C) Interview topic guide Union and Employee Representatives


Thank you for agreeing to take part in this interview. As you know, this is part of an ESRC funded research project to contrast and compare age management in Hong Kong and the UK. We sent you an outline of the issues we wanted to discuss, but here is a spare copy in case you don’t have it to hand.

The interview should take no more than 1½ hours at the maximum, and everything you tell us will be confidential.

To make sure we have a reliable record of the conversation, I would like to record this interview which will then be transcribed for analysis by the Middlesex research team. Once the interview is transcribed, only team members will have access to material which identifies you and your firm. Transcripts and recordings will be stored in a secure place consistent with the UK Data Protection Acts.

The ESRC, who commissioned this research, may wish for transcripts to be stored in the UK Data Archives so they may be available to other researchers interested in older workforce issues. For these reasons, transcripts will be anonymised, removing your name, your employer’s name and any information which could identify you or your organisation.

Could I ask you to carefully read and sign this “Informed Consent form” now, to confirm that you understand the terms on which we will use the material. We need the form for ESRC records, and the second copy is for your records.


1.  Respondent details


First can I just confirm your name.................................................................................. And your union role is..................................................................................................... This means you are responsible for............................................................................... How long have you been in this role?............................................................................. How long have you worked for this organisation at this location?.................................. How long have you worked in the sector?...................................................................... How many people does the organisation employ at this location?..................................


2. About employee representation


1.  For union representatives:

a.  Which union do you represent?   Could you briefly tell me a little bit about the union? (Prompt: size of union, sector profile, political ideology).

b.  How many employees are union members?  Could you tell me about the profile of the average union member (Prompt: age and occupation profile; proportion of unionisation in workplace)

c.   Could you tell me a little bit about the structure of your union (Prompt: how decisions are made, support received from branches, branch autonomy)

d.  Are  there  other  unions  in  the  workplace?     How  would  you  describe  the relationship between the unions?

e.  How much time per month do you have (within your regular working time) to devote to union work in your organisation? How much time do you have for union-
 (
1
)
related training?  How many resources does your employer offer you for union- related work? (Facilities, money etc.)

f.   How much time and resources do you (does the union at your workplace) invest into equality issues? Do you have a union equality representative?


2.  For other employee representatives (eg employee network reps)

a.  Please tell me briefly about your role as an employee representative. (Prompt:
origins of the organisation, structure, number of representatives)

b.  What are the main issues which you are concerned with (Prompt: discrimination, development, etc)

c.   How successful do you think the organisation has been in addressing these issues?

d.  How are you consulted by managers? (Prompt: senior and line managers)

e.  How much influence do you think you have over policies in the organisation?

f.   How much time per month do you have (within your regular working time) to devote to employee representation work in your organisation? How much time do you have for employee representation-related training?   How many resources does  your  employer  offer  you  for  employee  representation-related  work? (Facilities, money etc.)

g.  How much time and resources do you (does the employee representation at your workplace) invest into equality issues? Do you have a employee representation equality representative?


3. Strategic/HR context

[this is contextual material – max 15 minutes – aim for 10]


1.  Briefly, what are the major strategic issues or challenges facing your organisation at the moment?

2.  What do you think are the main human resource challenges facing your organisation and why? (prompt difficulties recruiting, retaining key staff, particular skill sets or groups, redundancies, training, ageing workforce, employee representation/bargaining)

3.  Can you give me one or two examples of how your organisation is addressing these challenges?

4.  Do you think the challenges your organisation faces are similar to other organisations in a) *SECTOR*?
b) *REGION*?

c) *ORGANISATION SIZE”?

d) Other parts of (US MNC/school district)

For union reps: Does your union have views on how the organisation should address these challenges?

5.  Broadly, what is the division of HR responsibilities between the HR function and line management? What role do line managers have in disseminating policies?

6.  Are there any aspects of the management structure in your organisation which makes dissemination of HR policies easier or more difficult?
7.  Nationally the workforce is getting older, with fewer young people entering the workforce, and more people staying in work into their 60s.

a.  What is the age profile of your workforce here? Have you noticed any trends
(Prompt: ageing workforce/difficulty bringing in young people)

b.  How important an issue is the ageing workforce for your organisation?

c.   Do you think this demographic change is a good or a bad thing?

d.  Do you have strong views about the age range appropriate for particular jobs? Do other representatives feel the same? Does your (union/works council) have a strong view on this?

e.  Do you think that encouraging older employees to stay in work longer could address the main HR challenges which your organisation faces? Do you think it could make the problem worse?

8.  In 2011, the Default Retirement Age has begun to be abolished. What impact, if any, do you think this has had on the workplace you represent?

a.  Is there much demand from employees to stay in work beyond the age of 65?

b.  How easy or difficult do you think it would be for older workers in the organisation to continue in work beyond the organisation’s normal retirement age?

c.   Has the employer discussed with you or


4. The (age) discrimination regulations

[this is also contextual, max 10 minutes – aim for 5]


9.  Does your organisation have an equal opportunities policy? (Prompt: global, national local policy) Does it mention age? How long has it mentioned age?

a.  Did your union/works council/employee network influence what the policy says? (Prompt: negotiations, has been consulted)

b.  Does the organisation provide equal opportunities training for managers or other staff? (Prompt: managers, senior officers, recruiters).

c.   Has your union provided you or your union colleagues with information or support on equal opportunity or anti-discrimination legislation issues (such as training, legal interpretations, manuals)? Does the material or training include a discussion about age management and/or age discrimination? Have you taken advantage of any training or other support measures your union offers regarding these issues?

d.  Does the organisation collect and monitor data on HR practices such as pay or recruitment to identify whether there may be any direct or indirect discrimination? Does it monitor specifically on age? (Prompt: If not, does it plan to do so in the future? Why? How difficult do you think it will be?)

e.  What role, if any, has your (union, works council, network) had in disseminating the organisation’s equal opportunity policy to line managers?

10. In many organisations, age diversity is primarily an issue for which HR is responsible. a.  Is this the case in your organisation?
b.  Which other parts of the organisation are interested in this issue and why?

c.   How have they influenced the approach the organisation takes to age diversity? (Prompt: specific examples, such as board level task group on age)

11. Has the 2006 (age) discrimination legislation any impact on your organisation?
a.  Did the organisation start any initiatives to accommodate for this?

b.  Has  your  union/works  council  started  any  initiatives?(Prompt:  reviewing  HR policies; training managers; commissioning consultants to advice, attending conferences/seminars; cost benefit analysis, consulting union, changing policies).

12. Do you know what your constituents think about the (age) discrimination regulations? (Prompt: welcome, suspicious. Surveys, formal consultations, union/ works council discussions).

13. Are   there   any   examples   of   proactive   age   management   practice   in   your organisation/works council/union which you are particularly proud of?   Are there any examples of anti-discrimination approaches which you are proud of?

14. Age discrimination: Are there any people management processes in which you think age discrimination occurs in your organisation?

a.  How could the situation of older workers in your organisation improve?

b.  What sort of initiatives could be taken, by whom


5. The age dimension of HR practices

[this is the main body of the interview, although some questions may have been answered under the previous section – allow at least 45 minutes.

The “dimensional questions below” apply to each of these 9 headings. During the interview we will track whether we have answers on each using the check sheet below. The sequence of questions will be adjusted for each sector to put first topics where the sectoral report suggests that there are particular issues or problems]


Each of the questions has normally five dimensions a)  What is the policy?
b)  What is the practice (ie what do you think is really going on)

c)  What are employees’ views? (Prompt: whether he/she has ever dealt with a personal case from a constituent

d)  How are employees’ views represented? (formally- eg through works council and collective bargaining and informally?)

e)  How is policy disseminated to line managers?

f)   What  do  you  think  is  the  outcome  from  the  employees´  and  the organisation´s perspective?


15. Retirement:

a.  When do employees in your organisation normally retire? What are the reasons why people choose this age? (Prompt: pensions, early retirement options, mandatory retirement, stress)

b.  How much choice do older employees have in deciding when they retire? Is it the same for all groups? (Prompt: fixed or flexible retirement age, managers/workers, men/women, manual/non-manual).

16. Staying past retirement age: Does the organisation have people who are older than your normal retirement age (if none then SPA)? (Prompt: grade/role of employees, UK: requests from employees to work beyond the retirement age (number, who dealt with?)
a.  If people stay after the organisation’s retirement age do their terms and conditions change? (Prompt: temp/fixed term employment, performance reviews, change in pay and conditions)

17. Flexibility:

a.  In what circumstances can employees (older or otherwise) change their working hours, change or reduce the number of days they work in a year (e.g. seasonal, occasional work, sabbaticals or Benidorm/special leave), work partly or entirely from home.

b.  Do employees (older or otherwise) ask to work flexibly? Why/why not?

c.   Have you handled a request from a constituent to work flexibly (whether or not for retirement reasons). What was a result?

d.  What are the benefits/disadvantages of more people working flexibly? (prompt:
individual, team, organisation) How easy is it to overcome the problems?

e.  What are the constraints on managers in offering flexible working? (prompt: rotas, other employees’ opposition, union agreements)

18. Work design and content: How easy is it for older employees to change their work? (Prompt: sideways moves, downshifting).

a.  How often do any of these happen in practice?

b.  How often do employees change job content over their careers?

c. Are there more/fewer opportunities to change jobs or job roles within your organisation as they get older?

d. Are people more/less inclined to change jobs as they get olderwithin your organisation?

19. Training: How does the organisation decide who gets trained? (Prompt: short or long term courses)

a.  In general older employees are less likely to train than younger ones. Is this true in your organisation? If so why do you think this is?

b.  Do some (age) groups have particular training needs?

c.   Does your organisation provide “preparation for retirement” courses of any kind?

20. How  does  your  organisation  manage  and  assess  the  performance  of  individual employees?

a.  Does your organisation have an appraisal system?

b.  How frequent are appraisal sessions? What is the purpose of your appraisal system? What decisions are typical outcomes of your appraisal system?

c.   How  rigorous  is  it?  (Prompt:  what  are  the  consequences  of  a  poor/good appraisal?)

d.  How  does  the  organisation  normally  deal  with  skills  needs  /  performance problems?

e.  Are people in all age groups treated the same? (Prompt: allowing older workers to coast).

f.   Would the organisation rely on this system to decide whether to allow or offer someone the opportunity to retire early?

g.  Would the organisation be able to rely on this system in order to decide whether to allow someone to continue working as they get older?
21. Recruitment: How does the organisation normally recruit employees?  Do you think that the process is fair?  Efficient?  Do you think that age influences who applies and/or is selected for a position?

22. Promotion:  What  opportunities  are  available  to  employees  for  promotion  in  the organisation?

a.  Roughly, what proportion of job vacancies are filled by internal applications?

b.  What is the process for an employee seeking promotion (Prompt: how vacancies become available, selection process, use of appraisals in decision-making)

c.   Nationally, we know that older employees are less likely to take promotions than younger ones for a variety of reasons.  Is that the case in your organisation? Why or why not?

d.  Does your organisation do anything to encourage people in certain age groups to apply for promotions?

23. Workforce planning:

a.  Does the organisation have any formal or informal systems for managing the age profile of your organisation? (Prompt: reason for system)

b.  Does  the  organisation  have  any  formal  systems  for  succession  planning? (Prompt: for some or for all employees; reasons for system)

c.   What effect, if any, do you think any change to recruitment or retirement age will have on how you manage the age profile of your organisation?

d.  Does   the   organisation   have   any   arrangements   for   employees   who   are approaching  retirement  to  pass  their  knowledge  on  to  colleagues?  (Prompt: formal or informal?)

24. Health

a.  Are there aspects of job content for the main occupational group which may be difficult for older employees to fulfil? (Prompt: Physical demands of the job; workplace stress).

b.  Has the organisation taken measures to overcome these barriers to work?

c. Do you have an occupational health specialist on the premises (or easily accessible)?   How much input does (s)he have in decisions over whether an employee is capable of continuing in work?

25. Pay and benefits

a.  How  are  pay  and  benefits  determined  in  your  organisation?  Are  there  any individual negotiations?

b.  Is  pay  affected,  either  directly  or  indirectly,  by  age?  (Prompt:  age,  service, seniority related pay)

c.   How long are pay bands (Prompt UK: if over 5 years, ask how are objectively justified)

d.  How  important  is  seniority  pay  in  your  organisation?  If  pay  is  negotiated individually, does age play a role in how much pay and benefits individuals ask for?

26. Redundancy

a.  How does the organisation normally select individuals for redundancy? (Prompt:
voluntary, compulsory, use of early retirement )

b.  Has the organisation reduced its workforce in the past? If so, did they use early retirement?
c.   Are there any financial incentives which encourage employees to leave before the company/sectoral/national retirement  age? (prompt:  pension,  redundancy pay, pay/conditions)


6. Closing comments and checks


27. Sectoral features: Do you think that the ageing workforce or age discrimination law will affect **sector** differently from other industries or sectors?

28. Missing issues: Is there anything else you think is relevant which we have missed in this interview?




Thank  you for  helping  us  with  this  research.  At  the  beginning  I  confirmed  that  all  the information you provided would be confidential. If you have not already done so, could I ask you to sign this agreement which shows that you understand the terms with which the material from the interview will be used?

Thank you for your time
Project summary for interviewees


[To be sent to interviewees before the interview, a copy to be given in the interview.]

Thank you for agreeing to take part in this interview, which is part of a study being carried out by Middlesex University and financed by the ESRC.

This preliminary information sheet outlines what we want to talk about. Details about the research, including confidentiality of the interview, will be explained when we meet.

The aim of these interviews is to understand better how organisations and organisations in
**sector**  are  managing  an  ageing  workforce,  what  problems  they  are  having  now  or expecting in the future and how these are being tackled.

The topics we would like to discuss include the following. Please do not worry that you do not have detailed answers to everything. We are looking for a range of perspectives from people in different job roles. Not all questions are relevant to everyone, and we are interested in hearing your views: there are no “right” answers!

The interview will not last more than 1½ hours.


1. Some details about you, your organisation and the challenges it is facing at present – to put your comments in context

2. Your views about how important an ageing workforce is to your organisation.

3. Whether, and how your organisation is making changes to accommodate for this

4. How you manage now, and plan to manage in the future (if you do),:

a) Retirement b) Pay
c) Flexible working

d) Work design and content e) Training
f) Workforce planning g) Health
h) Recruitment

i) Early retirement

5. Whether there is anything special about your industry/sector which makes managing an ageing workforce particularly easy or difficult.

6. Whether you have any age-related practices which you think are particularly successful.


For each of these topics we are interested in:

–   What your current practice is;

–   Whether you have a formal policy,

–   Whether you and your employees think it works well;

–   How you think your practice or policy might change in the future;

–   How easy or difficult it might be to change (if you wanted to).
