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Making 
tech work  
for all ages

hen equity partner David 
Jones recently led a man-
agement buy-in at Glaisyers 

Solicitors, he was acutely aware that 
the firm’s age profile, from 16-year 
apprentices through to septuage-
narians, would impact his plans for 
the organisation.

He had decided to introduce a 
cloud-based customer relationship 
and case management system that 
would transform the way some people 
worked. “We couldn’t not do it. But for 
some of our older workers, the change 
probably hastened their retirement,” 
Jones concedes.

For many chief executives, the par-
allel emergence of five generations in 

other generation, 78 per cent say they 
are willing to embrace it, which is an 
attitude much greater than Gen Z and 
millennials, according to the data.”

Perhaps they do so because they feel 
pressure to prove their adaptability. 
“I think older people feel stigmatised 
that if you say they’re rubbish with 
tech, they will be,” says Jones. 

It’s a view shared by Helen 
Matthews, chief people o!cer at 
Ogilvy UK. “It’s perhaps pressure they 
might put on themselves, to show 
they’re not being left behind,” she 
says. “We’re going through a transi-
tion to Microsoft Teams because ulti-
mately we do believe technology has 
the power to create connected busi-
nesses and connect the generations.” 

Employers simply need to be more 
understanding. “Older generations 
will be more entrenched in their work-
ing styles. I still default to email when 
we are moving away from it. The key 
is providing information about why 
and not assuming everyone will find 
it easy,” says Matthews.

Steve Haworth, chief executive of 
new company 99&One, which helps 
businesses get the most from their 
technology, says tech can absolutely 
be the bridge between generations 
in the workforce. But firms too often 
take it for granted that learning and 
development is needed. “Thirty-five 
per cent of people we polled aged 
55-plus do use cloud-based team col-
laboration tools, compared to almost 
half (49 per cent) of those aged 25 
to 34. But when asked if they have 
received any additional training, 47 
per cent of those aged 55-plus said 
not,” he reports.

There’s one crucial message many 
appear to be in agreement with. Brian 
Kropp, Gartner’s chief of human 
resources, says: “The key thing here is 
to think less about ‘how’ older gener-
ations in the workforce adapt to new 
technology, but ‘when’. It’s not that 
older folk won’t adapt, but that they 
do so at di"erent times. 

“The real issue is when di"erent 
generations use di"erent platforms, 
like young people using Slack and 
older people using Messenger and so 
on, that’s when people won’t respond 
to each other’s messages. There’s an 
argument here for rolling out a single 
platform all at once to nullify this.” 

And whatever technology is intro-
duced, it must be simple. As Simon 
Aldous, global head of channels at 
Dropbox, concludes: “The future 
of the intergenerational workspace 
must be one that adopts emerging 
technologies, such as AI and automa-
tion, but which gives us more time to 
focus on impactful work.”

at the Institute of Student Employers, 
which looks at how young people 
transition into workplaces, says: 
“The technology people find at work 
is often much di"erent to the slick 
consumer tech they’ve been used to 
growing up. Where there's sometimes 
a disconnect is that employers expect 
new – young – entrants to be more 
tech savvy than they actually are.”

For this reason, enlightened 
employers go for a more nuanced 
approach. Jones at Glaisyers 
Solicitors says: “What we actually 
found is that change, at any age, is 
di!cult. We’ve realised that it’s only 
when technology is allowed to stag-
nate that it becomes an issue, because 
it requires greater adoption. Sta" here 
in their 50s, who’ve witnessed incre-
mental change, were much more able 
and willing to adapt when we brought 
new collaboration technology in.”

Fear of technology, and fear bosses 
might show hesitancy towards them 
with it, is something older gener-
ations do genuinely seem to feel 
though. Jon Addison, vice pres-
ident, Europe, Middle East and 
Africa enterprise sales, talent solu-
tions at LinkedIn, says: “Our 2020 
Opportunity Index finds age is con-
sidered the number-one barrier to 
job opportunity by UK adults. But, 
while the 50s are experiencing more 
change in the workplace than any 

baby boomers say they feel informed 
and confident about new technology, 
according to a YouGov report on multi- 
generational working.

Stereotypes like these would mat-
ter less if they didn’t then become 
self-fulfilling prophecies, but evi-
dence seems to suggest they do. 
The same YouGov report finds half 
of companies do not have policies, 
particularly technology-based ones, 
that confront how di"erent age 
groups collaborate. 

Rufus Grig, chief strategy o!cer 
at Maintel, says: “Technologies are 
entering the workplace creating the 
potential for truly connected busi-
nesses. However, demographic dif-
ferences can make it di!cult for 
organisations to implement the most 
appropriate technology for communi-
cation and collaboration.” So are busi-
nesses really at a crossroads?

“It’s naive to think younger peo-
ple don’t consume technology dif-
ferently,” says Jenny Perkins, former 
non-executive director at Investors 
in People, now head of engagement at 
transformation consultancy Cirrus. 
“But as a coach to older executives 
on how to have digital mindsets, the 
stereotype that older people can’t col-
laborate through technology often 
isn’t right. I poll them and find senior 
people often have more apps on their 
phones than younger people because 
they’re taking what they already do 
into the digital space.

“Where I think a problem does lie is 
in the fact there is still a lag in mind-
set. Older generations in the work-
force tend to think tech is harder 
than it really is to deploy. It might 
have been in the past, but isn’t now. 
They also want it to be ‘perfect’, while 
younger people are more willing to 
run with imperfect technology and 
just get on with it.”

An often-ignored fact is younger 
people need just as much tutoring. 
Stephen Isherwood, chief executive 

Workforces now often comprise 
up to five generations, each with 
di!erent approaches to technology. 
Simply writing o! the older  
generations is a mistake

the workforce, plus the need to imple-
ment technological change, will inev-
itably see stereotypical views about 
the age of workers and the way they 
respond to technology rise to the fore. 

And you don’t need to look hard to 
see the reams of data that purports to 
prove it: how a fifth of workers aged 
25 to 34 regularly use WhatsApp and 
Skype at work, but just 5.6 and 6.8 per 
cent of those over 55 do, according to 
Maintel report Bringing order to com-
munications chaos. While the Gen Z 
UK report by Nintex finds Generation 
Z are extremely familiar with artifi-
cial intelligence (AI) and automation, 
and 62 per cent believe it enhances 
the workplace. But only 18 per cent of 
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There is still a lag in mindset. 
Older generations in the 
workforce tend to think tech is 
harder than it really is to deploy

G E N E R A T I O N A L  W O R K I N G 

Commercial feature

Simplifying 
control in the 
back office 
is key to 
transformation
Organisations are eager to transform  
their business to keep up with rapid 
changes in the marketplace, but they 
are being held back by visibility and 
complexities in the back office

arket forces and competitive 
pressures facing businesses 
have accelerated drastically 

in recent years. Customer expecta-
tions are evolving and the mechanisms 
through which people want to inter-
act with companies are expanding. 
Meanwhile, lower barriers to entry are 
enabling startups to disrupt market-
places, driven by an agility they are 
born with in the cloud, and regulations 
cause further complexities. 

All the additional pressure on organ-
isations is placing an alarming strain 
on back-office operations, which are 
often not agile enough to adapt in this 
fast-changing business landscape and 
respond to new risks and challenges. 
As a result, companies are increasingly 
realising they urgently need to trans-
form and simplify their back office.

“It’s hugely important because fun-
damentally it’s where the rubber hits 
the road,” says Richard Jeffery, chief 
executive of ActiveOps, a provider of 
digital operations management solu-
tions. “As companies embrace digital 
transformation, they can promise the 
world, but ultimately they have to be 
able to execute. The back office is the 
point at which all those things come 
together and have to get done. The 
ability of an organisation to exploit its 
back office to deliver advantage will 
determine its future success.”

Businesses that can be nimble 
because their operations are flexible 
and adaptable to changing specifica-
tions have a huge advantage in the digi-
tal age. However, it is common for large 
organisations to lack the visibility, effi-
ciency and agility they require across 
their back-office operations to enable 
that nimbleness. Many have built up 
their workforce management toolkits 
over a long period and the strategies 
they have for controlling performance 
in their business were built in the 19th 
or 20th centuries.

These strategies, systems and proto-
cols are no longer fit for purpose and 

companies are increasingly discover-
ing that the controls they have in place 
don’t work anymore because they 
can’t operate at the speed or precision 
the business now requires. Back-office 
operations that lack agility and visibility 
will produce more waste and will strug-
gle to respond when customers expect. 
According to ActiveOps, most organ-
isations carry an average of between 
14 and 20 per cent wasted capacity in 
their operations. 

“That’s the consequence!of having the 
capacity locked into teams,” says Jeffery. 
“However, back-office operations man-
agement has always been an amateur 
sport; it’s not something which typically 
has been systemically addressed. Each 
different function! has its own lingua 
franca for control. The demands of dig-
ital are requiring that to change and this 
is why so many companies are struggling. 
There’s nothing wrong with their ability 
to implement new business processes, 
but they can’t control them.”

ActiveOps is a systemic solution for 
managing work capacity and simplify-
ing the running of operations. Within 
most organisations are numerous 
localised or siloed ways of managing 
work, which result in inefficiencies and 
a lack of productivity. Workware+ from 
ActiveOps (operations management 
technology) provides the metrics and 
method for balancing work capacity. 
It is a simplifier in a world of growing 
business complexity, enabling organi-
sations to act on their data quicker and 
control their operations more effec-
tively regardless of the work location.  

This simplification and control allows 
organisations to enhance their cus-
tomer experience, improve their 
employee engagement and drive 
greater results for the business as they 
are able to respond faster to both chal-
lenges and opportunities in the market-
place. Through reducing all the com-
plexity across the back office, ActiveOps 
has found that its platform can boost 
productivity by more than 25 per cent.

Organisations that achieve this and 
regain control in their back-office oper-
ations also achieve efficiency through 
better use of time, quality from staff 
having the time to complete tasks to the 
best of their abilities, and even a greater 
sense of wellbeing because employees 
know what is expected of them and can 
celebrate their successes. 

“This manifests for customers 
because they get the products and 
services they want and can interact 
with companies through the channels 
they desire, and it also manifests for 
other stakeholders because the busi-
ness is in control,” says Jeffery. “As any 

psychologist will tell you, the biggest 
cause of stress is feeling out of con-
trol. By deploying ActiveOps, organ-
isations, teams and individuals can 
better determine outcomes by know-
ing what’s going to happen and being 
able to execute on that.”

As the trend of self-service moves the 
function of business operations closer 
to the customer, the need for expertise 
at the centre of the organisation is only 
going to increase. This means the value 
of the resources in the back office will 
go up too, and the effectiveness of those 
resources and the ways organisations are 
able to deploy them will become more 
difficult to consolidate because exper-
tise is required in different places. 

When resources are dispersed, as 
they increasingly are in businesses, the 
control and visibility that ActiveOps 
provides becomes crucial. ActiveOps 
offers significant advantages to distrib-
uted work environments, particularly 
home workers, enabling businesses 
to operate seamlessly no matter what 
challenges they face. 

If it’s uneconomic to employ someone 
for a task that requires only half their 
time, companies need the visibility to 

allocate them to other tasks. They also 
need to be able to take advantage of 
the revolutionary artificial intelligence 
(AI) and robotic process automation 
tools in the market. Indeed, AI bots will 
power 85 per cent of customer ser-
vice interactions this year, according 
to Gartner. But it requires systems that 
allow leaders to interpret and act on 
data, not drown in it. 

“In the old world, you had a whole 
disparate bunch of systems where 
your people were working,” Jeffery 
concludes. “Those will continue to be 
buried under the surface while getting 
more diverse, more complicated and 
more complex. ActiveOps provides the 
interface that enables operational and 
business leaders to simplify that. The 
control over those devices is the dif-
ferentiator, not your ability to pay for a 
new mainframe.”

For more information please visit  
activeops.com
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The ability of an organisation  
to exploit its back office to 
deliver advantage will  
determine its future success

1/3
of companies expect the 
independent workforce to  
rise over next five to ten years

84%
of companies view people 
analytics as important  
or very important

115%
increase in the number of 
full-time telecommuting  
employees since 2005

>60%
of executives 
believe they are 
behind with digital 
transformation

Deloitte Deloitte Global Workplace Analytics

WORK@HOME BY THE NUMBERS

52%
rate their  
digital IQs  
as strong

Compared with non-
resilient operations, 
resilient operations 

grew TRS by... 150%
...and EBITDA  

by... 15%

Only

McKinsey

Maintel 2018

of workers aged 25 to 34 
regularly use WhatsApp at work 

of those aged over 55 regularly 
use WhatsApp at work 

6%


