be creative in finding ways to respond to the aging
workforce (Mahon and Millar-Schijf, 2014, p. 564).

Recently, some management scholars have argued that the management of aging
employees could also be approached from the corporate social responsibility (CSR)
perspective (Wisse ef al., 2018; Ehnert and Harry, 2012). One of the most important goals in
CSR is to achieve “social good” by juxtaposing business and environmental sustainability
(which has been embedded in the “triple-bottom line”’; Wang and Aaltio, 2017). Interestingly,
social issues, such as the retention of older employees, have been investigated much less in the
field of sustainable HRM compared to environmental issues (Pfeffer, 2010). For example,
Wisse et al. (2018, p. 875) found that the relationship between CSR and job satisfaction was
stronger among older employees, whose time perspective is more limited, compared to
younger employees. They argued that CSR can be considered an important vehicle for
organizations to retain and satisfy their older employees. The title of the article is “catering to
the needs of an aging workforce” (Wisse et al., 2018, p. 875), an idea which resembles age
management and age-aware management.

http://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/bjom

Page 4 of 18



Page 50f 18

oNOYTULT D WN =

Baltic Journal of Management

5

According to Strandberg’s (2009) report, HR managers are capable of integrating CSR
objectives and commitments into business objectives. This idea was deepened by Voegtlin and
Greenwood (2016, p. 188), who argued that CSR and HRM are mutually dependent; the two
concepts share certain key themes, such as stakeholders (Voegtlin and Greenwood, 2016, p.
188). Based on a systematic review, Voegtlin and Greenwood (2016) divided CSR-HRM
research into three categories: instrumental, social integrative and political CSR-HRM. The
instrumental CSR-HRM perspective has roots in the neo-classical economics approach, which
highlights the passive role of organizations in society and maximizing profit. In contrast, the
social integrative perspective sees employees as “human resources and valuable stakeholders”
(Voegtlin and Greenwood, 2016, p. 189). According to this perspective, employees need to be
involved in CSR-HRM practices to promote the well-being and motivation of individuals, as
well as stakeholder value (Voegtlin and Greenwood, 2016, p. 189). Whereas the political
CSR-HRM perspective observes the plural interest of different stakeholders and the potential
conflicts among them (Voegtlin and Greenwood, 2016, p. 193).

Taken together, challenges and possibilities related to aging in the work-life context
cover societal, organizational and individual levels, which are interconnected (Antoniou et al.,
2016). The aim of this study is to examine how aging is discussed in a Finnish business
magazine in reference to societal, organizational and individual levels. Furthermore, the aim is
to investigate the role of organizations and management in dealing with the aging workforce
according to these discourses.

Study design, data and analysis

In this study we ask, how aging is approached in the Finnish business magazine Talouseldmd
between 2002 and 2017. Talouseldmdi is published weekly, totaling around 52 issues per year.
The magazine focuses primarily on Finnish business life and finance. The articles are in
general related to, for example, work life and financial news, as well as their influence on the
Finnish economy and society. This magazine is considered one of the most well-known and
dominant business magazines in Finland. The primary readership of Talouselimd includes
managers and professionals in the Finnish business world. Therefore, the articles it publishes
have a wide professional audience of business decision-makers, and it also reflects what kinds
of reading material the magazine imagines to be of interest to its readers. Overall, language
and textual productions are nowadays common data in studies (Alvesson & Karreman, 2000).
Media texts are part of the production and re-production of organizational and managerial
phenomena (Vaara & Tienari, 2002).

We selected articles that deal with aging in the work-life context as the basis for our
analysis. Articles were sourced from the online archive of Talouseldmé magazine. A total of
four search rounds were made between 2015 and 2018 in order to ensure the coverage of the
relevant articles for the analysis. The term “aging” (ikddntyminen in Finnish) was set as the
keyword for the search and 93 articles were found. “Senior” (seniori in Finnish) was also used
as a keyword and as a result, found 73 articles. The keyword ‘“age management”
(ikdjohtaminen in Finnish) was also used and 10 articles were found. Four duplicate articles,
articles in which “aging” was not the primary focus, and articles focused on aging but without
any relevance to work life were excluded. As a result, 66 articles were selected based on the
keyword ‘“‘aging” (ikddntyminen), 6 articles were targeted based on the keyword ‘“senior”
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(seniori), and 9 articles were gathered based on the keyword ‘“age management”
(ikdjohtaminen). One article was found using two keywords “aging and age management”
(ikddntyminen and ikdjohtaminen). Therefore, the sample for analysis comprised 81 articles
that deal with aging.! The content in these articles related to aging in the work-life context and
fulfilled the screening criterion. The textual data was the focus, and visual data (pictures,
figures, statistics and photographs) was excluded from the analysis. After this initial process,
the title and the content of each article were carefully and thoroughly read. The content and
the length of the articles varied considerably. Most of the articles were short, such as
commentary articles or book reviews, while some were longer articles based on interview
data, for example. The total number of articles found and the number of articles selected on
the basis of their year of publication is presented in Figure 1.

Please insert Figure I about here

The total number of articles has increased during the economic recession and after 2010. This
indicates that the visibility of aging issues has grown over the years. However, there is only
modest growth in the articles focusing on aging in the work-life context (selected articles).

The analysis was made using qualitative content analysis. A similar type of analysis has also
been used in previous studies concerning aging in media outlets (see for example, Rozanova,
2010). At the beginning of the analysis, the articles were read in order to gain a common
understanding of the data. One member of the research team used ATLAS.ti software for the
preliminary content analysis. The researchers discussed the classifications and decisions in
order to verify that the themes were suitable for the data and that there were genuine
differences between the themes (Gioia et al., 2012). Each article was categorized based on its
main focus. As usual, in magazine articles there is one especially important issue that is
emphasized, even if it relates to multiple themes. In the content analysis, a coding unit can
vary from a keyword or a phrase to larger units such as a theme (Eriksson and Kovalainen,
2014). In this study, the coding unit was a theme. In other words, the articles were categorized
into different themes based on the content. The categorization process can be described as
abductive, since the theoretical pre-understanding regarding the research topic served as the
point of departure, but themes that emerged from the data were also the focus (see, for
example, Rozanova, 2010). The themes were discussed at the team of researchers in order to
verify that the themes suited the data, and that there were genuine differences between the
themes (Gioia et al., 2012). As a result of the content analysis, seven themes were identified
(Table I).

Please, insert Table I about here.

The approach of this study is critically oriented because the aim of the analysis is to identify
how the discourses differ or contradict with each other, and to study what kinds of issues have
been emphasized or overlooked. Phillips and Hardy (2002, p. 20) distinguished between
critically oriented and constructivist approaches to analyzing discourses. They also

I The list of articles is available from the authors if needed.
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distinguished between context- and text-dependent approaches (see Hardy, 2004, pp. 416-
417). The results of this study are discussed in the Finnish work-life context, and therefore the
focus is more context- than text-dependent. To explicate the findings, quotations from the
articles are provided.

Findings

The first theme (Aging and its influences on society) highlighted that aging is a challenge, a
threat or a problem for the Finnish economy and society. This viewpoint was often justified
by relying on statistics, prognoses or statements presented by experts. The following
quotation exemplifies the way aging was discussed in these articles. “According to
prognoses, the biggest possible problem will be the aging population: when Baby Boomers
retire, there will be all kinds of problems for the working population; not to mention the
dependency ratio, which will increase alarmingly” (“Hocuspocus! The retirement bomb has
disappeared,” Talouseldmd, 29.3.2007).

In these articles, aging was described as an inevitable megatrend, and in this way, it was
related to climate change, for example, as the following illustrates: “The biggest long-term
threat is related to climate change and controlling greenhouse gas emissions. The other huge
challenge is the aging population and adapting to it” (“Spain is saved from Spanish disease,”
Talouseldmd, 19.1.2011).

Furthermore, aging was discussed in a deterministic manner and was described as an
issue that will happen and that there is little we can do about it at the societal level. In the
literature, this has been called “apocalyptic demography” (Gee and Gutman, 2000; see
Rozanova, 2010, p. 218). For example, an article titled “More breadwinners, fewer
dependents” in Talouseldmd (25.11.2010) stated, “Geography is naturally bound to Finland’s
fate. We are a remote and cold country next to Russia. It has been evident to Finnish people
for a long time. What is less obvious is that the age structure of the population is also
Finland’s fate”.

The second theme (Aging as a business opportunity) emphasized the positive
consequences of the aging population for Finnish business life. In these articles, aging was
seen as one of the megatrends that will have positive consequences for certain sectors, such as
pharmaceuticals. In other words, aging individuals were considered potential consumers, and
therefore, some companies were seen to benefit from the aging population. The following is
from an article that discussed internationalization in Finnish start-up firms and how
knowledge and understanding of recent megatrends (such as aging) will benefit these firms:
“Finnish people have a good grip on many trends. For example: health, urbanization,
recycling and aging”. (“The group of very fast-growing Finnish firms plan to go global by
taking a shortcut”, Talouseldmd, 27.12.2016). In the research literature (Chand and Tung,
2014), the changing needs and consumption patterns of the older population have also been
acknowledged. For instance, the need for healthcare products and services is expected to
grow. In addition, it has been postulated that older consumers will likely increase the demand
for redesigned vehicles, such as cars, as well as assistance with living, for example (Chand
and Tung, 2014, 2014-2015).
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The third theme (The consequences of aging on work life) is related to the consequences
of shifting demographics for labor markets. Articles dealing with this theme focused on the
need to prolong work life in response to the aging workforce, aiming to cope with unexpected
changes and lower productivity in the labor market. The consequences of aging for the
workforce is illustrated in the following: “One reason behind the morbidity and retirement of
employees is aging, and the impediments caused by aging”. (“Occupational well-being
threatens to collapse”, Talouseldmd, 3.12.2008).

The fourth theme (The consequences of aging on individuals) concentrated on the
consequences of aging at the individual level, such as declining work ability and functioning.
Most of the articles were descriptive. Some articles presented the “voice” of an aging
individual, whereas others relied on academic experts, for example. For instance, one article
described the results of an international survey concerning how different aged individuals
perceive aging: “The main concern of aging is related to weakening functional and physical
mobility as well as financial insecurity among respondents”. (“Now it has been studied: the
excessive idolization of youth is in the past”, Talouseldmd, 30.8.2012). Although aging was
discussed as an inevitable process, aging was argued to vary according to a person’s own life
path being heavily influenced by individualized courses of action based on decisions, habits
and circumstances. In other words, the responsibility of the individual for aging successfully
was emphasized (Rozanova, 2010). Therefore, aging individuals were seen as the key actors
and those accountable who need to manage their aging body (Laliberte-Rudman, 2015). This
point can be seen in the following: “Aging means the accumulation of years and no one can
stop this process; but growing older means biological change, and we can influence the
underlying causes of these”). (“Sorry young, the happiest are those over 80 years old”,
Talouseldmd, 6.5.2011).

The fifth theme (Pension-related issues) concentrated on the challenges of the current
pension system in Finland and underscored the need to postpone retirement in order to ease
the dependency ratio and inhibit the growing expenses related to pensions. In this society-
level discussion, aging individuals were portrayed as a homogenous group without any
significant individual differences. For example, an article titled “Don’t worry, you just pay
more” in Talouseldmd (27.5.2009) stated:

The biggest problem in the pension system is the aging population, and especially

longevity. When there are fewer people working, GDP growth will slow down.

Because of the slower growth, there will be a higher rate of unemployment and

consequently there will be smaller pensions. This situation is unpleasant, but the

system will try to find a solution to adapt to the situation and to maintain its

sustainability.

The sixth theme (Society-level policies needed to respond to the aging population) linked
to the previous theme because it depicts decisions and polices, which should be launched in
order to tackle challenges related to the aging workforce at the societal level. Articles in this
theme had a normative tone. Diverse policy suggestions and implications were illustrated.
Although most of the articles primarily showed how difficult the decisions required for the
aging population are, some optimistic viewpoints were also presented, for instance:

When it comes to societal decision-making processes, an active policy on aging needs
to be addressed more strongly. Due to the age structure of its population, Finland has a
unique opportunity to act as a forerunner. We should build a society that offers the
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means for everyone to participate. (“You don’t get old, you get through your life”,
Talouseldmd, 3.6.2011)

The seventh theme (Organization-level age management practices and policies)
concerned mainly organizational practices and policies or age management practices targeted
at aging employees. In Finland, the Finnish Institute of Occupational Health and their emeritus
professor Juhani [Imarinen have promoted the importance of age management over the years
(see e.g. Ilmarinen, 2006). Age management stresses the balance between individual resources
and job demands, according to which organizations should find flexible practices in order to
retain older employees (Ilmarinen, 2006). The following exemplifies this perspective: “This
situation will lead to an endless spiral because work demands increase all the time. One
should remember the simple premise that the person does not exist for work, instead work
exists for the person”. (“Let there be tickling at work,” Talouseldmad, 2.12.2003)

At the end of the 1990s and the beginning of the 2000s, several societal reforms were
launched in Finland to respond to challenges related to the aging population (Ilmarinen, 2006).
Along with these reforms, age management received attention in the Talouseldmé magazine;
most of the organization-level articles related to age management were published between the
years 2002 and 2008. After 2009, when Finland and other developed countries were
influenced by the great recession (Suni and Vihridld, 2016), interest in the organization-level
focus on aging issues seems to have diminished. Inside the organization-level discourse, there
was a dissonance regarding the need for age management practices and policies. On the one
hand, few articles stressed the importance of organizational actively responding to the
challenges related to the aging workforce. For example, one article focused on an IT company
where prolonging the careers of older employees and individualized late career planning were
seen to benefit younger employees as the tacit knowledge was passed from generation to
generation:

Now CGI has had over one hundred discussions and made career plans for its employees
aged 60+. It is not mandatory to make a plan. If an employee does not think it is relevant,
the discussion can be postponed by one year. It is also possible to change the plan. (“Over
one hundred career plans for people over 607, Talouseldmd, 2.5.2015)

On the other hand, some articles downplayed the importance of age management
practices at the organizational level. For instance, one article titled “Discrimination or
observation” discussed age management sarcastically by contesting the need for it:

The more you think about it, the more foolish the idea of age management seems.
Should we really treat people of different ages differently? Probably only a few want
to be considered as a representative of their own age group, similar to those who were
born in the same year. In the contemporary world, age is not a symbol of either your
physical or mental abilities or competencies. Perhaps the sincere goal of age
management is to improve people’s well-being at work and to make the descent to
retirement less steep. And that’s fine. (Talouseldmd, 5.10.2007)

The above quotation also illustrates how aging was mainly presented as an individual-
oriented process in the articles that criticized the need for age management practices and
policies in organizations. Interestingly, this viewpoint contradicts the prevalent social-level
discourses, which consider aging employees predominantly as a homogenous group of
chronologically similarly aged individuals.

Discussion
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Media outlets, such as Talouseldmd magazine, can be seen to promulgate prevailing norms
and values related to aging in work life, as well as in society in general (Rozanova, 2010).
This study examined how aging in the work-life context has been discussed at societal,
organizational and individual levels, and in particular, what kind of role organizations and
management was given in these discussions. The results demonstrate that the number of
articles on aging in the work-life context increased slightly over the years, especially after the
economic recession. However, it seems that the viewpoints on the aging topic have not
broadened over the years. A deterministic and problematized perspective dominated the
articles during the period under analysis.

The majority of the articles analyzed here dealt with aging as a society-level
phenomenon. In the society-level discourses, aging was presented as an inevitable fact that
will have considerable consequences on dependency ratios and pension systems at the national
level. The dominance of society-level discourses could be the result of the actions at societal
and political levels and the current social and healthcare reform that have largely dominated
the current public discussion in Finland. For example, in the late 1990s to the early 2000s, the
major reforms at the societal level were launched in Finland to prolong careers and anticipate
changes related to the aging society (Ilmarinen, 2006). But, the prevalence of the discourses at
the societal level could also relate to the economic situation in Finland during the recession. It
can be expected that the societal-level issues related to aging will most likely influence the
discourse in business life.

According to the articles, aging was mainly seen as a threat or a burden, and
opportunities related to the aging population received less attention. Due to the aging
population, the number of older consumers will increase, which will open up new business
opportunities for companies (Chand and Tung, 2014). However, in the articles analyzed here,
the potential business opportunities resulting from the aging population were only discussed in
some consumer-centered articles.

At the individual level, aging was approached in narrow terms and mainly from a health-
related perspective. Some articles responded to concerns related to aging, for instance,
memory loss problems. Few articles focused on the active role of aging citizens. Critical
analysis of the phenomenon of aging was rare, which increases the risk that aging individuals
have been stereotyped into a single format and contrasted against other age groups. This can
cause unnecessary confrontations (Thomas et al., 2014). Gender differences and other
dimensions of diversity, which have been highlighted in the current research literature on
aging (Thomas et al., 2014), were largely missing in the analyzed business articles.

When it comes to the organizational-level discussion of aging, those articles concerned
about how organizations can respond to the challenges related to the aging workforce were
mainly published before the recession. Although age management and age-sensitive HRM
policies have received more attention in management studies in recent years (Aaltio et al.,
2014), these issues did not receive much attention in the articles during the recession.
Interestingly, the organizational-level discourse seemed to struggle with whether
individualized management practices are needed for aging employees or not. Those articles,
which acknowledged the need for age management or age-aware management can be
categorized as instrumental (CSR)-HRM (Voegtlin et al., 2106) without much attention to the
CSR aspects. In these articles, the need to retain aging employees was closely related to
business imperatives. The other stream of organization-level articles had a pessimistic or even
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cynical tone. For example, the need for age management practices was questioned. It can be
argued based on the results that the role of organizations as a responsible agency or active
operator in terms of managing the challenges related to aging was largely missing.

Although the aging population is now challenging many facets at the societal,
organizational and individual levels, these different levels were rarely combined and discussed
in the articles. Aging was mainly linked to issues outside organizational boundaries, such as
pension-related issues, changing labor markets, new business opportunities and the
consumption patterns of older citizens. Whereas aging issues inside organizational boundaries,
such as management practices and policies related to aging employees, were largely missing.
It seems that the recent recession in Finland has influenced to some extent how aging in the
work-life context has been discussed in the articles analyzed here and has given a specific tone
to aging issues. The financial crisis can also explain the ambivalence found about the need for
age management practices at the organizational level. In terms of the CSR-HRM perspective,
specific signs for organizations willing to cater to the diverse needs of older employees were
not found (see e.g. Wisse et al., 2018).

Conclusions

In conclusion, all three levels (individual, organizational and societal) were visible in the
articles, but society-level discourses dominated. At the societal-level, the aging population
was mainly seen as a problem, a threat or at least a challenge, which could have a negative
impact, for example, on labor markets, the pension system, healthcare and the economy in
general. Most of the articles were concerned about issues related to aging that take place
outside organizations, such as changes in retirement legislation, the labor market and
consumer behaviors. Less attention was given to the consequences of the aging workforce
inside organizational boundaries, such as management practices. The passive bystander role of
organizations in terms of managing the challenges related to the aging workforce was evident
in the articles. Interestingly, some of the discourses seemed to contradict each other. For
example, while the society-level discourses presented aging individuals mainly as a
homogenous group, the individual-level discourse placed great emphasis on the active role of
individuals to manage their own aging process. Based on the results, it can be concluded that
internal and external organizational contexts can either promote or inhibit age management or
age-aware management practices in organizations and be sensitive to other diversities as well.
The current discourses on aging in the work-life context have room to be broadened in
different directions. For example, the links between aging and social sustainability and CSR
are likely to come up in the future, as the number of aging employees is growing rapidly.

In addition, when we juxtapose the dominance of society-level discourses with
the literature on aging and ageism, our findings show the gap between organization-relevant
aging research and the media. The potential and opportunities of the aging workforce could
also be raised and the positive aspects of aging workforce deserve to be highlighted in the
media along with the challenges and threats. Business magazines could take a more active role
in promoting the information exchange between researchers and practitioners. Finally, aging
research could promote media level publishing and applications of knowledge.

Practical implications
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This study provides certain practical implications. The aim of this paper was to describe and
analyze how aging has been manifested in a (leading) Finnish business magazine. The way
aging was discussed and presented in the media is likely to influence organizational thinking
patterns, decision-making processes and practices. Therefore, decision-makers, such as HR
professionals and managers, in organizations should recognize the rather narrow and
deterministic way of discussing the issues surrounding aging in contemporary work life. By
broadening this perspective and how the aging phenomenon is seen, new management
practices and possible business opportunities could emerge for organizations. The trend
toward longer working lives is not likely to fade away (Lain and Loretto, 2016, p. 647).
Therefore, there is a need to promote a longer work life within organizational practices and
policies. Broadly speaking, organizations need to promote tolerance and equity in their age
management practices (Aaltio et al., 2014). As a result, there is plenty of room for innovative
age management practices and policies to respond to the future workforce challenges caused
by the changing demographics. This age management or “age-aware” approach to HRM can
be seen as a sustainable approach to HRM practices closely related to organizational CSR
practices (Ehnert and Harry, 2012). Therefore, HRM could adopt a more influential role in
promoting the social and political responsibilities of organizations to satisfy their stakeholders
(including employees, families and communities as a whole).

Limitations and suggestions for future research

Several limitations of this study should be pointed out. First, the articles were only sourced
from the online archive of the magazine using selected keywords. Although several search
rounds were used, it is possible that a few relevant articles are still missing from the data. In
addition, the focus was on textual data; therefore, future studies could investigate visual data
related to aging in the media. Second, articles were only sought in the magazine Talouseldmd,
which provides news and articles mainly from Finnish work life. To gain a broader and even
more international perspective on aging, other data sources should be used. Third, the foothold
of social media is growing all the time (Whelan et al., 2013). Therefore, future studies could
investigate what kinds of discourses on aging in the work-life context are prevalent in social
media and whether these discourses differ compared to newspapers and magazines, for
example. Furthermore, future studies could examine journalists to acquire information about
what kinds of issues influence and guide their way of writing articles about aging in work life.
Finally, although this study focused on aging, the aging population is commonly compared to
younger age groups. Therefore, a broader focus, covering different age groups, would provide
a deeper understanding of how age-related issues are discussed and presented in the media.
Furthermore, the boundaries between work life and private life are becoming more blurred,
because more and more older employees, for example, consider continuing working after
retirement (Tenhunen, 2017). Therefore, the links between work life and other domains should
be analyzed in more detail in the future.
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Table I. Themes
Themes The number of
articles
1 Aging and its influences on society 17
2 Aging as a business opportunity 15
3 Consequences of aging on work life 7
4 Consequences of aging on individuals 11
5 Pension-related issues 9
6 Society-level policies needed to respond to the aging population 6
7 Organization-level age management practices and policies 16
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Figure I. Distribution of the articles in Talouseldmd magazine during the years 20022017
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