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Overview
Older adult professionals aged 65+ are healthier, more active, working longer 
and are better educated than ever before. However, in 2011, the first of the Baby 
Boomers reached retirement age. As the largest generational cohort in the world, 
this will result in an economic impact both regionally and globally. Currently, 
every country is trying to understand the impact this 
will have on their economies, but very few are creat-
ing opportunities that maximize the potential value 
of this demographic. In Greater Phoenix, the older 
adult population is growing at an unprecedented 
level of 463,000 adults aged 65+ in 2012 to a projected 
700,000 in 2020 and 1.4 million by 2050. 

Two things are happening that are crucial to under-
standing what is at stake. The first is that as this gen-
eration leaves the workforce, there is an institutional 
knowledge drain that occurs. Organizations that lose 
employees lose years of knowledge that the employee 
gained on the job, and many organizations do not have programs designed to 
maximize the transfer of this knowledge to remaining employees. This can result 
in a knowledge gap that occurs within organizations. Second, not only are adults 
working longer, but national trends show that many adults are engaging in “en-
core” careers after their retirement. Many of these careers are centered around 
giving back to the communities or working on community projects that provide 
meaning to their lives. As the adult 65+ population continues to grow, there will 
be an increased need for programs that can facilitate connections between older 
adults and organizations in need of experienced talent. However, many of these 
adults are having difficulty finding the right programs or organizations. As a 
result, communities are not maximizing the valuable resource of knowledge and 
skill sets that these adults can provide.

Greater Phoenix is faced with several challenges and opportunities. The scope 
of this project has three objectives. The first is to determine whether older adults 
want to connect back into the workforce and whether they want to engage in 
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knowledge transfer with young professionals. The second is to identify programs 
that adults aged 65+ want to engage in that will have an economic impact on the 
community. The third is how to reduce the loss of institutional knowledge within 
the community as a result of adults aged 65+ leaving the workforce. This project 

will discuss some of the current population trends, 
what they mean to Greater Phoenix, how older adults 
want to reengage and transfer knowledge within their 
communities, and what types of programs can be 
developed that will create a regional economic impact. 
As an engaged and proactive community, Greater 
Phoenix has an opportunity to adapt to the current 
population trends, to create programs that reengage 
older adults back into the community in positions in 
which that they want to engage, and to create pro-

grams that will enable intergenerational knowledge transfer to occur so as to min-
imize institutional knowledge loss. These programs are divided into three sectors: 
private, public, and education sectors.

Photo source:  
Virginia G. Piper 
Charitable Trust
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Demographic Profile 
and Trends
The demographic for this project was Adults 65+ 
residing in Maricopa County. Using 2012 data, this age 
cohort accounts for 12.2 percent of the total Maricopa 
County population. They are primarily of white eth-
nicity (81 percent), and 14.1 percent of this group are 
employed, earning a mean household income of $48K 
per year. More than 26 percent have attained a bache-
lor’s degree or higher and 39 percent work in health-
care, education and retail industries. This means that 
older adult professionals are a very valuable resource 
for Greater Phoenix despite the national perception 
that older adults contribute minimally to their com-
munities.

The 65+ age cohort is expected to grow to 1.4 million 
by 2050. 

As the world continues to “gray”, national and local 
participation rates of 65 + are also projected to in-
crease. Records from the Bureau of Labor Statistics 
show that participation rates are on the rise annually 
nationally and locally, and that by 2050, an increased 
number of adults 65+ will remain engaged in the 
workforce. In 2012, there were 69,155 adults 65+ in 
the workforce, and by 2050 the region will experience 
a projected 476 percent growth in workforce partici-
pation to an unprecedented 398,486. Using 2012 mean 
household income levels for adults 65+, this translates 
to $19.1 billion in personal revenue.  
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Economic Impact
In 2012, the older adult workforce aged 65+ contributed $4.81 billion in personal 
income to the economy in Greater Phoenix. Science, technology, engineering and 
math (STEM) workers accounted for more than 30 percent of the total economic 

contribution (from working adults 65+) to Greater 
Phoenix. While increasing numbers of this experi-
enced workforce will remain employed, a survey 
conducted by the Bureau of Labor Statistics indicates 
49 percent of the older adult workforce is planning to 
retire in a few years. 

Their exodus leads to the cost of vacancy. Cost of va-
cancy is the loss of revenue incurred by revenue gen-
erating organizations due to vacant positions. Cost of 
vacancy for public organizations is the dollar amount 
associated with the reduction in productivity due to 
vacant positions. The Thunderbird Consulting Group 
analyzed Bureau of Labor Statistics and Quarterly 
Workforce Indicators Data to calculate three annual 
cost of vacancy (CoV) metrics for 65+ older adult pro-
fessionals in Greater Phoenix:

• STEM industries CoV = $806 million
• Top three industries (Retail, Healthcare, 

Professionals) CoV = $967 million
• All Industries CoV = $2.5 billion

The key insight is that this $2.5 billion represents the annual revenue lost in 2012 
for Greater Phoenix because older adult professionals left the workforce. The 
team calculated the annual cost of vacancy by taking the Simple Salary Multiplier 
(which states that on average an employee generates a value three times their 
salary) multiplied by the median annual salary for a senior management position 
(this figure varies by industry) multiplied by the total number of retiring older 
adults professionals.
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Experience Matters 
Case Study
Experience Matters is a nonprofit organization that 
connects experienced older adult talent with social 
purpose organizations. This helps mitigate cost of 
vacancy for participating organizations.  Experience 
Matters identifies and connects talent to organizations 
by partnering with companies such as Intel to help 
connect retirees to nonprofit organizations so these 
talented workers can continually add value to their 
communities. On average, Experience Matters helps 
create an annual economic human capital value worth 
more than $30,000 per annual match.

Primary Data

The team conducted two parallel surveys (247 young 
adult responses and 382 older adult responses) to un-
derstand whether there is a mutual desire for young 
adult professionals to engage with older adult profes-
sionals. The team also wanted to know how different 
generations wanted to engage with each other. Over-
whelmingly, both older and younger adult profession-
als wanted to engage with each other, mainly through 
mentoring, on the job training, classes, and profes-
sional development workshops. This means that the 
region needs to create programs that leverage these 
mechanisms to facilitate intergenerational knowledge 
transfer.

The team also conducted two focus groups through Experience Matters (old-
er adults who had retired and then engaged in encore careers) and the Society 
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for Human Resource Management (HR managers 
in charge of recruitment) and a focus group at the 
national Encore.org conference. The focus groups 
revealed that during the last five years prior to retire-
ment, older adults start to disconnect from their jobs. 
They have been there, often for more than 20 years, 
and have lost interest. Most do look forward to the 
opportunity to retire, relax, and to spend time with 
family and friends. Typically, after between six months 
to two years of retirement, they become dissatisfied 
with a sedentary lifestyle and experience a form of 
identity crisis. They look for a sense of meaning and 

want to share their knowledge and give back to their community. They want to 
reengage into the workforce, but on their own terms.

The focus groups also revealed that older adults on the verge of retirement pre-
fer a phased retirement that allows them to spend more time mentoring young 
professionals. Most mid-size companies don’t have a system in place to accom-
modate phased retirement that allows for knowledge transfer prior to retirement. 
Companies have difficulty reaching older experienced professional adults who 
want to reengage in the workforce due to the differences in how companies re-
cruit for talent and how older adults seek opportunities.
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Recommendations
Private Sector Recommendation

Private sector organizations can benefit from the following opportunities:

1. Conduct strategic older adult workforce assessments.
2. Redefine retention.
3. Identify & Prioritize older adult professionals.
4. Foster leadership development.
5. Create knowledge transfer opportunities.

Flexible employment opportunities for older adult professionals will maximize 
productivity and profit by reducing turnover and absenteeism and increasing 
retention. Many reputable companies have developed successful older adult 
engagement programs. For example, Chevron’s Bridges Program enables former 
technical and professional employees to stay connected via a community web-
site. Applicants are considered for specific contract assignments such as advisors, 
recruiters and technical specialists. According to a 
SHRM-AARP survey conducted in 2012, 29 percent 
of organizations have conducted an older adult 
workforce assessment, an assessment that analyzes 
the impact of older adult professionals leaving their 
organizations. 

No single program works for all organizations. The 
key insight is that organizations can benefit from 
conducting an older adult professional strategic 
workforce assessment. Organizations can develop 
engagement programs that address their own specific 
organizational needs and adopt a proactive paradigm 
shift toward “retiring retirement.” Organizations and employees alike would 
benefit from eliminating traditional retirement as the exclusive option. This will 
empower organizations to retain, transfer and leverage subject matter expertise 
and specialized skill sets for future growth. 
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The next steps that should be taken are to help companies understand cost of 
vacancy, to encourage companies to recognize the value created by older adult 
professionals by conducting a strategic workforce assessment; and to encourage 
companies to identify and prioritize high value older adult employees and to 
start engaging them to maximize their value and knowledge transfer. 

Public Sector Recommendation

For the public sector, there are more than 30 incubators and accelerators spread 
throughout the Greater Phoenix area. These are organizations that allow entre-

preneurs space and funding in order to build, devel-
op, and scale their companies. The team recommends 
that the region leverage the strengths of these incuba-
tors in order to connect them with older adults who 
want to reengage in the workforce. 

The entrepreneurial ecosystem is a fragmented land-
scape that would benefit from increased cooperation 
communication, and regional collaboration.. The team 
envisions the public sector championing an event or 
an existing incubator competition that connects incu-
bators to an experienced older adult talent pool that 

wants to engage with local entrepreneurs. Organizations like Venture Madness or 
SEED SPOT’s Demo Day are successful examples of events that showcase entre-
preneurs. SEED SPOT’s last Demo Day event drew more than 950 attendees. The 
Thunderbird older adult engagement survey identified 88 older adult profes-
sionals who indicated they had a strong or very strong desire to reengage in the 
workforce by advising a start-up. These are the people who might show a strong 
interest in connecting to this type of event. If an organization can connect these 88 
individuals to start-ups, the region could generate an estimated $2.7 million in val-
ue (assuming an economic impact match value equivalent to Experience Matters).

For value to be created, individuals need to bring skills to organizations, and or-
ganizations need to provide mission and purpose. Older adult professionals and 
start-ups can benefit each other. Start-ups need smart, experienced, available, and 
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lower cost talent. Older adults can fill critical skill gaps that start-ups could other-
wise not afford to hire. 

The next steps for organizing this program would be to first, analyze the entre-
preneurial ecosystem; second, to identify key incubators and accelerators that 
want to be part of a bigger entrepreneurial movement and; third, to connect old-
er adult talent to these organizations. Organizations such as Experience Matters 
and Encore.org have ample experience in connecting older adults to causes and 
work opportunities (primarily with nonprofit organizations) and could be lever-
aged to assist with facilitating the connection between older adult professionals 
and entrepreneurs or incubators.  

Education Sector Recommendation

For education, it would be beneficial for the region to develop a knowledge net-
work program that connects older adult professionals who want to engage with 
entities such as the public sector, private sector companies, nonprofit organiza-
tions and schools that want to draw from this talent 
pool on a contract basis. The Thunderbird surveys 
identified that both older adults and younger pro-
fessionals want to connect through mentorships and 
classes, and a knowledge network would facilitate 
this. By creating a regional portal that attracts and 
allows adults to connect with service providers who 
need their experience, Greater Phoenix will serve both 
the needs of adults 65+ and the needs of the region. 
This program addresses both the sharing of knowl-
edge between generations, and the reengagement of 
older adults into activities that they want to be in-
volved with on their own terms. 

There are programs in existence that currently offer similar services, such as 
Greater Phoenix Score (www.greaterphoenix.score.org) that conducts mentor-
ing for businesses and creates an economic impact on the community. However, 
while this program is successful, its focus is primarily on the business mentor-
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ing side rather than the knowledge side of the equation, and they do not target 
adults 65+. The creation of a knowledge network would match talent with need 
by creating opportunities for mentorships, master classes (particularly in STEM 
industries), and consulting engagements between older adults and organizations, 
government entities and educational institutions. 

The first step for creating a knowledge network is to identify an organization that 
can become the conduit for connecting talent to organizations. The second step 
is to determine how and to what degree people and organizations will be able to 
access this network and whether this would be a free or paid service.
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Conclusion
This project has addressed in detail the growing adult 65+ population and the 
economic impact that it will have in Greater Phoenix through 2050. As this popu-
lation increases, there will be an increased need for strategies that address inter-
generational knowledge transfer, and programs that 
allow adults to reengage on their own terms and to 
easily connect with “encore” careers. By recognizing 
and accepting the new population landscape, and 
embracing the opportunity that older adult pro-
fessionals have to offer our communities, Greater 
Phoenix will also help change the erroneous national 
perception that regards older adults solely as frail and 
in need of services and assistance. The new paradigm 
can focus on the significant skills and talents of older 
adults as positively impacting the economic engine of 
a community. By developing scalable programs in the 
private sector, public sector, and education, Greater Phoenix can set itself apart, 
drive positive change, and show other communities how to maximize the eco-
nomic impact that adults 65+ can provide to their communities. 
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