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ABSTRACT
The industrialized high-income economies of East Asia—Japan, South Korea, and Taiwan—are some of the most rapidly aging 
in the world. We examine the changing demographics of these economies and analyze how organizations can best manage the 
transition to a workforce that is rapidly aging and beginning to shrink. We synthesize from different sources an overview of the 
aging situation, explain how it affects businesses, and provide cases of organizations that have implemented human resource 
policies to make their workplaces more inclusive and supportive of older employees. Government efforts to promote active aging, 
family-friendly regulations, higher birth rates, and create more open immigration policies to attract talent are also briefly dis-
cussed. We point out some steps that organizations can take to better integrate older workers and provide insights for managers 
and policy makers to deal with emerging issues.

1   |   Introduction

The industrialized high-income economies of East Asia have 
some of the oldest and most rapidly aging populations in the world. 
According to the World Bank (2021), high-income economies in 
East Asia comprise Japan, South Korea, and Taiwan (Republic 
of China). In 2024, they had populations respectively of 124 mil-
lion, 52 million, and 23 million (International Monetary Fund—
IMF 2024a). Their senior population (defined as the proportion 
of people over 65) proportions respectively were 30%, 18%, and 
18% (World Bank  2024; National Development Council  2024). 
All three have low fertility rates (average number of children a 
woman has in her lifetime) which are significantly below the re-
placement rate of 2.1 (World Population Review 2024). Given the 
rapid aging of these economies, we see major changes in their 
business and societal environments. We see a population that 
is aging, a workforce that is shrinking, economic growth that is 
slowing, and healthcare and pension expenditures that are ris-
ing (World Economic Forum (WEF) 2017). This is coupled with 

some of the lowest fertility rates in the world, meaning that the 
proportion of seniors will continue to rise. A key question for 
businesses in this demographic environment is how they can 
best utilize their aging workforces so that productivity growth 
can be maintained, and knowledge and skills are not perma-
nently lost as older employees retire. In this article, we discuss 
the aging populations of high-income East Asian economies and 
analyze how organizations can best transition to a workforce 
that maintains productivity while aging rapidly.

Changing global demographics have been identified as one of 
the “grand challenge” topics that international business re-
searchers should focus on (Buckley et  al.  2017). These grand 
challenges are often phenomenon driven, span multiple levels 
of analysis, and involve business, government, and society in a 
global environment. Demographics changes, including popula-
tion shrinkage and a shortage of highly skilled workers, have 
been identified as a major shaper of upcoming global talent chal-
lenges and as one of the five megatrends that are driving the 
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future global business, social, and economic landscape (Schuler 
et al. 2011; Esposito and Tse 2018). Global talent challenges have 
been further exacerbated by major emigrant nations such as 
China and India, whose diaspora often provided skilled workers 
to high-income countries, becoming magnets for talent them-
selves (Holmes 2021; Aiyar 2018). The projected global shortage 
of skilled workers is expected to be almost 85 million workers by 
2030 (Ferry 2022).

While we concentrate on high-income East Asian economies, 
the issue of aging is global. The United Nations (UN) estimates 
that by 2060, there will be 30 people above the age of 65 for every 
100 working-age people, more than double the ratio of 2019 
(Cascio 2019). Aging populations have been linked with slowing 
economic growth, inefficient labor markets, changing demand 
and consumption patterns, rising elderly poverty, generational 
inequity, and decreasing viability of pension programs (Chand 
and Markova  2019; Chand and Tung  2014). Demographic 
changes caused by aging are partly responsible for the global 
shortage of skilled workers as well as driving skilled immigra-
tion (Farndale et al. 2019; Horak et al. 2017). As talent shortages 
persist, attracting and retaining talent will be a key challenge 
for multinational corporations (MNCs) and other organizations 
(Festing and Schäfer 2014).

The Covid-19 pandemic and its accompanying workplace 
changes prompted a wave of resignations and retirements, lead-
ing to further talent shortages (Birken and Schmidt 2022; SAP 
Southeast Asia 2022). The last decade has also seen a slowing 
of globalization, with populism and economic nationalism on 
the rise, and increasing talk of slowbalization or deglobaliza-
tion (Ghauri et al. 2021). The rising tide of economic national-
ism, protectionist trade policies, and the continuing economic 
slowdown have further intensified the global shortage of talent 
(Showkat et al. 2023).

In this perspectives paper, we aim to fulfill three main objec-
tives. First, we synthesize from different sources an overview 
of the aging situation in high-income East Asian economies 
and explain some of the reasons behind their rapid aging. 
Second, we examine how aging has affected businesses and 
organizations in these economies. Third, we analyze the im-
plications for human resource management (HRM) and pro-
vide insights on how managers can address these changes 
while simultaneously collaborating with policy makers to ad-
dress some of the larger societal issues brought about by aging 
populations.

We begin by examining aging in Japan, South Korea, and 
Taiwan, and how it is affecting their economies. Next, we look 
at how governments and organizations are responding to aging 
populations. We draw on past research and case evidence to il-
lustrate organizational practices, HRM practices in particular, 
to address these challenges and seek potential solutions. We 
use the cases of Honda, Toyota, and Kirin Brewing in Japan, 
Samsung, Hyundai, and SK Hynix in South Korea, and Taiwan 
Semiconductor Manufacturing Corporation (TSMC) and SEMI 
in Taiwan to illustrate HRM approaches that are helping make 
their workplaces more productive and elderly friendly. We also 
discuss ongoing public policy initiatives such as changing immi-
gration policy to address the aging challenge at the country level 

and the role of businesses in these initiatives. Finally, we outline 
the implications of these developments and identify potential di-
rections for future research.

2   |   Aging in High-Income East Asian Economies

In terms of the proportion of the senior population, Japan is 
the world's oldest country (Edmond  2019). South Korea and 
Taiwan are also among the world's fastest aging economies. 
Japan's working-age population (those between 15 and 64) 
started shrinking in 1995, while its total population started 
contracting in 2008. For South Korea, the working-age pop-
ulation started declining in 2017, while the total popula-
tion started declining in 2021 (McCurry 2021; Obe 2019). In 
Taiwan, the decline of the working-age population started in 
2015, while the overall population started declining in 2020 
(National Development Council 2020; Strong 2020). Working-
age populations are projected to drop by about 30% in Japan, 
26% in South Korea, and 22% in Taiwan between 2020 and 
2060 (National Development Council  2020; Obe  2019). 
Important economic and demographic data about these econ-
omies is provided in Table 1

In Japan's case, the reasons for its fertility rate decline include 
changing lifestyles, late age of marriage, people choosing not to 
marry, and economic insecurity among younger generations. 
Simultaneously, life expectancy has improved by about 12 years 
in the last 15 years because of improved health care. The aging 
population indirectly affects economic growth (negatively) by 
the reduction of the workforce and the increasing social security 
burden (Walia 2019). One of the biggest challenges facing Japan 
is maintaining the viability of its social security system given 
the rapidly rising health costs brought about by an aging popu-
lation. Health and social security costs are major contributors to 
Japan's government debt—at almost 240%, Japan has one of the 
highest debt to GDP ratios in the world (Kanda 2018). A 2000 
study by the UN Population Division found that to maintain its 

TABLE 1    |    Economy and demographics of Japan, South Korea, and 
Taiwan.

Japan South Korea Taiwan

Populationa 124 million 52 million 23 million

Population 
over 65b,c

30% 18% 18%

Population 
over 65 (2050 
projected)d,e

37.7% 38.1% 36.5%

Fertility ratef 1.4 1.1 1.1

GDP per 
capitag

33,140 34,160 34,430

aIMF (2024a) population.
bWorld Bank (2024) (for Japan and South Korea).
cNational Development Council (2024) (for Taiwan).
dOECD (2019) (for Japan and South Korea).
eNational Development Council (2020) (for Taiwan).
fWorld Population Review (2024).
gIMF (2024b) GDP per capita.
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current worker to retiree ratio, Japan would need to raise its re-
tirement age to 77 (Walia 2019). The government in 2018 called 
for transforming Japan into an “age-free society” where people 
over 65 will notautomatically be considered senior and would 
be encouraged to stay healthy and keep working (Forbes 2019).

In the case of South Korea, its fast-aging population, along 
with its rapidly falling birthrates, is becoming a key concern as 
welfare costs rise for senior citizens. South Korea is expected 
to become a “super aged” society by 2025 when over 20% of its 
population will be aged over 65 (Min-kyung 2022) (Japan was 
the first country to reach this landmark in 2006). The Korean 
government projects that the working-age population will de-
cline to about half the total population by 2050 (Chung 2021). 
South Korea's economic growth rate is projected to fall to 1.2% 
between 2020 and 2060, with demographic change being a key 
factor (Suk-yee 2020). It is projected that by 2055, the pension 
program will be unable to cover all pensions at current rates 
(Min-kyung 2022).

Taiwan is expected to become a “super aged” society by 2026, 
with its speed of aging being a serious concern. To put the speed 
of aging into context, it took the United Kingdom (UK) about 
80 years to double the proportion of 65-year-olds in the popula-
tion from 10% to 20%, while it took Taiwan just 20 years (Huang 
et al. 2019). Taiwan has among the lowest fertility rates world-
wide, which makes reversing this trend extremely difficult 
(Chang 2020). The low fertility rate, coupled with low labor force 
participation for older adults, makes the decreasing working-age 
population a major challenge for Taiwan. Another significant 
concern is its relatively low retirement age, which effectively is 
62 for males and 60 for females (Chou 2019).

Across all three economies, we see a rapidly aging and shrink-
ing population. This is partly because of falling fertility rates 
caused by changing lifestyles, late ages of marriage, reduced de-
sire to have children, and economic insecurities of the younger 
generation. Another important reason is the rapid increase in 
life expectancies brought about by improving public health fa-
cilities. Rapid aging is leading to serious concerns about labor 
shortages, slowing economic growth, the viability of pension 
and social support programs, and growing public debt to support 
an increasingly elderly population.

As the workforce progressively ages, it is important to consider 
the needs of older workers. Based on a meta-analysis on differ-
ences in work motivation, older employees tend to emphasize 
accomplishment, job security, and helping others compared to 
younger employees who usually emphasize knowledge gath-
ering and career development (Kooij et  al.  2011). Concern for 
helping and mentoring the next generation also tends to increase 
with age, while older employees are more sensitive to issues 
of corporate social responsibility (Kooij et  al.  2011; Lang and 
Carstensen 2002; Zacher et al. 2011; Wisse et al. 2015).

3   |   Aging Employees: Company Initiatives

As the demand for qualified employees grows globally (Farndale 
et al. 2010), employers increasingly recognize the need for HR 
programs that address the needs of the changing workforce that 

is getting older. We draw on the Lifespan Theory of Selection, 
Optimization, and Compensation (SOC—Baltes et  al.  1999) to 
further inform the link between organizational policies and 
career goals. As people age, they experience both gains and 
losses over the course of their careers. Gains, for example, can 
include an increase in general knowledge, and losses, for ex-
ample, can include deteriorating physical abilities (Warr 2001; 
Kanfer and Ackerman 2004). As people age, losses outnumber 
gains. The Lifespan Theory of SOC proposes that individuals 
strive to achieve different goals throughout the span of their 
lives to maximize gains and minimize losses. Older people at-
tempt to maximize gains by choosing attainable outcomes and 
optimizing their resources to reach these outcomes. To mini-
mize losses, they invest their remaining resources in offsetting 
these losses. At different stages of their careers, people strive to 
achieve three different lifespan goals: growth and development 
(i.e., reaching higher levels of functioning), maintenance (i.e., 
maintaining current levels of functioning or returning to previ-
ous levels of functioning) and regulation of loss (i.e., functioning 
adequately at lower levels; Baltes et al. 1999). The importance of 
each goal changes over the course of their life. Goal focus shifts 
from emphasizing growth and promotion in young adulthood 
to emphasizing maintenance and prevention in later adulthood 
(Freund 2006; Kanfer and Ackerman 2004; Ebner et al. 2006).

Some steps that organizations could take to address the shrink-
ing labor market and the needs of an aging workforce include 
the following:

3.1   |   Hiring Retirees

HR practices that encourage retirees to stay in or return to the 
workforce can have a positive impact on the skill shortage. 
Such initiatives could incentivize older employees to continue 
their participation in the workforce and encourage late-career 
advancement. Organizations need to seek ways to sustain 
job satisfaction and affective commitment for workers at any 
age and career stage (Drabea et al. 2015; Finegold et al. 2002; 
Conway 2004; Kooij et al. 2010, 2013). Armstrong-Stassen (2008) 
found that people in post-retirement jobs are drawn to organiza-
tions with HR practices tailored to the needs of older workers. 
Companies in the region are stepping up efforts by allowing 
older employees to stay in the workforce or bringing back retired 
employees. In 2015, Honda increased its retirement age from 60 
to 65 (Japan Times 2015). This was followed by Mazda, which 
increased its retirement age to 65 in 2021. More recently, Toyota 
went a step further, raising the retirement age to 70 in all job 
categories that require advanced skills and knowledge (Japan 
News 2024). In 2022, Samsung Electronics decided to allow out-
standing employees to continue to work after their retirement 
age (with implementation beginning in 2023) (Min-hee  2022). 
Hyundai Heavy Industries, which includes one of the world's 
largest shipyards, has a program to rehire retirees to manage 
workforce shortages. Based on a union-management agreement 
reached in 2008, retirees can continue working on contracts at 
between 70% and 90% of pay (Korea Herald 2011). Hyundai, over 
time, extended the hiring of retirees to other companies within 
its umbrella. In 2024, Hyundai Motors agreed to extend the con-
tract period for hiring retired workers from 1 to 2 years (Korea 
Herald 2024).
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3.2   |   Phased Retirement Plans

These offer a gradual transition from full-time work to a re-
duced workload or fewer work hours. Older employees can 
step into advisory or mentoring positions where their experi-
ence is critical. Employees can reduce their hours while still 
contributing to the organization, ensuring a smooth handover 
of responsibilities. Companies may need to adjust work to bet-
ter fit the needs of older workers through accommodative HR 
practices (such as semi-retirement or part-time work) aimed 
at reducing work responsibilities (Remery et al. 2003), lower-
ing work demands, and providing additional leave (e.g., Taylor 
and Walker 1998a, 1998b; Remery et al. 2003). These HR prac-
tices help individual workers to function adequately at lower 
levels of job obligations, and thus remain in the workforce. 
Numerous companies in Canada, the UK, Germany, and 
Sweden have used phased retirement plans successfully since 
the early 2000s (Kassraie 2019; CIPD 2021). Toyota has also 
started to move in this direction for older employees wanting 
to stay in the workforce longer.

3.3   |   Work Design Practices

These refer to the way work is organized and related to mate-
rials, processes, and people toward a final output (products or 
services). How work tasks are structured relates to the motiva-
tion and ability of employees to perform these tasks. Some of 
the characteristics of work design are skill variety, task iden-
tity, task significance, autonomy, and feedback (Hackman and 
Oldham  1975). Previous researchers have acknowledged the 
importance of work design for the experiences of older em-
ployees (Truxillo et  al.  2015; Boyes and McCormick  2005; 
Goldberg 2000; Walker 2005). Because the need for autonomy 
increases with age (Kooij et  al.  2011), Truxillo et  al.  (2012) 
suggest that autonomy allows older workers to capitalize on 
their accumulated work experience. This was echoed by Jung 
and Takeuchi (2018) who found similar results in a Japanese 
sample of 364 employees. Interesting and challenging job as-
signments are associated with perceptions of organizational 
support and career satisfaction (Armstrong-Stassen and 
Ursel  2009). Purposeful practices for aging employees have 
proven to be transformative in addressing workforce chal-
lenges associated with aging populations. These practices not 
only enhance employee satisfaction but also help organiza-
tions retain valuable talent and maintain productivity (Finsel 
et al. 2023).

Job redesign strategies ensure tasks align with the physical and 
cognitive abilities of older employees. Adjusting job respon-
sibilities to focus on skill variety, autonomy, and meaningful 
work can significantly enhance motivation and job satisfaction. 
In 2018, SK Hynix, one of the world's largest memory chip-
makers, introduced the Honored Engineer (HE) system that 
allows high performing technology experts to continue work-
ing after retirement age. It also created an in-house university 
where retired executives can become faculty and help transfer 
knowledge (Min-hee  2022). The HE system produced its first 
expert in 2020. SK Hynix has been impressed with the results 
from both programs and is looking to further expand on them 
(SK Hynix 2023). Programs like SK Hynix's HE system, which 

reassigns high-performing retirees to advisory and training 
roles, exemplify how job redesign can optimize the contribu-
tions of aging employees.

3.4   |   Maintenance HR Practices

These include flexible work schedules and ergonomic adjust-
ments. They support employees when they experience age and 
life stage-related challenges such as family responsibilities. 
Flexible work schedules, for example, allow older employees 
to adjust their hours to better suit their health or caregiving re-
sponsibilities, promoting work-life balance. Research shows that 
flexible schedules improve job satisfaction and engagement, re-
ducing burnout and turnover (SHRM 2015). This is in line with 
North and Hershfield's (2014) four key principles for businesses 
to retain older workers and best utilize their talents: flexible 
part-time work and half retirements for older employees, priori-
tizing older workers skills in promotions and hiring, adapting or 
creating positions to best suit the talents of older workers, and 
changing workplace ergonomics.

As technology and job requirements evolve, older employ-
ees may need additional training to remain competitive. 
Reskilling and upskilling programs enable older workers to 
stay current with technological advancements and indus-
try trends, fostering continuous learning and adaptability 
(WEF 2021; Yue and Huang 2021). Organizations like IBM in 
the US have implemented tailored training initiatives that en-
able older workers to transition into new roles while leverag-
ing their experience. Career development of older employees is 
challenging to integrate into HRM practices (Mok et al. 2021) 
but would further ensure the continuous employability of 
these insdividuals. Developing policies that prevent age dis-
crimination and promote diversity ensures that older workers 
feel valued and included, helping further enhance their pro-
ductivity (CDC 2024).

In employee samples from industrialized Western countries, 
flexible work options are a priority for older workers and might 
be the key to their continued participation in an organiza-
tion (Armstrong-Stassen  2008; Boyes and McCormick  2005; 
Walker 2005). Another important aspect of work design is au-
tonomy—allowing employees to decide how to do their jobs (de-
cision authority) is shown to increase the satisfaction of older 
construction workers more than that of their younger colleagues 
(Zaniboni et al. 2016).

3.5   |   Health and Wellness Programs

These can be tailored for aging employees by addressing their 
specific health concerns while promoting well-being and re-
ducing absenteeism (National Institute of Aging, CDC  2024). 
Wellness initiatives include ergonomic workplace adjustments, 
fitness programs, and health screenings. Kirin Holdings 
in Japan, which includes the beverage manufacturer Kirin 
Brewing, has set an example by implementing health-focused 
policies that prioritize employee happiness and productivity. It 
started allowing work from home 1 day a week since 2013 (Japan 
Times 2015). In 2017, it expanded on this by issuing the Kirin 
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Health Declaration that placed the highest importance on main-
taining employee health and happiness so that they could enjoy 
their work. Kirin is a leader in flexible work styles that address 
employee health and lifestyle related conditions. Since 2018, it 
has been honored as one of the ‘White 500’ companies by the 
Ministry of Trade and Industry and the Japanese Health Council 
for its excellent employee health management practices (Kirin 
Holdings 2024).

In an example of a successful public-private partnership, 
Ercohs, a baby food company based in Daejeon, Korea, that had 
trouble with an aging workforce and high turnover for young 
workers, worked with the Korea Labor and Employment Service 
to design a successful program that included a more flexible 
work schedule, conditionally reduced working hours (two per 
week), accumulating overtime to take a day off, and job switch-
ing (Woo-hyun 2021).

The effect of technology on the participation of older employ-
ees is somewhat paradoxical—on the one hand, older workers 
might be less apt to use newer technology; on the other, new 
technology may better allow them to adapt to the demands of 
their jobs. For example, factory automation lowers the physical 
demand that some jobs impose. Technology, particularly the 
internet, greatly increases the possibility of telecommuting and 
flexible work schedules. Telecommuting and remote work allow 
greater autonomy, increasing the ability to meet family demands 
(Truxillo et al. 2015) As suggested by the SOC theory, workers in 
later years seek fulfillment by mentoring others, so companies 
can capitalize on this motivation by providing opportunities to 
do so at multiple levels.

3.6   |   Utilization HR Practices

Utilization HR practices entail task enrichment and lateral job 
moves, utilization of employees' existing knowledge and expe-
rience, and making job tasks interesting (Zacher et al. 2018). 
As employees may choose to spend more of their later years at 
work, it would be important for employers to offer programs 
designed to enhance late-career opportunities and to capital-
ize on the variety of abilities, career aspirations, and family 
demands among older workers. For example, Toyota has in-
vested in about 500 highly skilled employees (takumis'), who 
are given the tools and time to master one technique. These 
workers then help mentor other employees, develop new tech-
niques, and train robots. Since most of them are approaching 
retirement age, it is important that they pass on their knowl-
edge to other workers (White 2020). The program has yielded 
impressive results. Robots trained to paint cars by takumis had 
higher quality outcomes and used less paint. Improvements in 
car door seals by takumis have yielded savings of millions of 
dollars (Rosen 2022).

3.7   |   Other Retention Initiatives

Employee retention is usually the outcome of organizational 
initiatives to reduce voluntary turnover. A prevalent trend that 
demands action from employers is the large number of older in-
dividuals exiting the workforce while still employable. Fewer 

employers engage in intentionally managing employees' late 
career (Buyens et al. 2009), pointing to the need for programs 
that help retain some of this talent. Stay bonuses are a direct 
acknowledgment of the value older employees bring to an or-
ganization. These financial incentives motivate long-tenured 
employees to remain in the workforce, preserving institutional 
knowledge and reducing recruitment costs. Offering financial 
rewards for continued service acknowledges the value of experi-
enced employees and encourages their retention, reducing turn-
over and preserving institutional knowledge (US Department 
of Labor  2008). TSMC, one of Taiwan's largest companies, in-
creased wages for new employees by up to 25% in 2022 in re-
sponse to growing talent shortages and employee turnover. This 
was on top of a 20% raise in 2021. It is also working on a plan to 
subsidize employee stock ownership (Taipei Times 2022). Wage 
increases were 5% in 2023; however, this left some employees 
dissatisfied partly due to previous higher raises (Zafar 2023).

Purposeful monitoring of older employees' engagement or po-
tential disconnect from the organization may inform other 
HR practices. In industrialized Western countries, training 
availability is shown to improve retention of older workers 
(Armstrong-Stassen and Templer 2005). TSMC is also currently 
in the process of stepping up industry–academia collaboration 
and attracting more foreign experts to increase talent recruit-
ment and retention (E. Chang  2022). In 2024, it announced 
plans to donate up to $123 million to four universities and select 
high schools to promote research on semiconductors and culti-
vate a talent pipeline. The projects that it funds are designed to 
encourage professors to engage in high-end semiconductor tech-
nology research and give students the opportunity for hands-on 
experience (Focus Taiwan 2024). SEMI, which includes repre-
sentatives from the electronics manufacturing and design sup-
ply chain, established the SEMI Taiwan Workforce Development 
Council to promote talent and career development. Among its 
initiatives are recruiting scholars and experts to promote world-
class research, extend age restrictions for attracting talent, 
strengthen female education in STEM (science, technology, en-
gineering, and mathematics), and promote industry–academic 
collaboration (Su and Chang 2020).

While the programs being implemented in all three economies 
are helpful, it is also important to create a culture where employ-
ees do not hesitate to take advantage of these for fear of how they 
will be perceived by colleagues and managers. Researchers have 
identified that perceptions of HR practices rather than the actual 
practices may have greater impact on older employees' attitudes 
(Truxillo et al.'s 2014 review). In 2020, Toshiba Digital Solutions 
Corporation allowed employees to take on side jobs. This was 
part of an effort to make employees feel more empowered and 
promote self-actualization (Toshiba 2020), which can enrich jobs 
and encourage employment for aging employees as suggested by 
the SOC theory. The Samsung Group has designed policies to be 
more inclusive in the workplace, including operating 17 centers 
providing daycare services for children (Hopfner 2011). In South 
Korea, many grandparents provide care for their grandchil-
dren (Ko and Hank 2014), so as more companies provide day-
care, more grandparents can potentially stay in the workforce. 
Similarly, Sony in Japan started allowing leaves for child rearing 
and nursing care. Such initiatives will also help working parents 
and potentially expand labor availability.
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While some older employees will benefit from accommodative 
HR practices such as reducing the workload, granting additional 
leave or semi-retirement, others would still seek developmental 
HR practices with ongoing training, continuous skill enhance-
ment, and opportunities for promotions. While much of the re-
search has been done in the western world (Zacher et al. 2018; 
Bal et al. 2013; Armstrong-Stassen and Schlosser 2008), compa-
nies in high-income East Asian economies may also capitalize 
on developmental HR practices.

A major challenge for employers seeking to hire older workers 
might be the cultural expectations associated with older in-
dividuals. Older workers seeking to stay in the workforce are 
likely to face ageism, discrimination, and cultural barriers for 
successful participation at work. Research shows that older 
workers have strong career adaptability (Kim and Kim 2022). 
Companies in the region would be well served by continuously 
engaging with late-career employees to better understand 
their needs and interests. Training and development programs
for managers and employees might be a step toward promoting 
understanding and support for late-career employees. Such 
programs can facilitate the placement of older workers in the 
right jobs, provide them with career support, link them with 
potential peers, and promote healthy workplace relationships. 
Further, educating employees could possibly expand their 
end of career options and expectations. It might be effective 
to highlight the abilities and competencies of employees in 
their 60s or even 70s as employers create more opportunities 
for engagement at this career stage. Training and development 
practices tailored to the needs of older workers may also fos-
ter perceptions of organizational support and improve career 
satisfaction (Armstrong-Stassen and Ursel 2009). In addition, 
continuous investment in older employees would encourage 
longer career paths and may facilitate retention of competen-
cies that organizations need (Lazazzara and Bombelli  2011; 
Buyens et al. 2009). Employee attitude toward aging is criti-
cal for their willingness to fully engage at work. A Taiwanese 
study of 289 older adults found that positive attitudes toward 
aging held by older people themselves and perceived subjec-
tive norms were positively related to continuing working in 
older age (Lu 2012). Intentional and systematic development 
can also greatly reduce socially acceptable ageism and im-
prove collaboration across generations. Such retraining might 
be one of the few ways to close the gap between workforce 
availability and organizational needs.

As the workforce ages and more people work past traditional re-
tirement ages, we see more generations working side by side (i.e., 
the “demographic scissor”—Festing and Schäfer  2014). While 
there are differences in values and behaviors across generations 
(Stewart et al. 2017; Guerrero et al. 2019; Smith 2021), it is im-
portant in a multigenerational workforce to collaborate with 
and appreciate individual preferences, habits, and behaviors of 
colleagues who grew up in different times. Some ways to benefit 
from a multigenerational work environment include challeng-
ing harmful stereotypes, communicating preferences openly, re-
specting boundaries, and not playing favorites (Waldman 2021).

Targeted programs for older employees in developed Western 
economies have demonstrated significant benefits and can 
serve as a model for industrialized East Asian economies. 

Companies like IBM, BMW, and Franklin International have 
pioneered initiatives to support older workers through reskill-
ing programs, flexible work arrangements, and mentorship roles 
(Loch et al. 2010). IBM's “Reinvent Your Career” program pro-
vides training for older employees to transition into new roles 
(IBM  2024). Many of Franklin International's employees stay 
past the age of 70 because of the opportunity for phased retire-
ment and part-time jobs (Martins  2017). These strategies help 
retain valuable experience and boost productivity while chal-
lenging age-related stereotypes.

Adapting Western programs for an aging workforce in indus-
trialized East Asian economies, however, presents significant 
cultural challenges. In many Asian societies, traditional values 
and social norms often define aging as a time to step back from 
professional life and focus on family or community roles. For 
example, in Japan, older individuals are highly respected but are 
often expected to retire early to make way for younger workers. 
The Confucian emphasis on filial piety in countries like China 
and South Korea can lead to expectations that older individuals 
should prioritize caregiving for grandchildren or serving as fam-
ily elders over remaining in the workforce. Furthermore, hierar-
chical workplace structures prevalent in many Asian companies 
may create resistance to initiatives like mentorship programs, 
where younger employees are encouraged to collaborate with or 
even guide their senior colleagues. Overcoming these challenges 
requires addressing deeply ingrained cultural beliefs while in-
troducing policies that respect these values, such as offering 
part-time roles or advisory positions that allow older workers to 
balance work with family responsibilities.

Despite cultural barriers, Japanese companies like Toyota have 
begun leveraging the expertise of older employees by utilizing 
them in advisory and mentoring roles. Similarly, in South Korea, 
SK Hynix and Samsung have explored mentorship roles for se-
nior staff, enabling knowledge transfer while maintaining their 
participation in the workforce. One way to incorporate success-
ful Western practices is by implementing them with sensitivity 
to local cultural nuances. This can help companies in industri-
alized East Asian economies better harness the potential of their 
aging employees.

In conjunction with HR initiatives to mitigate the effects of 
an aging workforce, organizations may need to seek other 
sources of qualified employees. A pipeline of new talent might 
be optimized through cross-border efforts such as value chain 
relocation.

3.8   |   Value Chain Relocation

MNCs from high-income East Asian economies can look to 
place different parts of their value chains in different coun-
tries to take advantage of demographic differences. Most 
MNCs do not vertically integrate all their activities; rather, 
they concentrate on core activities and contract out support 
activities (Ghauri et al. 2021). A key issue for global businesses 
is the extent to which they would need to restructure their op-
erations and supply chains in response to their aging work-
forces. For example, South Korea's POSCO, one of the world's 
largest steel manufacturers, in response to its aging workforce 
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and falling steel demand in industrialized economies, is in-
creasingly partnering with firms in India, Bangladesh, and 
Uzbekistan, all relatively young and growing economies. It 
is also implementing big data and artificial intelligence in its 
smart factories (POSCO 2017).

We summarize different company initiatives aimed at aging em-
ployees and evaluate their effectiveness in Table 2 below.

For employers, working with the government on mutually 
beneficial initiatives is critical to ensuring both the expansion 
of the domestic workforce as well as building a pipeline for 
new talent.

4   |   Aging Population: Government Initiatives

All three national governments (Japan, South Korea, and 
Taiwan) have taken steps to manage their aging populations. 
These have included incentives to encourage family friendly 
workplaces, promoting natalist policies, and using skilled immi-
gration to attract the required talent.

The Japanese government has put in place incentives to en-
courage greater participation by women in the workforce and 
foster technical innovation to raise productivity. It is also in 
the process of raising the mandatory retirement age for civil 
servants from age 60 to 65 and providing support to the private 
sector to retain retirement age employees (Bloom et al. 2018). 
Japan introduced the “Angel Plan” in 1994 to help boost the 

birth rate. This was followed by the “New Angel Plan” in 
1999 and the “Plus One” Policy in 2009. The Angel Plans at-
tempted to improve the work environment to better reconcile 
work and family responsibilities, enhance health and child-
care services, and ease the cost of child rearing. The Plus One 
policy aimed to enhance parent-friendly working conditions 
and construct up to 50,000 more daycare facilities (Center for 
Public Impact 2017). Japan is gradually raising the qualifying 
age for pensions to 65 by 2025 for men and by 2030 for women 
(Clemens and Parvani  2017). Japan has also implemented 
more direct natalist policies to increase birth rates including 
up to $3000 for childbirth reimbursement, child monthly al-
lowances of up to $100 for children up to 3 years and $70 for 
children between ages 3 and the end of junior high school, 
and free hospital visits for children till the end of high school. 
It has generous paternity leave provisions including 67% pay 
for the first 6 months and 50% for the next 6 months– however, 
in 2022 only 17% of eligible employees took it. A work culture 
that looks down on men taking paternity leave was cited as a 
major reason (Sok 2024).

A 2018 international talent shortage survey conducted by the 
International Manpower Group found that 89% of Japanese 
employers had difficulties in recruiting, the highest number 
among the 43 countries surveyed (Tzu-ti 2018). In response to 
labor shortages brought on by a shrinking workforce, Japan in 
2019 made major changes to its immigration system and ex-
panded long-term visa programs to allow more than 345,000 
new workers to immigrate to Japan over the subsequent five 
years (Gelin 2020). The Japanese government is in the process of 

TABLE 2    |    Company initiatives and their effectiveness.

Country Company Initiative Assessment

Japan Honda
Mazda
Toyota

Increased retirement age to 65 Most effective, especially in the short run

Kirin Holdings Introduced flexible work styles 
to enhance employee health

Effective

Toyota Assigned older experts to train 
other workers and robots

Effective

South Korea Hyundai Rehired retirees at 70%–90% of pay Most effective, especially in the short run

SK Hynix Offered high performing retirees 
to serve in advisory/training 
roles (“Honored Engineer”)

Effective

Erochs Created public-private partnership focusing 
on flexible work schedule for parents

Effective, even stronger with 
supportive government policies

Samsung Operating daycare centers for employees Effective, especially when paired with 
supportive government policies

POSCO Relocated value chain to younger 
developing countries

Effective, with cooperation 
of host government

Taiwan TSMC Offered salary increases and bonuses Least effective unless paired 
with other initiatives

SEMI Promoted long term talent development 
through industry academic exchange

Effective, limited in the short term
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expanding the 2019 immigration reform by allowing immigrant 
workers to stay indefinitely and bring their families with them 
(CNBC 2021).

The South Korean government since 2006 embraced a natalist 
policy, including tax incentives, expanded childcare, housing 
benefits, support for in vitro fertilization, and generous paren-
tal leave (Stone et al. 2019). It has provided multiple incentives 
for parents to help boost the fertility rate at a cost of over $70 
billion between 2008 and 2018 (Poon 2018). In February 2022, 
it announced plans to introduce a continuous employment 
system for senior citizens so that they can continue to work 
after retirement age (Min-hee 2022). There are also plans to 
raise the retirement age from the current 62 to 65 by 2033 
(Min-kyung 2022).

The South Korean government allows small and medium 
enterprises (SMEs) to bring in temporary workers in sec-
tors experiencing labor shortages for up to 3 years under the 
Employment Permit System (EPS). These workers are legally 
obligated to work for their employers and can change jobs only 
with their consent. Between 2004 and 2010, South Korea im-
plemented several major immigration reforms that allowed 
dual nationality, extended local voting rights to foreign per-
manent residents, permitted entry of some unskilled workers, 
and passed legislation that assists multicultural families and 
helped establish multicultural family centers countrywide 
(Chung 2021).

The government of Taiwan plans to invest about $50 million 
between 2020 and 2025 to build the future workforce needed 
for semiconductor industry research and development (Su and 
Chang  2020). It also plans to transform industries to increase 
labor productivity through the “five plus two innovative in-
dustries” plan (Chou  2019). This plan prioritizes innovation 
driven economic growth through targeting the following in-
dustries: smart machinery, internet of things, green energy, 
biotech pharmaceuticals, defense, as well as circular economy 
and new agriculture (Ministry of Economic Affairs 2019). The 
government has also taken steps to increase the availability of 
subsidized childcare and to reduce housing costs in a bid to help 
reverse the low fertility rate (Chou 2019). A public-private part-
nership since 2012 has provided incentives to build non-profit 
kindergartens, daycare centers, and afterschool services. Free 
preschool is available for children below five since 2011 (UN 
Population Division 2015). Retirement is no longer mandatory 
at 65 if both employer and worker agree (Lee 2024). Taiwan's di-
rect natalist policies include support for in vitro fertilization, up 
to $150 in monthly allowances for children 0–6, and up to $200 
monthly for a third child (Executive Yuan  2024). In addition, 
Taipei City provides a one-time maternity bonus of $1200 for the 
birth of a first child and up to $1500 for the birth of a third child 
(Everington 2024).

A 2018 international talent shortage survey conducted by the 
International Manpower Group found that 78% of employers in 
Taiwan had difficulties in recruiting (Tzu-ti 2018). In response 
to its need for talent, Taiwan has promoted skilled immigration 
through the “New Economic Immigration Policy” since 2018. 
Recruitment targets include foreign professionals (evaluated 
through a point-based system), foreign mid-level technicians 

(licensed or certified), overseas Taiwanese, and immigrant in-
vestors (investing at least US$500,000 and creating at least five 
jobs) (Executive Yuan 2018).

As demographic changes brought about by aging reduce the 
working-age population, finding qualified employees will be a 
major challenge for employers, along with the need to manage 
a more culturally diverse workforce (Cascio  2019). This could 
become an even greater challenge as immigration numbers that 
were greatly reduced during the pandemic begin to recover, 
while simultaneously, other industrialized countries look to 
attract more skilled immigrants to tackle their own workplace 
shortages (Cave and Schuetze 2021).

We summarize government initiatives relevant to aging employ-
ees and evaluate their effectiveness in Table 3 below.

5   |   Discussion and Managerial Implications

It is important for managers to recognize the implications of 
rapidly aging populations in high-income East Asian econ-
omies. As the working-age population shrinks, managers 
increasingly need to be prepared for a multigenerational work-
force with a larger proportion of seniors. We identified numer-
ous cases of organizations across the region, such as Honda, 
Mazda, Toshiba, and Toyota in Japan, Hyundai, Samsung, 
and SK Hynix in South Korea, and TSMC in Taiwan, that are 
utilizing different HRM policies and practices to manage the 
effects of an aging workforce. This is happening side by side 
with government efforts to raise retirement ages, promote 
family friendly workplaces, and create more open immigra-
tion policies. Organizations in these economies are evolving 
in light of these changes, highlighting a number of important 
managerial implications.

5.1   |   More Seniors and Fewer Traditional 
Working-Age People in the Population

In all three economies, the proportion of people over 65 is pro-
jected to rise to between 37% and 38% of the total population 
by 2050 (OECD  2019; National Development Council  2020). 
This rapid rise in the senior population is accompanied si-
multaneously by a contracting working-age population. This 
means that the proportion of the working-age population to 
the senior population (the senior support ratio) shrinks rap-
idly, leading to each shrinking working-age cohort supporting 
an increasing cohort of seniors. It is estimated that by 2050, 
the senior support ratio will shrink from about 2:1 to 1.3:1 for 
Japan (OECD  2018), from about 5:1 to 1.4:1 for South Korea 
(Korea Herald  2017) and from about 4:1 to 1.5:1 for Taiwan 
(National Development Council  2020). Rising support ratios 
call into question the viability of social support programs, 
including social security and healthcare. However, it should 
be noted that potential fixes have been proposed for these 
concerns. Some possible solutions include raising productiv-
ity levels, possibly through increased automation and use of 
robotics, raising the retirement age, so that the working-age 
population rises while the retired population decreases, en-
couraging seniors to work past traditional retirement ages, 
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encouraging more women to remain in the workforce, and 
increasing skilled immigration to help raise the working-age 
population as well as attract the required talent.

5.2   |   An Increasingly Cross-Generational 
Workplace

As the number of seniors rises and as social support programs 
come under increasing financial pressure, we are likely to see a 
growing number of seniors continue working. To some extent, 
this is already happening as more people stay in the workplace 
past traditional retirement ages (The Economist  2017). This 
makes it even more important to make the workplace senior 
friendly. Samsung and SK Hynix's programs to allow high per-
forming employees to continue working past retirement ages 
and Toyota's plan to let employees nearing retirement age to 
mentor younger workers are positive steps in this direction. We 

also see continuing efforts by governments across East Asia to 
promote active aging and create “age-free” societies.

5.3   |   A More Diverse Workforce That Calls for a 
More Inclusive Workplace

The growing numbers of seniors who choose to stay in the 
workplace past traditional retirement ages, the rising numbers 
of women, and growing immigration levels are all having the 
effect of making the workforce more diverse. This is especially 
important as historically these economies have had workplaces 
with limited ethnic and cultural diversity and with mostly male 
senior management (West 2020). As the workforce diversifies at 
multiple levels, it is important to make the workplace more inclu-
sive so that employees from diverse backgrounds feel valued and 
can make their own unique contributions to their organizations. 
An important issue for businesses is optimizing the workplace 

TABLE 3    |    Government initiatives and their effectiveness.

Country Policies and initiatives Benefits Assessment

Japan Raising retirement 
age and qualifying 

age for pensions

Enlarge available workforce for employment Most effective in the short run

Implement work-life 
policies in cooperation 

with companies

Encourage more workers to stay in the workforce 
and may lead to higher productivity

Effective

Indirect subsidies to 
companies (e.g., childcare)

Encourage more workers to stay in the workforce Effective

Import foreign 
temporary workers

Increase the available labor force in targeted sectors Effective in the short 
term, needs better cultural 

acceptance of foreigners

Natalist Policies Offer direct payments to parents 
for having more children

Least effective

South 
Korea

Raising retirement age Enlarge the available workforce for employment Most effective

Continuous employment 
system for older adults 

past retirement age

Encourage more workers to stay in the 
workforce past traditional retirement age

Most effective

Importing temporary 
workers and 

immigration reform

Increase workforce availability in targeted 
sectors; makes country more attractive as 

potential longer term immigration destination

Effective in the short 
term, needs better cultural 

acceptance of foreigners

Natalist policies Offer direct payments to parents 
for having more children

Least effective

Taiwan Increase subsidized 
childcare, daycare spaces

Make it easier for parents, especially 
women, to stay in workforce

Effective

Natalist policies Offer direct payments to parents 
for having more children

Least effective

Promote skilled 
immigration

Increase workforce availability in targeted sectors Effective, especially 
with better cultural 

acceptance of foreigners

Eliminating mandatory 
retirement (if both 

sides agree)

Expand the workforce Conceptually very effective, no 
practical evidence yet (new)
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to make it more inclusive of the social needs and work-life bal-
ance of all employees. Increasing the labor force participation of 
women by investing in child-care facilities and promoting flex-
ible employment can help reduce labor shortages and partially 
counteract the effects of aging on economic growth (WEF 2017). 
Human resource managers also need to be cognizant of societal 
and cultural issues that affect the workforce. Wage disparities 
between men and women, for example, which have been one 
of the reasons for women dropping out of the workforce, need 
to be addressed (Takenoshita 2020). Governments in the region 
have put in place policy measures that encourage a more inclu-
sive workplace that promotes a work-life balance. For example, 
Japan's “New Angel” and “Plus One” plans that aim to improve 
working conditions for parents, South Korea's policy designed to 
expand childcare benefits and flexible working conditions, and 
Taiwan's providing incentives to build non-profit kindergartens 
and daycare centers are examples of these continuing efforts.

The rising level of immigration in all three economies (partly 
to deal with the talent shortages) also has the effect of making 
these societies and their workplaces more diverse. The continu-
ing discussion on immigration is an important avenue for busi-
nesses to work with governments to craft an immigration policy 
that is inclusive and helps attract and retain talent. This could 
include deciding on issues such as immigrant quotas, immigrant 
selection criteria, availability of permanent residence and/or cit-
izenship, integration plans, and any special rules for citizens 
from specific countries. Immigration policies should ideally be 
based on a constant monitoring of the overall environment, be 
flexible, innovative, open to adapting best practices from the 
experiences of others, and have broad-based public support 
(Chand and Tung 2019).

5.4   |   Global Value Chain Disaggregation

MNCs from high-income East Asian economies should ana-
lyze the disaggregation of their global value chains (GVCs) to 
arbitrage demographic differences. It would make sense to keep 
more labor-intensive jobs in countries with a younger labor 
force, while jobs that are less labor-intensive may be more suited 
to countries that have an older population, all other things being 
equal. Thus, an aging population need not be seen simply as 
a challenge; it can also provide opportunities for growth and 
diversification. A related issue that needs to be considered is 
the recent slowdown of globalization and the rise of populism 
(Ghauri et al. 2021). This would mean that in considering the 
location of GVCs, businesses need to analyze “friendshoring” 
(countries with shared values deploying policies encouraging 
companies to spread manufacturing within themselves with 
the aim of insulating supply chains from external disruption 
and realigning value chains to ensure suppliers and production 
in friendly countries) and ‘nearshoring’ (moving production 
and supply chains close to home) as viable options. To a certain 
extent, this is already happening. For example, US Secretary 
of Commerce Gina Raimondo, speaking in May 2022 at the 
launch of the US trade partnership with Indo-Pacific countries, 
called for a friendshoring strategy that would move production 
to American allies (Stickings 2022). While the debate on near-
shoring/friendshoring continues, it is important for managers to 
strategically choose locations and partners to minimize political 

risk and supply chain disruptions keeping in mind the evolving 
political and demographic situation.

6   |   Conclusion

The rapid aging of the workforce in high-income East Asian 
economies can create major challenges for organizations in 
the region, but also some interesting opportunities. The expe-
riences of these economies and the steps that they are taking 
to address the challenges of aging workforces can offer valu-
able lessons for businesses and economies worldwide. We have 
identified several HR initiatives that businesses in these econ-
omies can use to facilitate the employability of older workers, 
thus partly addressing the labor shortage that they are facing. 
In terms of company initiatives, hiring retirees, especially from 
the same industry or company, seems to be an important solu-
tion to consider. These employees already have most of the re-
quired skills, though it is important to understand their unique 
situation and adopt flexible workplace practices that allow for 
work-life balance. It would also help to have programs in place 
where highly skilled older workers can mentor younger work-
ers coming into the workforce and help transfer knowledge. 
Flexible workplace practices, such as allowing remote work 
when possible, accumulating overtime for extra vacation, and 
encouraging work-life balance, are important to maintaining 
an engaged and productive workforce. It is also important to 
promote a culture of taking advantage of these workplace bene-
fits. In the longer term, it is important in an aging environment 
to foster relationships with academia and the government to 
encourage applied research as well as to cultivate a talent pipe-
line. We further explored the applicability of the SOC theory to 
a new cultural context in high-income East Asian economies. 
We also discuss how GVCs can be best configured to take ad-
vantage of demographic changes happening at different rates in 
different countries. As more workers stay in the workplace past 
traditional retirement ages, and as more immigrants enter the 
workforce, the importance of managing diversity and leverag-
ing its strengths is further magnified.

In terms of government initiatives, we discussed the importance 
of a number of policies and practices to increase the labor force: 
raising the retirement age and qualifying age for pensions, work-
ing with companies to implement work-life balance practices, 
investing in indirect subsidies such as childcare and daycare 
spaces, and increasing the availability of foreign labor. All these 
initiatives can yield benefits growing the labor force either by 
increasing the number of working-age adults or making it easier 
to stay longer in the workforce. Pure natalist policies designed to 
increase fertility rates seem to have limited effectiveness, espe-
cially in the short run. This trend holds true for most countries 
in Europe as well (Chand 2024).

A key takeaway from this paper is the importance of making 
the workplace more inclusive, family friendly, and responsive 
to cross-generational work teams. As older workers are more 
likely to emphasize accomplishment, job security, and mento-
ring (Kooij et  al.  2011), organizations need to tailor their ben-
efits to meet these needs. In line with previous findings (Kooij 
et al. 2011; Lang and Carstensen 2002; Zacher et al. 2011), this 
can also help transfer tacit knowledge and bring about the 
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benefits of a multigenerational workforce to their respective 
organizations. Another important takeaway is the need for the 
continuous involvement of businesses as a key stakeholder in 
formulating immigration policies that are flexible, inclusive, and 
help attract and retain talent. We also help answer the call for 
more phenomenon-based research on contemporary issues in in-
ternational business (Doh 2015; Buckley et al. 2017).

Our conclusions must be considered in light of some limitations. 
This is a perspectives piece based on secondary data and does 
not provide an empirical testing of the issues. Further empir-
ical analysis can greatly contribute to our understanding of 
how individual countries and organizations manage their aging 
workforces. The future estimates of country populations and de-
mographics are by necessity based on projections from a variety 
of sources and may need to be revised going forward as more 
data becomes available.

Future studies should empirically examine the ideas discussed 
in this study and demonstrate the extent to which HR practices 
can effectively improve the engagement of older employees in 
other developed economies with different cultures. An avenue 
for future research is comparing some of the policies and prac-
tices that organizations in this region have adopted to manage 
aging workforces with those of other rapidly aging countries 
(most of which are in Europe) and analyzing their similarities 
and differences. Another important research direction is ex-
amining the evolving immigration policies of these economies 
and comparing them with the policies of countries with a lon-
ger history of immigration. It is also imperative to investigate 
the issue of the ‘great resignation’ as it evolves in high-income 
East Asian economies and understand how it compares to other 
industrialized countries. While we discussed some challenges 
for the inter-generational workplace, virtual work and evolving 
technologies might be other factors that require better under-
standing in the region.

As aging populations and graying workforces become a major 
concern for more countries, the experiences of high-income East 
Asian societies will become an important dimension of under-
standing and proactively managing this global phenomenon. 
Policymakers and managers alike need to be cognizant of these 
trends and work with multiple stakeholders on an ongoing basis 
to help create policies and practices to manage their effects and 
take advantage of the opportunities that this offers.
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