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A gradual, more flexible approach to retirement
The recent strikes and riots in France against an increase in the retirement age reflect the problem of an ageing population. It is a problem because, after decades of rising life expectancy, the people want to carry on retiring and collecting universal pensions at 60 or 65.
Some argue that Hong Kong should have a universal pension system. Whether we do or not, we should recognise what an ageing population implies for working life and retirement.
Let’s start by throwing away the word “problem”. Life expectancy is rising because people today are healthier and fitter - feeling younger - for 10 years or 20 years longer than in their parents’ or grandparents’ time. This is a gift, thanks to improved diets, hygiene, medical science and health awareness. Don’t tell me this is a problem.
But it calls for new thinking. Living is not free. We need to work longer simply to generate enough additional wealth to pay for those extra years alive. The good news is that many of us want to; even people who can afford it often dread the idea of a long retirement with nothing useful to do. There is also evidence that keeping busy is good for physical and mental health.
Social gerontology specialist Professor Alfred Chan Cheung-ming and his colleagues at Lingnan University’s Asia-Pacific Institute for Ageing Studies recently produced a paper titled “Optional Retirement” looking at new approaches. They accept that raising retirement savings and the retirement age will be important. But they also see a need for a whole new culture of how we retire.
Among their ideas is the intertwining of work and leisure as we age. Employers should allow new patterns like flexi-hours (part-time work with a variable schedule), jobsharing (two part-timers doing one job between them) and working from home. In other words, at some stage in your career - for example, when you reach your 60s - you should start to work less, but the transition to full retirement may not take place until, say, 70.
Already, some of our bigger companies are rehiring people after the age of 60 to work as consultants, and a few others have policies of letting some workers stay on after 60 on a part-time basis. These are examples for the Hong Kong business community to follow.
Further ahead, there are all sorts of ways people could gradually move from full-time work to retirement. Employers could offer workers new jobs in the same company, for example using their skills to mentor junior colleagues. Companies and government could co-operate to retrain older workers to start second careers, for instance with part-time positions in education, care-giving or welfare organisations. In 30 years’ time, at least 40 per cent of those between 55 and 65 will have gone to college, compared with 10 per cent today.
Far from being a burden, older people have a huge amount to offer in workplaces. In the United States, home improvement stores hire retirees for the unique advice and experience they can share with younger customers.
We need to free ourselves from seeing older workers as a potential problem whose salaries are higher, who are more expensive to insure or who hang on at the top and make promotion harder for younger colleagues. And older people have to free themselves from seeing a career as being about constant hours and higher pay and more responsibilities year after year. A gradual transition from full-time work to retirement, say from age 60 to 70, will break these patterns.
Hong Kong has a great opportunity here as it decides how to finance retirement and adapt to life with more older and fewer younger people. Using a bit of imagination, we can find new ways to be productive as workers - and fulfilled as individuals - for longer.
