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In both the plenary session and the work-
ing groups the delegates discussed what should 
be the priorities for promoting age-related equal-
ity in the ICT sector. It soon became clear that 
age diverse policies require a change in thinking 
– not just in business but also in the trade un-
ions themselves. In the past, the unions had ac-
tively supported many early retirement schemes. 
“There are incentives for older employees to 
leave a company, but none to motivate him to 
stay on”. A delegate remarked that this has led in 
Germany to a mentality where “55 is considered 
the right age to stop working. Carrying on to the 
age of 60 is not even thought of”. The high work 
pressure results in many employees being glad 
“to finally be able to stop”.

 In an age diverse HR policy, working conditions 
must be adapted to the capabilities and needs of 
older employees. These include flexible offers to 
reduce the amount of time spent working. To this 
end, one of the unions’ main demands is the offer 
of flexible working schemes. But first of all it 
is seen as necessary to find out the needs of older 
employees – for example via deep discussions 
between employers and their workers or trade 
union surveys.

 Younger employees and their older colleagues 
offer a company different skills. The young, 
straight from university, will know all about 
the latest technologies, whereas the older have 
their experience and specialised knowledge. It 
is a question of recognising and exploiting older 
workers’ capabilities – for example via suitable 
career paths or mentoring.

 Skills acquired with age and experience can be 
used systematically: older workers are ideal for 
developing specific offers for same-genera-
tion consumers. In an aging society there are 
many senior citizens experiencing difficulties 
mastering 

new technologies – and this itself can be a major 
new market.

 Experienced workers need to keep their skills 
up-to-date. It is imperative that they are encour-
aged to become involved in life-long learning. 
Knowledge gets out-of-date very quickly in the 
technology sector. Focusing just on their existing 
skills and experience can become a high employ-
ment risk factor for older workers.

 Job descriptions free of age bias are necessary 
if older applicants are to be considered when re-
cruiting new employees. Terminology such 
as “young, dynamic,....” automatically disqualify 
the older. Training HR professionals to view the 
older as valuable resources is another ingredient 
of an age diverse policy. 

 The relatively high salary levels of older 
employees is seen by many employers as a 
major impediment in recruiting members of 
the older generation. While obviously a delicate 
topic for trade unions, it was also raised. As one 
delegate put it: “We should start examining the 
concept of salary raises based on seniority. Age 
alone should not necessarily warrant a  high sal-
ary level”.

All delegates agreed that there is still a lot of 
convincing to be done before companies become 
attracted to the idea of more age-diversity. Eco-
nomic advantages need to be clearly shown, as 
well as today’s necessity of accounting for the de-
mographic development in tomorrow’s business 
strategies.

5. Multinational ? Migration and 
     mobility in the ICT sector

The ICT sector is characterised by a well-devel-
oped globalisation of markets, company organi-
sations and work processes. Job relocation to 
emerging nations such as India or China or East 
European “near-shoring” already attract high 
media attention. ICT specialist immigration 
to Europe has also gained in importance. In her 
presentation, Jane Millar, scientist from the 
University College of London’s  Migration Re-
search Unit, focused on the question of how both 
employer and employee interests can be upheld 
in immigration policy. 
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   Jane Millar

Her speech centred on the USA, Great Britain 
and Australia, countries where immigration is 
playing an increasingly important role in the ICT 
sector 

One country at the top of the list for mobile ICT 
workers is Great Britain. Almost one quarter 
of issued work permits are connected with ICT 
jobs, and numbers have almost doubled since 
2000, with the biggest contingent being Indian 
professionals. Internal company transfers are 
of major importance – some five times higher 
than in other sectors. The majority of these mo-
bile professionals are male and relatively young. 
Companies are increasingly expanding their re-
cruiting activities to foreign students. 

There is widespread agreement that immigra-
tion of highly-qualified workers is necessary to 
guarantee future growth – with accompanying 
positive effects on employment. “There are a 
number of discrepancies between what politi-
cians are saying and the actual experiences of 
ICT experts”, said Millar. In practice, immigra-
tion can endanger the opportunities of native 
workers, while the mobile ICT experts are often 
employed under less favourable conditions than 
their native counterparts.

At the same time US, British and Australian im-
migration regulations are geared towards cre-
ating a balance between employers’ needs and 
protection of employees against unfair competi-
tion and exploitation. A number of criteria are 
in use. Jobs should only be offered to offset staff 
shortages and not to displace existing employ-
ees. To avoid undermining existing employment 
standards, salaries and working conditions must 
be comparable with existing levels. According to 
Millar however, evidence shows that, although 
these regulations are suitable as stop-gaps in 
times of labour shortages, they tend to be one-
way streets. There is insufficient monitoring, 
especially regarding frequent internal company 
transfers. Infringements are rarely followed up. 

Remuneration of mobile workers is often below 
local levels. The objective of upholding all sides’ 
interests is “systematically not achieved”.

To also protect workers within the framework of 
immigration policy, there are certain points to 
be addressed on political, business and trade un-
ion agendas. One prerequisite is the availability 
of enhanced data – including expert shortages 
– and greater transparency. Also necessary are 
effective monitoring systems and sanctions on 
infringements. A serious and enlightened debate 
on the subject is only just starting: “The time has 
come for an open discussion”.

In both the plenary session and the work-
ing groups there was agreement that the trade 
unions have a major role to play in the debate on 
ICT professional immigration. Although it can be 
expected that Europe’s labour markets will be-
come increasingly reliant on immigration, many 
native employees are greatly concerned about 
this development. It is the job of trade unions to 
counteract these anxieties and let workers know 
that their needs are in good hands. “As trade un-
ions we are not against immigration. We support 
it. But is must be handled properly” stated one 
British trade unionist. “We want to protect the 
interests of both native and migrant workers”. 
A number of principles were defined both in the 
working groups and the plenary session aimed 
at a balanced immigration policy. There still re-
mains however a need for internal debate on in-
dividual points – such as immigration control. 

  Migration should always be seen in relation 
to gender and age diversity. Companies of-
ten resort to taking on qualified workers from 
abroad to counteract existing local deficits in 
staff recruitment and development. A coherent 
diversity policy should not just be based on 
“quick help from abroad”, but should be looking 
at using existing potential. 
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 There must be a general guarantee that sala-
ries and working conditions for foreign ICT pro-
fessionals be on a par with local standards. 
By doing so, immigration can be prevented from 
becoming an exploitation and social dumping in-
strument. Wage transparency, effective controls 
and sanctions on infringement are key points 
here. Equality also means equal participation 
and voting rights within companies. This is a 
principle not yet introduced in every country.  

  Greater focus should be given to the integra-
tion of foreign experts. Immigrants should not 
be treated as mere workers, but as individuals 
with a private life and family ties. Regarding 
them from a purely economic and instrumental 
perspective can lead to problems later. A large 
number of delegates were in favour of giving 
such professionals and their accompanying fam-
ily members unlimited residence and work per-
mits.  

  Trade unions have much to offer with regard to 
integration and support of migrant experts 
– for example in explaining workers’ rights, pro-
viding legal aid or assistance in language cours-
es. It is important to specifically address foreign 
experts and to find out their exact needs. Trade 
unions would like to counteract any tension and 
mistrust via a greater involvement of foreign ICT 
experts. 

Professional immigration is a top topic on the 
political agenda. Europe is discussing a “Blue 
Card” on similar lines to the US Green Card. 
Trade unions see this initiative as an important 
social dialogue theme and want to actively be-
come engaged in the debate to make sure that 
employees’ interests are adequately represented 
in the immigration concept.

6. Opening up the road: 
     diversity in the social dialogue

More diversity in companies is one of the ma-
jor goals in the coming years for politicians, em-
ployers and trade unionists. A major, though not 
exclusive, focus will be on the ICT sector. It is 
not just a matter of socio-political and value-re-
lated considerations. Diversity is of fundamental 
interest for every company, as in the near future 
they will all be competing for human resources 

in short supply. Various cornerstones were fixed 
in a discussion panel.

Maria Schwarz-Wölzl from the European Mature 
project pointed to the comprehensive impor-
tance of diversity: Every individual is “different”, 
having different identities according to situation 
or stage in life. Merely confining “diversity” to 
certain groups – be they women, migrants or 
others – is too short-sighted and the reason why 
a number of traditional female empowerment 
programmes have failed. The spotlight must be 
on the person, not on his group affiliation”.

Bob Collins, Chief Commissioner of the Equality 
Commission in Northern Ireland, drew the fol-
lowing conclusion: “Diversity is not a generous 
present for have-nots. Diversity is a 21st century 
imperative”. It concerns both economic interests 
and the “recognition of a person as an individual 
and not just as a business entity”. Responsibil-
ity for diversity is not just in the hands of politi-
cians, but in those of every company and every 
individual.

Laurent Zylberberg from French telecom opera-
tor Orange and the European telecom operators’ 
association ETNO sees employers’ awareness for 
diversity themes growing. “In the telecom sector 
with its numerous multinational companies, we 
already find cultural diversity. But this is often 
not reflected in management” – where execu-
tives from a single country often dominate. Com-
panies must both plan for tomorrow’s employ-
ment situation and act on today’s constraints. 
Social dialogue can lead to joint development of 
certain themes, with alliances being struck and 
good practices promoted.

Robert Killer, chairman of T-Systems’ enterprise 
works council, explained how multi-facetted di-
versity questions can be. Average age in the Ger-
man subsidiary of former monopolist Telekom 
is way above 40. “Due to cut-backs, hardly any 
young workers were recruited. The older work-
force is unhealthy for the company”. Some 
100,000 jobs were pruned in the last few years. 
Programmes such as „Girls Day“ target girls’ 
interest for technical professions – with some 
major successes. An intensive knowledge trans-
fer with trade unions could help to move such a 
theme forward. 

Chadia Bendada, diversity advisor of the Belgian 
trade union LBC-NVK, reported on Belgian em-
ployers’ institutionalised and systematic support 
for diversity management. Employers and trade 
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unions. Though we have different interests, we 
have the same goal”. But diversity also belongs 
on trade unions’ internal agenda. Though mem-
bership is heterogeneous, the majority of activ-
ists are white, male and older. “If we carry on 
like this, there will come a time when we will be 
talking about target groups that we don’t really 
know”, warned Bendada. “We must speak with 
people, not about them”.

In the working groups, priorities for a sustain-
able diversity management were defined and 
consequently presented in the plenary session. 
In addition, how to address new member groups 
and develop social dialogue on diversity were 
discussed. The following points were defined as 
central aspects of a common agenda:

Rethinking - offering equal opportunities

A multi-level approach is required in order to 
offer equal employment opportunities, devel-
opment perspectives and working conditions 
to people from different backgrounds, age and 
gender. Unbiased recruitment and employee in-
tegration, incentives for life-long learning – es-
pecially for older employees – and flexible work-
ing schemes are some of the measures needed. 
Other measures must enable people with family 
commitments or older people to take up posi-
tions of responsibility. The whole topic of “ex-
treme working” must be subjected to fundamen-
tal examination. 

Diversity in trade unions

Trade union representatives should first look at 
themselves in the mirror. How much diversity 
is there in their own ranks – women in deci-
sion-making bodies or migrants’ participation? 
Rethinking must start at the roots: “We must 
practice what we preach”. Trade unions must 
demonstrate their value to previously neglected 
groups by collective contracts or specific services. 
At the same time more opportunities for partici-
pation by new member groups should be estab-
lished. Another important ingredient: specific 
marketing activities and targeted campaigns. 

Reach collective agreements and moni-
tor the rules

Certain diversity topics – such as life-long learn-
ing for everybody or recruitment policy – should 
be better addressed in wage settlements or com-
pany agreements. Diversity policy can address a 

number of different levels – its focus can be in a 
company or a sector, national or European. An 
important trade union task is also the monitor-
ing of existing diversity and equality regulations. 
UNI Europe plays a central role in lobbying and 
developing the social dialogue on diversity. 
Trade unions are stressing the importance of 
social dialogue for employers. They can benefit 
not just from social peace but also from the free 
“management consultancy” offered by the un-
ions. 

Expand knowledge and demonstrate 
added value

Employers will only accept diversity when they 
are convinced of its economic advantage. To 
achieve this, more reliable data and facts are re-
quired. UNI Europe can support the knowledge 
transfer and the information exchange between 
trade unions, thus supplying important discus-
sion help. The initial focus must be on convinc-
ing employers of the long-term wisdom behind 
diversity. Many companies have only a short-
term planning horizon, unsuitable for such sus-
tainability themes: “It is our job to make it clear 
to companies how much profit they will forego 
when they have a shortage of employees who 
could produce it”. 

Attractive employers? 

Positive examples of successful diversity-friend-
ly companies can play a major motivating role 
for other companies, inviting emulation. Trade 
unions would like to support good practices 
– and brand-mark negative examples. Labels or 
rankings showing a company to be an “attractive 
employer” can also help in promoting diversity. 
These must not just be “bumper stickers” but 
“lived” in companies – and this must be moni-
tored. This is another area where UNI Europe 
can play a central role in gathering and transfer-
ring know-how.

Diversity is a long-term project for politicians, 
companies and trade unions. “We have a long 
way in front of us”. There are still a number of 
questions to be debated within the trade un-
ions; implementation roadmaps and multi-level 
activities are needed – not least in the unions 
themselves. With all this work in front, it was 
worthwhile casting a quick glance backwards. 
Both in the ICT Forum’s plenum and panel a lot 
of women and a lot of different ages were to be 
seen. This would not have been the case just a 
few decades ago.
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