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A word before you begin
There is a story we keep telling about professionals over 45: that they resist AI, that 
they cannot keep up, that their time has passed. Annalie Killian takes that story 
apart. Drawing on our edutAInment survey of 218 experienced professionals, she 
shows that 93% already use AI tools and more than half use them daily, most of 
them without any training from their employer. The problem was never willingness. It 
is how organisations value experience.

In AI Literacy & Mid-Life Career, Annalie calls this a category error: decades of 
judgment, empathy and vision are being priced as a liability when they are the 
scarcest capital of the AI transition. She backs this with hard numbers and with 
organisations that are getting it right, and she closes with concrete actions for 
boards, for policymakers and for experienced professionals themselves.

This paper is Annalie’s contribution to the Global AI Literacy Project 2026. Her 
insights form Chapter [X] of the Global AI Literacy Study, which we will present on 22 
October 2026 at the House of Lords in London. Thank you, Annalie, for writing with 
such conviction and generosity. I hope this paper changes how you see the 
experience around you, and perhaps your own.
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Global AI Literacy Project 2026/ CEO and Founder, AI Edutainment GmbH 
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The cohort aged forty-five and older does not resist AI — it has discovered the tools 
without the training, and used them anyway. The real problem is a category error: 
the experience of this cohort is being priced as a liability when it should be priced as 
scarce capital. Here are seven themes describing the state of AI literacy and the 
experience of professionals aged 45 and older:

First, the dominant discourse treats the 45+ cohort as resistant to AI, and the 
primary research proves the opposite. In the edutAInment survey of experienced 
professionals (n=218, February–April 2026), 93% have used Claude, ChatGPT or 
Perplexity; 52% use them daily or several times a day; and 91% agree that AI will 
fundamentally change how careers are built within the next five years.25 Adoption is 
not the problem of this population.

Second, the barriers this cohort faces are structural, not attitudinal — and the 
constraint sits in organizations, not individuals. Only 7% cite lack of confidence 
with the technology as a barrier to deeper use; cost and time dominate, and 44% 
report that their employer provides no AI upskilling support of any kind.25 Microsoft's 
2026 Work Trend Index finds that organizational factors account for roughly twice the 
AI impact of individual mindset; its "Blocked Agency" segment names workers with 
strong AI capability stuck inside organizations that have not caught up.26 The 
dividend is not being captured because the architectures around this cohort are 
blocking it.

Third, the AI job-loss and human replacement narrative is manufactured. The 
AI platform CEOs who built the "jobocalypse" narrative (Altman, Amodei, Huang and 
Musk among them) are now quietly walking it back as the public backlash builds and 
the reversal data comes in.4 The list of documented cases where roughly a third of 
AI-attributed layoffs have triggered subsequent rehiring, is growing. Roughly a third 
of those firms report that rehiring cost more than the original savings delivered.10 The 
rehire scramble has begun, and the replacement clock is already running against the 
organizations that mispriced experience the first time; the manufactured scale of the 
panic is not. Job losses in some sectors are real and will continue. But AI also 
redistributes work with many new jobs being created in services around AI. 

Fourth, the productivity and macro-employment data confirm the reversal. The 
Return on AI Institute finds AI-attributed job cuts running at roughly 30 times the rate 
of measurable AI productivity gains,7 and MIT's NANDA initiative reports that 95% of 
enterprise GenAI deployments produce no measurable ROI.⁸ Stanford's ADP 
analysis shows employment for older workers in AI-exposed occupations has held 
steady or grown 6–9% since ChatGPT launched, even as younger workers in the 
same occupations declined 13–16%.13 Displacement pressure at the 40s-and-50s 
end of the workforce is not market-driven — it is a management choice, and 
Carnegie's counter-narrative research reaches the same conclusion.13

Fifth, the category error — mispricing experience — carries a $9 trillion price 
tag. eGain and Deloitte (22 June 2026) project $6.9–9.6 trillion in lost output from the 
Baby Boomer knowledge exodus over the coming decade; 85% of C-suite leaders 
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name the exodus as a moderate to mission-critical threat — while 92% of 
organizations are failing to capture the knowledge before it walks out the door.14

Sixth, AI has increased demand for the very skills the 45+ cohort has spent 
decades developing. MIT Sloan's EPOCH framework, adapted by PwC's 2026 
Global AI Jobs Barometer, names five ability clusters most complementary to AI: 
empathy, presence, judgment, creativity and vision. New tasks added to AI-
exposed roles are 2.5 times more likely to require these than the tasks AI is taking 
over.6,24 These capabilities take decades to build and cannot be hired back at speed. 
The organizations losing them now will not find equivalents in the market when they 
go looking.

Seventh, organizations succeeding at the AI transition are building elastic 
architectures at scale.28 Four organizations — FM, Cisco, Siemens and Unilever — 
are showing how to price experience correctly. They sit inside the 8% of enterprises 
not failing at AI deployment, and what they do differently is documentable, teachable 
and reproducible.

The argument throughout is that deep experience, correctly valued, is the 
scarcest capital in the AI transition — and the organizations that recognize it, 
will pull ahead.

Mispricing Experience: The 45+ Cohort No Economy Can Afford to Lose

The mispricing of experience is part of a wider pattern of human devaluation at 
civilizational scale, accelerated in the age of AI. Indy Johar, co-founder of Dark 
Matter Labs, nails it: "The crisis is not human value. The crisis is human 
valuation."47 This section traces that pattern where it bites hardest — the 45+ cohort 
— and the five forces driving their devaluation on the balance sheet

The Demographic Lever No One Is Pulling

Across the 1.4 billion people of the OECD's 38 member countries, and beyond them 
in China, Russia and now India, birth rates needed to maintain a steady population 
have fallen below the replacement level of 2.1 children per woman1, let alone sustain 
the growth that enterprises and economies rely on. No government anywhere has 
reversed the trend, and migration is the only near-term lever left to grow a working-
age population. But the political appetite for it exists nowhere either.

So here is the scenario everyone frets about: a shrinking number of workers will be 
supporting a growing number of economically inactive people, and GDP per capita 
will slide by 2060 on the OECD's own numbers.1

But it does not have to be this way. We habitually frame an aging population as a 
problem — which only entrenches the mindset. Yet this is the healthiest, most 
capable older generation in history. The most elegant fix to a labor shortage is hiding 
in plain sight: design for the workers you already have, not the young ones you 
are waiting for.

For developed-market economies, the average working life needs to be extended by 
15% — an extra seven and a half years, raising the effective retirement age from 65 
to 72½ on the US benchmark.2

The longevity dividend is a gift to employers and treasuries alike, but few are 
pulling it. Unless the 45+ cohort is actively retained, retrained and engaged, the 
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labor math won't work. Not for organizations staffing their AI transitions. Not for 
governments funding their welfare states. Not for economies chasing growth.

Will organizations and governments act before the numbers overtake them?

The AI Transition: Future of Work ≠ Future of Jobs

Depending on which agenda they are pushing, both the delusional-AI-enthusiasm 
camp and the apocalyptic-AI-anxiety camp are distorting predictions about AI's 
impact on business, society and employment. The scare tactics are driving public 
perception of AI-driven job loss well ahead of the data. Surveys find people estimate 
the rate of AI job destruction at roughly twice the measured number, and three times 
the rate among those personally affected.3

The AI platform CEOs crafted the "jobocalypse" narrative (Sam Altman (OpenAI), 
Jensen Huang (NVIDIA), Dario Amodei (Anthropic), and Elon Musk (xAI, owner of X 
and Grok) among them) to drive sales, valuations and political leverage.4 Amid 
growing public backlash, data-center dread, technological sovereignty concerns, 
impending IPO calendars, a changing political atmosphere and cheaper competition 
from emerging entrants outside the US, they are now walking it back as the reversal 
data comes in.4 Nobel-winning economist Paul Krugman named the mood shift 
plainly in June 2026: "Why does everyone hate AI?"5

Underneath the rhetorical climbdown sits an undeniable reality. AI does not destroy 
work. It intensifies it and redistributes it. Some jobs may disappear, but tasks 
grow, especially where AI is used to create new value, not just extract efficiencies. 
The answer is to redesign work around the tasks that humans perform best 
alongside AI.

PwC's 2026 Global AI Jobs Barometer, drawn from over a billion job advertisements 
across six continents, confirms the pattern. AI is producing a three-track global labor 
market: professionalized jobs reshaped to demand more expertise, judgment and 
leadership (radiologists, recruiters, air-traffic controllers); democratized jobs 
reshaped to demand less (software developers, loan officers, finance managers); 
and low-exposure jobs largely untouched (chefs, mechanics, construction workers) 
— a category growing around the AI sector. Jobs requiring specific AI skills are 
growing almost eight times faster than the wider jobs market; the AI-skills wage 
premium has reached 62%. AI-exposed entry-level roles are seven times more likely 
than non-exposed roles to require oversight from traditionally senior skills, such as 
judgment and leadership.6

The long-term productivity case is meanwhile still failing to show up in the data. The 
Return on AI Institute finds AI-attributed job cuts running at roughly 30 times the rate 
of measurable AI productivity gains,⁷ and MIT's NANDA initiative reports 95% of 
enterprise GenAI deployments are not yet producing measurable ROI.⁸

Challenger, Gray & Christmas has tracked approximately 120,000 US AI-attributed 
cuts since May 2023, with the monthly share accelerating from roughly 5% of total 
announced cuts in early 2024 to 26% by April 2026.⁹ Demographic disclosure is not 
mandatory in all geographies, but the available evidence consistently points to 
employees in their 40s and 50s facing the hardest displacement when cuts do occur 
— age bias compounds AI-driven restructuring, and the same cohort struggles most 
to retrain or find equivalent roles.
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A measurable share of these cuts are beginning to reverse. Research from Orgvue, 
Careerminds and others documents the pattern: roughly a third of AI-attributed 
layoffs have triggered subsequent rehiring, and around a third of those rehiring 
organizations report the cost of restaffing exceeded the savings the layoff was meant 
to deliver.¹⁰

Several widely-reported reversals prove the pattern. Here are just two examples. 
Klarna declared in 2024 that its AI assistant was doing the work of 700 customer-
service agents; by 2025, with customer satisfaction collapsing, the company was 
rehiring humans and routing support tickets to engineers and designers to plug the 
quality gap. CEO Sebastian Siemiatkowski conceded: *"cost unfortunately seems to 
have been a too predominant evaluation factor… what you end up having is lower 
quality."*¹¹

Commonwealth Bank of Australia went further and admitted the mistake in writing: in 
July 2025, CBA declared 45 customer-service roles redundant on the basis that its 
"Hey CommBank" voice-AI bot would absorb the work. Within weeks the bank 
withdrew the redundancies, acknowledging that its initial assessment *"did not 
adequately consider all relevant business considerations and this error meant the 
roles were not redundant."*¹²

The lesson is not that AI failed. It is where it failed. Both reversals happened at 
the customer interface — the layer of work that requires creative interpretation, real-
time problem-solving, judgment, empathy, and the relationship skills built across 
years of lived experience. AI can absorb the routine; it cannot read the room. The 
organizations cutting experienced workers from these functions are assuming they 
can rehire the capability later. But the capability is not in an LLM. It lives in the 
people.

Stanford's ADP-anchored analysis of the 2022–2025 employment cohort found that 
workers aged 22–25 in the most AI-exposed occupations experienced a 13–16% 
relative decline in employment since ChatGPT launched. The same analysis found 
that employment for older workers in those same AI-exposed occupations held 
steady or grew between 6 and 9%. The Carnegie Endowment's April 2026 review 
reaches the same conclusion: "employment for non-AI-exposed professions and 
older workers has not changed since the release of ChatGPT in late 2022."¹³The 
displacement pressure on the 45+ workforce is not a market force; it is a 
management choice.

The price tag of the category error

Deloitte Insights, in a joint report with eGain published June 2026, projects that the 
mass retirement of Baby Boomers — over 30 million Americans turning 65 in the 
next four years — will trigger the largest single transfer of institutional knowledge in 
business history. They put the economic value in lost output at $6.9 to $9.6 trillion.14

The report's main finding defines the crisis: 92% of organizations are failing to 
capture that knowledge before it walks out the door. The deep organizational 
memory of the engineer who knows why a system was built the way it was, or the 
account leader who understands the history behind a client relationship, will not 
naturally reaccumulate in the next generation where average tenure runs at around 
half that of Baby Boomers.¹⁴
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That is the category error in hard numbers. And the firms making it will be racing to 
undo it in a rehire scramble within a decade. Three converging forces underpin this 
prediction: the institutional capability they have shed will be needed back; the 
demographic squeeze will leave fewer skilled workers in the market; the competition 
for that shrinking pool will price the rehire at a multiple of what the original cut saved.

The Cultural Bias the Science No Longer Supports

Cultural bias against older workers is rarely articulated. It rarely needs to be. It is 
hardwired into hiring algorithms, promotion decisions, training budgets and 
severance calculations — the daily mechanics of who gets developed, who gets the 
next role, and who gets the chop first. The belief that perpetuates it is that digital 
technologies, and now AI-relevance, correlate with youthful adaptiveness and agility, 
and that older workers are too slow, too set in their ways, or too expensive to retrain 
given the tenure left before their "retirement date".

On cognition, today's older adults consistently outperform earlier-born older adults on 
measured ability, and age-related deficits are shrinking with each successive cohort, 
driven by lifelong gains in education, nutrition and healthcare. The IMF's microdata 
confirms it: a 70-year-old in 2022 has the cognitive ability of a 53-year-old in 
2000.15

On AI tool use, the evidence points the same way. The randomized controlled trial 
behind GitHub Copilot's productivity claims found that developers with less 
programming experience, older programmers, and those who code more hours per 
day benefited most from the tool.16 Older workers are among the cohorts who get the 
most out of AI, not the ones who struggle with it.

The retreat from workforce training for older workers is now visible across 
every major developed economy. Across the OECD, the share of older workers 
receiving job-related training runs 30–40% lower than for prime-age workers — a 
structural under-investment that compounds with every passing year of working life. 
EU continuing-training spend per worker has been broadly flat in real terms since 
2015, with persistent gaps for over-50s. US employer-provided training spend per 
employee fell approximately 12% in real terms between 2019 and 2024. The UK 
Skills England Annual Report 2026 documents the same pattern most precisely: 
British firms now spend half as much per employee on vocational training as the 
European average, total training expenditure in England fell 9% in real terms 
between 2019 and 2024, and per-employee spend is down 13% since 2019 across 
nearly every industry.

A 2024 OECD study adds two further dimensions of the same pattern: women carry 
higher structural exposure because they are over-represented in the 
administrative, secretarial and customer-service roles most susceptible to 
automation; and workers without tertiary education face exclusion from AI-
augmented roles altogether — missing the upside while still facing the 
displacement pressure.17

The strategic consequence is the one McKinsey Global Institute named in its May 
2026 European study. Three-quarters of the skills European employers say they now 
need are used in both automatable and non-automatable work. These are human 
skills, applied alongside AI, not replaced by it. Demand for AI fluency has risen 
fivefold since 2023, and 75% of that demand sits in three occupation groups — 
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computer & mathematical, management, and business & financial — the very groups 
the 45+ cohort dominates. "AI is not replacing domain expertise," the authors 
concluded, "but changing how it is applied."18

This is the category error in operational form. The cohort with the deepest domain 
expertise is being priced as a liability, and starved of investment, at precisely the 
moment their expertise becomes the scarce resource AI needs to work alongside.

The 100-Year Life Has Arrived. The Societal Infrastructure Hasn't.

AI Literacy is not only about individual capability — it is about the systems that 
determine whether capability can be deployed. When AI-driven displacement 
removes experienced workers from the labor market at scale, the cost cascades 
through every societal system designed for a different working life. Naming those 
systems matters because each is a leverage point for policy response.

When experienced workers are pushed out of the workforce in their 50s and early 
60s, the cost cascades through housing, consumer credit, pensions, caregiving 
systems and the public purse. These systems were built for a working life that ended 
around 65 and a retirement that lasted around ten to fifteen years. That world 
doesn't exist anymore. Citizens are now expected to support careers that are 
flattening or ending earlier than intended, and retirements that may last forty 
years.

The chain reaction begins well before formal retirement. By age 50, salaries have 
plateaued, and restructuring and "efficiency" layoffs are hitting hard while the house 
still needs to be paid off, draining life savings or eating into pensions. Property 
accumulates but liquid reserves dry up. By the time the household reaches 
retirement, it owns property but has little flexibility. Property does not protect them. It 
immobilizes them.

The financial system is out of step with the 100-year life and in urgent need of 
reimagining. Globally, 65 has become the symbolic threshold where mortgage 
refinancing, borrower insurance and many financial products simultaneously expire, 
refuse new applicants, or become structurally unaffordable. The same banks that 
decline an €80,000 mortgage to a 72-year-old homeowner will happily extend high-
interest revolving consumer credit to the same household — a pattern the French 
broker Arrago has documented at scale, with clients carrying €800 in monthly 
consumer-loan repayments against €1,200 in monthly income, on middle and lower-
income wages.19 The age of 65 is not a biologically-grounded threshold but a 
political fossil: the calcified residue of a century of institutional systems too 
interlocked to redesign.

When an insurer prices a client as "risky" at 65, they are perpetuating a convention 
rooted in the demographic reality of 1889 Germany. The Global Aging Institute's 
2026 study The Case for Lifetime Income, sponsored by Prudential and drawing on 
data from five developed economies, arrives at the systemic verdict: the systems 
were designed for people to die younger, and they have not caught up. Pooling 
retirement income properly, the study finds, could deliver the same security at 
around 20% lower cost.20

The eldercare load is exiting the workforce alongside the AI layoffs.
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Family eldercare in the US has expanded to 63 million Americans providing care to 
aging adults — a nearly 50% increase since 2015, with 29% of them sandwich-
generation caregivers supporting both children and aging parents simultaneously. 
51% of sandwich-generation working mothers have left a job because of caregiving, 
and 49% report that caregiving has impacted their ability to advance in their 
career.21The cohort hit hardest is mid-career employees in leadership and specialist 
roles — precisely the people the AI conversation is also pushing toward the exit. 
Many in the 45+ cohort are not leaving because they ran out of capability or 
ambition. They are leaving because the workplace infrastructure gave them no 
other path.

The small-business succession cliff is a demographic crisis of its own.

The European Commission issued a new formal Recommendation on SME business 
transfers on 23 June 2026, framing the crisis explicitly as a "pressing demographic 
challenge."22The numbers are stark. 400,000 European businesses face ownership 
transitions every year, with millions more expected this decade as the first 
generation of post-war entrepreneurial founders reaches retirement age. In Korea, 
the average SME founder is now 62 years old and only 30% have any formal 
succession plan. In the US, without a transition plan, an estimated six million 
businesses could close, taking twelve million jobs with them — and small businesses 
generate more than a third of all US business revenue and employ nearly half the 
workforce. In rural and rapidly aging areas of rural Europe, the UK and Australia, 
where small businesses can account for half of local employment, the risk is 
particularly acute. When ownership transitions fail, supply chains weaken, main 
streets hollow out, and communities lose essential services they cannot easily 
replace. Over 70% of family businesses globally fail to survive the transition to the 
second generation.22 Germany, Switzerland, the Nordics and Korea are responding. 
The rest of the OECD is in trouble.

The societal infrastructure problem is universal. The 70-year-life systems — 
pensions, employment contracts, benefit structures, mortgage products, caregiving 
frameworks, succession pathways — are creaking under a 100-year-life workforce.

The Skills AI Made More Valuable, Not Less

The AI transition is dramatically increasing demand for the very skills the 45+ cohort 
has spent decades honing, while making it harder for the very same people to hold 
onto their jobs.

PwC's analysis of which human capabilities are most resistant to AI automation and 
most complementary to it adapts MIT Sloan's EPOCH framework. Five sets of 
abilities come through consistently:

 Empathy and Emotional Intelligence — compassion, understanding, 
building meaningful connections

 Presence, Networking and Connectedness — physical presence, moving 
through social contexts, building trust

 Opinion, Judgment and Ethics — working through ambiguous, open-ended 
or ethical scenarios
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 Creativity and Imagination — original thinking, improvisation, generating 
novel ideas

 Hope, Vision and Leadership — grit, perseverance, initiative, strategic 
direction

New tasks added to the most AI-exposed roles are 2.5 times more likely to require 
these abilities than the tasks AI is taking over.23 Development Dimensions 
International, which has tracked leadership capability for over fifty years, names the 
same cluster in different words. The Chartered Management Institute's top three 
employability skills — team-working, critical thinking and problem-solving, and 
communication — sit inside it.

These are not abilities people are born with. The human brain learns through 
experience built over decades, through encountering enough situations to know 
which patterns matter, making enough mistakes to develop judgment, and building 
enough relationships to know how trust actually works. They are precisely the skills 
that the 45+ cohort spent thirty years acquiring and hold in their highest, most-
developed form. The window to transfer them through mentoring, redesigned work, 
and pairing AI Literacy with AI Fluency, is narrowing rapidly.

What the 45+ Cohort Is Actually Telling Us

A respondent in our primary research, aged 40-to-50 and recently laid off in an AI-
driven downsizing, wrote this in the open-text field:

"If you're over 45 and you lost your job, it's not your fault. The system changed and 
is no longer rewarding you for the things it did before. … If you can leverage 45+ 
managerial-level delegation skills to teach them to orchestrate teams of agents, this 
could really amplify them."24

This experienced employee has read the transition more clearly than most of the 
consultants and futurists shaping the debate. They have named the structural cause 
without self-blame, and articulated the recovery strategy in a single sentence: 
leverage decades of delegation experience to orchestrate teams of AI agents.

This respondent is one of 218 mid-career professionals aged 45 and over surveyed 
between February and April 2026 through AIEdutainment and the AI Literacy 
Project's research circle.24 Not a probability sample — it captures the engaged 
subset. Almost half are managers, directors or executives. Over a third have more 
than thirty years of professional experience. Three-quarters are based in Europe; 
one-fifth in North America.

The data reads as high engagement, not resistance. 93% have used Claude, 
ChatGPT or Perplexity. 52% use AI tools daily. 91% agree AI will fundamentally 
change how people find jobs and build careers within five years. 88% feel neutral, 
somewhat positive or very positive about AI and their careers.

What concerns them is not their own capability. It is the system around them. "AI is 
filtering out CVs before they ever reach a human," one respondent wrote. The 
barriers to learning more are not psychological: only 7% cite lack of confidence with 
the technology; cost and time dominate. The cohort is paying for AI subscriptions out 
of pocket, learning on weekends, against the demands of the day job. 44% say their 
employer does not provide AI upskilling support.24
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A second concern threads through their responses and foreshadows a deeper issue: 
a cohort using AI daily recognizes that tool fluency is not the same as judgment — 
the thing they have honed over many years — and worries about cognitive atrophy 
from over-reliance on the tools, and a human cognitive bandwidth that cannot scale 
infinitely.

Two 2026 enterprise studies independently confirm the diagnosis. Microsoft 
identifies a segment it calls Blocked Agency: workers with strong individual AI 
capability stuck in organizations that have not caught up.25 WRITER's April 2026 
enterprise survey of 1,200 senior executives and 1,200 employees reaches the 
same diagnosis from inside the C-suite, with one number that is a warning to be 
taken seriously by all leaders: 29% of employees admit to sabotaging their 
organization's AI rollouts when leaders impose mandates without strategy.26

The constraint sits in organizational design — in culture, manager behavior, talent 
practices, how jobs are designed, and whether learning is built into the work or 
treated as someone else's problem. The eGain/Deloitte 92% gap is this same 
constraint at scale. Pity for this cohort fixes nothing. Reconfiguring work fixes 
it.

That reconfiguration has a name. The organizations adapting fastest are building 
what Anastassia Lauterbach's "Leading through Disruption" blog refers to as elastic 
organizations: "Elastic organizations redesign their operating model to allow 
humans and agents to collaborate and deliver business results, not just their 
software stack."27 They blend permanent employees, contingent talent and AI 
agents as a single system that scales capacity up and down on demand, deployed in 
time-bound, intergenerational missions in which experienced professionals 
orchestrate, evaluate and mentor less experienced colleagues, with judgment 
flowing in both directions.

The elastic model has weaknesses. Net headcount savings are modest because 
oversight and exception-handling roles grow and require more expensive, senior 
people — the real value is throughput, not headcount elimination.

The binding constraint is cognitive: agents multiply faster than humans can manage 
them, with the failure pattern showing up as delegation creep, anchoring drift, and 
the fluency illusion the cohort itself flagged. Addy Osmani, Director at Google Cloud 
AI, calls this the Orchestration Tax: "The price you pay for forgetting that while 
starting more agents is easy, your cognitive bandwidth doesn't parallelise."28 
Deloitte's November 2025 Unlocking Exponential Value with AI Agent Orchestration 
report quantifies the risk at enterprise scale: more than 40% of today's agentic AI 
projects could be canceled by 2027 due to unanticipated cost, scaling complexity, or 
unexpected risks.29

With their proposed "Octopus Organization" of intelligence at the edges, coherence 
at the core,30 Le-Brun and Werner offer a risk-management architecture: 
distributing decision rights so that human oversight is not scaled beyond 
human capacity. 

What follows are four case studies of organizations already building elastic 
architectures of this kind, while integrating senior experience as part of their AI 
transformation.
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Four Organizations Pricing the 45+ Experience Correctly

FM: Transfer Architecture — Treating Knowledge Transfer as Cognitive Capital 
Investment

FM is a 190-year-old American mutual insurance company of around 6,000 people 
globally, many in highly specialized roles. Since 2021, over half of FM's Boomer 
employees have left the organization to retire, so CHRO Robin Benoit responded to 
the strategic threat of losing invaluable institutional capability by treating knowledge 
transfer and succession as a prioritized capital investment rather than a side project. 
She launched the company's Accelerated Knowledge Advancement program (AKA) 
and with consultation, pulled fifty of its most experienced experts entirely out of their 
day jobs to become full-time mentors to ensure effective knowledge transfer to 
younger staff.

Benoit calls what she sees in the wider market "AI washing": companies using AI 
hype as cover for layoffs while removing the hands-on experiences that layer and 
grow experienced workers in the first place.31 FM is doing the opposite — pricing 
experience correctly by investing in retaining it and amplifying its future 
growth. 

Cisco: Tailored Learning Architecture — Senior Leaders Strained for Time to 
Learn

Mid-career managers carry the broadest day-to-day operational load and are the 
most time-poor to learn AI by messing around and experimenting — a fact borne out 
by the 2026 Ipsos Generations Report on the experience of 3.6 million employees 
aged 16 to 66+ globally. For the 46–55 cohort, feeling under constant strain at work 
is their defining workplace challenge and the question on which they score lowest 
and lag most significantly behind every other age band.32 This is also the same 
cohort identified earlier as the sandwich generation — juggling care for aging parents 
outside work hours, while carrying the heaviest day-to-day operational load inside 
them.

Over the past 18 months, tech giant Cisco has invested in AI tools and learning 
experiences designed to help all employees enhance their work and deliver 
measurable business results. To understand the impact of these investments, 
Cisco's People Intelligence team examined how employees engage with AI tools, 
drawing on surveys, interviews, focus groups, and data analysis. A stand-out insight 
from the research published in January 2026 was how employees learn AI makes all 
the difference. Director-level leaders at Cisco scored below mid-level employees on 
both confidence and satisfaction with the company's internal AI tool and skills 
training. Cisco's own analysts read it as a tailored-support problem: senior leaders 
need different learning opportunities to build the experience and confidence required 
to steer AI adoption. A leader who is not immersed in and comfortable with the 
technology and fundamental design principles cannot credibly guide its use 
and advise its people.33

Siemens: Agent + Human Oversight Architecture — The Emerging Agentic 
Organization

In a September 2025 analysis of early adopters unlocking significant value from AI 
transformation, McKinsey described the way in which the emerging "Agentic 
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Organization" is architected.34 In a culture characterized by continuous change and 
learning, talent is organized as:

 M-shaped supervisors — broad generalists fluent in AI, orchestrating agents 
and the hybrid workforce

 T-shaped experts who hold deep specialist knowledge and safeguard quality

 AI-augmented frontline workers whose tools embed senior judgment at the 
point of work

This is the architectural response to the Orchestration Tax: distributing oversight 
across human roles so no individual is asked to scale beyond human cognitive 
capacity.

At Siemens, a multinational company focused on industry, infrastructure, 
transportation and healthcare, humans work alongside virtual and physical AI agents 
to create value serving billions of people. Siemens spends $500 million a year 
reskilling its 320,000 people, with a 40-hour-a-year learning target built into the ESG 
(Environmental, Social, and Governance) framework. Chief People and 
Sustainability Officer Judith Wiese describes the philosophy: "We redesign roles 
around the tasks that AI changes, before AI changes them unilaterally."35 At their 
electronics factory in Erlangen, Germany, the "industrial copilot" is a workflow tool 
that embeds senior engineers' troubleshooting patterns into a real-time AI assistant. 
This tool is enabling maintenance technicians to do work that previously required 
engineers, and younger and night-shift colleagues operate with the equivalent of a 
senior engineer at their elbow, on demand. Experienced engineers' judgment flows 
down through the AI, not around it. This is an example of the EPOCH capabilities 
effectively transferred operationally, rather than theoretically.

For Siemens USA, the demographic urgency is equally explicit: nearly four million 
US manufacturing jobs need to be filled in the next five to seven years as Boomers 
exit, and to rapidly scale skills training at Fort Worth in Texas, Siemens hired 
schoolteachers and principals to skill their workforce while the factory was being 
built.

A second important insight from the Siemens transformation is that it is renegotiating 
the contract with its people. Global outplacement firm LHH's 2026 research finds 
employability anxiety has now overtaken job security as the dominant concern 
across all ages, and this is also reflected in the sentiments expressed by our own 
survey respondents.36 Siemens's employer & employee co-determination model that 
puts works councils (German trade union representation) at the supervisory-board 
table has shifted the labor conversation from "job security" to "employability" through 
continuous investment in future-relevant skills.

Unilever: Judgment-Layer Architecture — Built for Human Oversight

Unilever's global brands touch 3.7 billion users daily, and to protect their brands and 
users, they too have embedded a judgment layer into the redesign of AI workflows. 
At Unilever, AI doesn’t eliminate jobs; it reshapes them. Every AI deployment passes 
through a three-stage assurance process before deployment; screening for bias, 
transparency, and unintended harm. Making that call and drawing the line on 
decisions that touch lives enough to require human judgment, is itself a judgment 
task. It is the kind of call that senior workers with years of pattern recognition 
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experience make better than more junior ones, because they have lived long enough 
and have seen what unintended consequences look like before.

By mid-2024, 150 processes had been through it, and as much as half of them 
required adjustments. Operationalized at scale, this is what the design of good 
judgment infrastructure and good governance looks like — and it is built by people 
who have done the work long enough to know which edges matter.37

The insight: This is the operational antidote to the cultural bias documented earlier: 
experience is not being priced as a liability here; it is being deployed as the scarce 
resource AI deployment actually depends on.

Beyond AI governance, Unilever is also a leader in flexible employment design. Its 
U-Work program, launched in 2019, is a hybrid employment model that sits between 
traditional permanent employment and gig work. Participants remain Unilever 
employees, receiving a monthly retainer and core benefits — pension contributions, 
healthcare, sick pay — whether or not they are actively on assignment. When 
working, they earn additional assignment-based pay. The model is open to current 
employees and recent alumni and is designed to meet diverse life needs: phased 
retirement, caregiving, study, entrepreneurship, or working for other companies 
simultaneously. Now active in over 10 countries with more than 1,000 participants 
globally, U-Work provides the 45+ cohort options for gradual transition to retirement 
and in return, Unilever retains access to trusted, experienced talent while reducing 
reliance on external hiring and preserving institutional knowledge — the human tier 
of the elastic architecture, contingent talent built from people the organization 
already knows.37

The UK Picture: A Wider Practice Emerging

Beyond Unilever, a growing number of UK companies are offering greater flexibility 
for older workers. Just Group, a financial services provider, offers more part-time 
roles to attract mature staff members better placed to sell pensions. Cornerstone, a 
telecommunications firm, has introduced aged-care support for employees with 
caregiving responsibilities for elderly family members. John Lewis is encouraging 
more of its older employees to build skills by taking on senior apprenticeships. The 
UK is no longer an outlier on age-inclusive practice — it is emerging as a leadership 
cluster, with government, professional bodies and named employers pulling in the 
same direction, and leading the global conversation on longevity and the 100-year 
life from a societal point of view.37

From Diagnosis to Action: What Organizations, Policy-makers and the 45+ 
Cohort Can Do Now

For CEOs, CHROs and Boards: Six Organizational Actions

1. Stop pricing experience as a liability.14

Levers: Attribute an institutional-memory-loss risk value to every name on an AI-
attributed redundancy list; conduct an age-bias audit of the last 24 months of AI-
attributed layoffs; Board sign-off required on all cuts touching roles with rehire-
reversal precedent — customer interface, complex judgment, senior stakeholder 
relationships.

13



2. Treat knowledge capture as cognitive capital infrastructure — funded from 
operating budget, not innovation budget.¹⁴

Levers: Apply the eGain/Deloitte five-step framework — authoritative knowledge 
foundation; structured expert capture; AI-enabled retrieval; governance; continuous 
renewal — embedded in operating budget; pair every senior expert nearing exit with 
a documented knowledge-transfer protocol before the transition, not after; build 
diagnostic infrastructure that determines which work AI can genuinely absorb before 
cutting the people who do it.

3. Design returnships, senior apprenticeships, and AI-paired reskilling 
pathways at scale. 

Levers: partner with vocational and higher education institutions to build job-
guaranteed, portable-credentialed pathways for the 45+ cohort; reference Meta's 
America's Workforce Academy is the blueprint.³⁸; run a 12-month AI-paired reskilling 
program for existing mid-career employees before external hiring; Make senior 
apprenticeships37 and returnships a standard; measure success on retention and 
internal mobility, not training-hours-delivered.

4. Build the elastic organization deliberately, Orchestration Tax priced in.28

Levers: Tie an internal price per intelligence unit 39,40 to business outcomes, not 
vendor-supplied token counts; Octopus architecture with intelligence at the edges, 
coherence at the core; distribute decision rights so no single human is asked to 
manage more agents than cognitive bandwidth allows.28,30

5. Redesign learning architecture for the time-poor senior leader and partner 
across sectors to guarantee quality. 

Levers: Buy the quality, don't build it; ring-fence learning budget per senior 
employee, redeemable across accredited providers and tracked for impact not 
compliance; sponsor industry-quality-assured Bootcamps rather than in-house tick-
box modules; measure completion on demonstrated workplace application, not seat 
time.

6. Hard-wire senior judgment into the AI deployment loop — and resolve the 
agent-ownership question before it litigates itself.42

Levers: Treat Cognitive Sovereignty as a Board-level asset class alongside data 
governance and IP; embed senior judgment as the governance layer, not the 
afterthought; update employment contracts, IP policies and AI governance 
frameworks to assign ownership of agent-encoded expertise before the expert exits.

For Policymakers, Regulators and Governments: Five Policy Moves

1. Update employment law for the AI hiring era. 42,43

Levers: Extend bias-audit and transparency obligations to vendors as well as 
employers; enact statutory rights to meaningful human review of AI-driven hiring, 
promotion and termination decisions; demand regulator-accessible audit trails on 
training data and model outputs used in employment decisions.

2. Reboot financial products and benefit infrastructure for the 100-year life
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Levers: Decouple underwriting from age in pension, mortgage and insurance 
products; design portability into pensions, healthcare, training credits, parental and 
eldercare leave so entitlements travel across employment, fractional work and self-
employment; alongside employers, pressure pension, insurance and banking 
partners to redesign products for the work of the future, not the past.

3. Build national strategic capacity for SME succession. Treat ownership 
transfer as critical demographic infrastructure.²²

Levers: Establish national-level funding for employee ownership trusts and founder 
transition financing; embed transfer-readiness diagnostics in SME support programs; 
treat SME succession as strategic infrastructure alongside energy, transport and 
digital.

4. Embed flexibility into the default employment relationship, and address the 
disproportionate burden women have carried for decades.21,32

Levers: Offer tax incentives for employers offering phased retirement; enact 
statutory rights to fractional work and hybrid employment status (the U-Work 
pattern); introduce paid eldercare leave on par with parental leave and pension top-
up rights for documented caregiving years; incentivize age-inclusive employers with 
reputational accreditation.

5. Treat AI Literacy as civic infrastructure. Fund it, embed it as foundational 
lifelong learning, design it to preserve critical thinking.

Levers: Fund lifelong AI Literacy through public broadcasting, libraries, community 
colleges, adult-education frameworks and statutory school curricula; curricula 
covering AI system architecture, failure modes, manipulation patterns in 
conversational interfaces, and the cognitive habits that protect judgment; embed 
metacognition and critical thinking explicitly, not assumed; see the DOL February 
2026 AI Literacy Framework as a starting reference.⁴⁴

For the 45+ Cohort Themselves: Four Personal Actions

1. Build AI Literacy first, AI Fluency on top.

Levers: Treat AI Literacy as a life skill, not a training module; layer Fluency on top of 
a sound AI Literacy foundation; be wary of blindly investing in Fluency products that 
assume Literacy the buyer does not yet have.

2. Become Octopus-like. Expand the mindset from title-role-job to orchestrator 
of a fluid skills bundle.

Levers: Audit personal skills regularly against the EPOCH framework; build at least 
one revenue stream outside primary employment; treat professional networks as 
lifetime infrastructure, invested in before it is needed.

3. Protect judgment actively. 

Levers: Use AI to extend judgment, not to outsource it or as substitute45; perform 
some routine tasks deliberately without AI to keep the underlying skills active; 
interrogate and cross-check AI outputs before acting, always.

4. Practice through low-stakes experiments, and treat the transition as identity 
work as well as skills work.
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Levers: Enroll in free AI learning academies if budget is tight; learn-by-doing on 
inexpensive subscriptions; practice building personal agents to solve low-risk 
problems like weekly household menus, holiday research, shopping list optimization 
before deploying agents at work; nurture the identity work⁴⁵ of becoming AI-skilled: 
"someone who orchestrates AI, not someone replaced by it."

In Closing: The Choice

Lyndsey Simpson, CEO of 55/Redefined and author of The Age Rebellion, frames 
the choice in commercial terms: "The old story is that people hit their peak mid-
career, then they start to plateau, and then they go into decline, and companies 
might quietly nudge them out, or intentionally encourage them to exit. But that story 
is now commercially dangerous, because midlife workforces are propping up all of 
the cracks in the backbones of our operations. They are the people with capability, 
judgment, institutional memory, customer relationships, understanding and 
empathy."⁴⁶

The 45+ cohort holds the EPOCH capabilities AI has made most valuable, at the 
moment AI most needs them. The replacement clock is running, the rehire scramble 
will grow, and meanwhile $9 trillion of institutional knowledge is walking out the door 
daily. Experience cannot be manufactured. It can only be learned from the people 
who built it — and only while they are still here to teach it. There is no third option.

Two questions every CEO, business leader and policymaker must answer:

1. What economic and human future am I enacting today with the 
decisions made about retaining, retraining or retrenching the 
experienced workforce? 

2. And what is the business, societal and fiscal cost of that decision one 
year, five years, ten years from now?
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