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Older workers and work

Over the next 40 years or so, Australia will haweirgcreasing proportion of people aged 65 or
more and, it is predicted, a decreasing numbeiloahyg people and workforce entrants. Assuming
sustained low fertility and increasing life expextg by 2050, some 26% of the population are
predicted to be in the older age bracket, compardd % aged 0 to 14 years (Australian Bureau of
Statistics (ABS), 2008). These changing age pmfi@ve considerable social and economic
implications. One key concern for government andugtry is a potential labour shortage and,
hence, a potential decline in productivity and cetitiveness. According to the ABS (2008, 4), the
proportion of the working age population in Augsaabill decrease from around 67% in 2010 to
some 59% in 2050 if present rates of retirementicoa.

The retention of mature age workers is seen aswme of maintaining a sufficiently
productive labour force (Treasury, 2004, 15). Hogrealthough this goal may seem an appropriate
policy response, the literature consistently repoegative attitudes by from Australian employers
about employing and re-training mature age workétence, despite their apparent potential
contributions to the workforce, older workers app®sat to be sufficiently valued by key workplace
decisions makers to fully contribute to and be sufgal in securing their workplaces’ goals. Yet,
the attitudes reported in the literature may notheéful in identifying appropriate policy and
practice responses. As part of a broader studysinstaining the competence of older workers, this
paper reports on the perceptions of a cohort ofl@yeps aged 45 or more (the age at which the
ABS classifies them as ‘mature age’ workers) altbatextent to which they experienced age bias
in their workplaces.

Older workers: a view from the literature

The literature about older workers suggests a ratbesistent and persistent sentiment: that they
are considered ‘last resort’ employees. There laogever, a few exceptions that suggest more
nuanced accounts of the valuing of older workersmised upon the work they perform and not
just their perceived characteristics. A review ekearch published between 1989 and 2000
(Bittman, Flick & Rice, 2001, 39) captures thetfsentiment. They conclude:

Australian studies report that older workers aréue@ for their skills, experience, loyalty,
corporate knowledge, commitment, strong work ethetiability, and low absenteeism. At the
same time, employers regard older workers as l@dggtable to change, less productive, hard to
train, inflexible, less motivated, a risky investmand with potential poor health.

In all, these authors concluded (p. 40) that ‘negaemployer attitudes are based in stereotypes and
age discrimination and operate to limit the labmarket experience and opportunities of older
workers’. This conclusion is reinforced by Gringaielmes and Speelman’s (2005, 96) finding
from a survey of 128 ‘hiring decision-makers’ insmesses of up to 50 employees that those
managers were generally unlikely to hire older veoskbecause:

Older workers were viewed as being less adaptableetv technology, less interested in

technological change and less trainable, as wellesg less ambitious, less energetic, less
healthy, less creative and not as physically strofftey were thought to have impaired

memory, to be less mentally alert, and less flexiBlinally, older workers were considered

inferior to younger workers in their likelihood b@ promoted.

Indeed, an Australian study of attitudes towarddeolworkers in the mid 1990s found that
‘regardless of the perceived more positive qualiGéolder workers ..., employers appear to prefer
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to recruit employees in the younger age groupsniost employee categories’ with ‘minimal
interest in recruiting anyone over 45 years for pfy... and no preference for anyone 56 years or
older’ (Steinberg, Donald, Najman, & Skerman, 198%/). So, despite the growing recognition of
a looming labour shortage and an increased reliancelder workers, such attitudes appear to be
stubbornly resistant to change. For instance, mecently, a guide by the Business Council of
Australia (BCA, 2003, 12) identified numerous ‘répadaccepted negative stereotypes of mature-
age workers’.

Encel (2003, 3) claims that negative attitudes towalder workers such as these may well
contribute to the widespread ‘culture’ of earlyirenent in Australia where workforce participation
by those over 55 year is considerably lower thamany other OECD countries (ABS, 2007),
although it has recently increased slightly (RBA0?2). Certainly, enduring sentiments such as
these, likely position older workers as undesiraivléast resort (i.e. when nobody else is available
employees. The Business Council of Australia (BGR)03, 6) worried that these stereotypes
underpin discrimination and limit working and busss opportunities, and suggested that
employers should support older workers’ participatinot only to maintain the skills and
experience base, but also ‘to better align the wWor&e with an ageing customer base’. Further to
this, the BCA also claims (2003, 18) voluntary netient is used as a workforce management tool
often based on age alone, and without consideratiovorkers’ skill and experience profiles. Encel
(2003, 4) warns that age discrimination is ‘comnyorbvert and evasive and easily masked’. In
their submissions to an Australian House of Remesees inquiry into older workers’
unemployment, Bittman et al (2001, 46) reported thider workers were consistently told they
were ‘over qualified for lower positions and undealified for higher positions’.

The BCA (2003, 11) also suggests that it is regrerit agencies that practise ‘ageism’ when
selecting job applicant, rather than the compathieyg represented, a claim denied by the agencies
(Hovenden, 2004). Further, several such agenciesi\gte mature age employment, and one of
them, Hudson, commissioned a report on the imjpdica of an ageing population for the
Australian workforce which described ageism as aaipularly insidious form of discrimination’
(Jorgensen, 2004, 13). Consistent with is, Drew &mdw (2005) who found the perceived
opportunity cost of losing potential long term ygenemployees was prefered over recruiting those
with limited time left in the workforce. Yet, in dag so, they identify factors other than just age
bias alone: those from the economic dimension. &a¢hors found that, overall, the 38
organisations surveyed had a ‘fairly positive’ vieivmature age workers, but their practice often
differed from their stated values.

This tension identified just above, indicates fastother than age per se. For example,
Ranzijn (2005, 1) claims that ‘in general, age dismation is not a function of a negative attitude
towards older workers being instead premised onnglicit cost/benefit analysis’. The OECD
(2006, 10) also noted that employers’ attitudesarols older workers is premised on ‘wages and
non-wage labour costs that rise more steeply wii #han productivity’ and also the ‘shorter
expected pay-back periods on investments in theiriga of older workers as well as their lower
average educational attainment’. The issues rarséte BCA (2003) and Jorgensen (2004) papers
indicate patterns of decision-making that are stidpeimplicit assumptions regardless of whether
they are well founded or not. So, more than ags blone, factors associated with employability,
performance and trainability also implicitly shagecisions about the continued employment of
older workers.

Indeed, as Duncan (2003, 104) concludes, emplayudes towards older workers is a
complex issue, and suggested that research masebeching for proof of ageism rather than
testing for its extent or influence’. For instaneeNew Zealand study of 94 low-skilled workers
aged 50 or more, employed in three meat procegsisgts and a knitting mill, reported they
experienced no age-related pressure from managesspervisors (McGregor & Gray, 2003, 1).
Similarly, Howell, Buttigieg and Webber (2006, 6)ncluded that top management support for
diversity and effective utilisation of older workeas part of the retail workforce resulted in pesit
attitudes from managers. To further complicateisbae, there is evidence that negative perceptions
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are held by workers themselves, ‘reflecting thepedssated nature of societal beliefs’ (McGregor,
2007, 12). An important factor, therefore, is notyowhat employers believe about older workers,
but the extent to which they act upon those beligfie dichotomy of employer views is summed up
in two competing models (Yeatts, Folts & Knapp, @0Ghe depreciation model, which proposes
that the value of workers declines as they moveatds retirement age, and the conservation
model, which considers all employees regardlesagd as ‘long-lasting organisational assets,
worthy of investment’ (Claes & Heymans, 2008, #nployer perceptions about older workers are
important because, as Taylor and Walker (1998, &44@, they ‘may directly influence not only
their prospects for gaining employment, but alsartprospects for development and advancement
within an organisation’. They may also influencepbogees’ retirement decisions.

Four conclusions can be drawn from the researclewed above: i) employers tend to
perceive mature age workers as less capable tharggo ones in terms of such factors as physical
ability, capacity for learning and adaptability ¢bange, but superior to younger workers in such
factors as commitment, reliability and corporatewledge; ii) negative perceptions may lead some
employers not supporting the ongoing developmenhature age workers and to encourage their
departure from the organisation; (iii) some matage workers themselves may accept negative
stereotypes about age; and iv) some mature ageevgoeikperience positive employer support.

It is within these scenarios that a study compgisirierviews and a survey was undertaken
to identify key work life issues for Australian eldworkers, their work and work related learning
histories, intentions for their remaining workinge] extent to which mature workers had
experienced or observed age-related discriminatigdheir workplaces. In this paper, the data from
the interviews are discussed.

Understanding older employees’ work and learning
As foreshadowed, the data reported here is froeruid@ws with workers aged over 45 from a range
of occupations and kinds of workplaces in Australihe findings presented here are from 48
individual interviews and two focus groups of 5 a®dvorkers respectively, all categorised as
‘workers’, i.e. they were employees of an orgamgatbut not responsible for policy. The age
ranges were: 45-49: 26.3%, 50-54: 26.3%, 55-596%B1.6-64: 13.2% and 65-69: 2.6%.
Interviewees represented a range of occupatioredgoaunds, with the biggest groupings in state
government administration, education and nursirng Jervices sector (e.g. hospitality and retall) is
also represented, and there are several instahseeaemployees and self employed respondents.
In addition to providing data about their work lifestories and how they had learnt to
perform their current occupation and continuedetarn for workplace requirements, respondents
were asked a total of 19 open questions, of whicke8 about developing their competence at
work. All responses were coded using NVivo softwdieis paper reports only on their responses
to two particular questions from that eight - abgqarceptions of age discrimination in the
workplace: 1) Is there any evidence that maturevamiers are less valued than any other workers
in your workplace? 2) Do you think mature-aged veoskare treated differently than younger
workers in your current workplace in terms of: @pportunities to learn; (ii) opportunities for
advancement; and (iii) security of employment.

Perceptions of value of older workersto the workplace
Of the 50 respondents to the question of attittoesrds mature-age workers, 38 (76%) claimed to
be unaware of any evidence that older workers \we=® valued in their workplaces, than younger
employees. Among the other 12 respondents, 7 (%] anecdotal or suspected discrimination
and 5(10%) believed there was actual discriminati®m, immediately the claims of general age
bias are questioned here. Many of the 76% who tegaro discrimination simply dismissed the
idea with a flat ‘No’. Several said themasdiscrimination towards older workers, but in aipes
way, and one thought the place depended on théjinsdems when there is a crisis of any sort, it
always falls back on the older worker, if you cat gy drift, and it seems to get us out of a hdlle a
the time'.

Contrary to what might be expected from the lit@r@at some informants commented on
differences in perceptions about younger and olMd®kers. One respondent from a school reported
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younger teachers were ‘in absolute awe’ of oldachers, because the latter knew so much, and
another informant who is a teacher stated thatrdklchers acted as mentors to younger teachers.
In a small consultancy firm, the two older workersre referred to appreciatively as the ‘grown-
ups’. A retail worker in a supermarket chain alsted the particular attributes older workers bring:

‘| think the older ones are far more reliable andysu know management sort of looks to those
people to be available ... you know, they're notliyki® ring in sick of a morning because they've
had a big night out or something like that.” Theras also the recognition that older workers are
needed in the workforce: ‘the older worker is noasoanmodity that society wants to have and hang
on to".

This sentiment was supported by another interviewd® worked in an organisation, she
claimed, had a reputation for retaining employsesye of whom had been there 20-30 years, and
‘providing they’re still performing and adding valuor contributing to the organisation, they’re not
threatened at all’. Similarly, an informant fronpefessional practice suggested his valuing at work
was partly because of his greater availability,hasdid not have other commitments as many
younger professionals did. A person in a semiafilrole claimed older workers were more
valuable to the organisation because they hadereiift work ethic: ‘The younger ones seem to live
for one day only when I've got to live for next vikemoreover, as was pointed out by one
informant, because of the current economic circams it is unlikely that older workers will seek
early retirement and, as reported elsewhere by AB&, are more likely to continue their
employment well past what has traditionally beeteated retirement age.

Yet, further to this, and quite contrary to premins form the literature, two respondents
claimed not only were older workers highly valubdi expressed concern about whether younger
workers were being treated as well. In one of thegkkplaces there was a predominance of older
workers and the respondent said that younger werkgerests and to be actively protected or they
tended to get ‘steamrolled’. In particular, onformant referred to younger, and newer, workers as
being more likely to be on contracts. As such, timayy be more susceptible to the demands of their
employers. Similarly, the other respondent said tilder workers were treated better, with the
younger ones given all the less attractive tasiisether they like it or not'.

In between these views is a more balanced one &amature-age worker: ‘you must be
more valued in terms of your historical knowledget then again you’re not as valued in terms of
your technological knowledge’. Limitations in contgece with technology were mentioned by a
number of respondents as distinguishing them froomger workers.

Overall, the responses of the 38 respondents dmelldummed up in the words of one of
them: ‘Mature age workers are highly valued and eghtinue to be highly valued’. So, against the
expectations created by been the literature, thvasea far more positive portrayal of and accounts
of experiences from these interviews than what imigive been expected. What emerges here is a
far more nuanced and differential situation thanegal age bias.

Yet, while this data here refers to the experiencEgshe majority of the informants, seven
respondents suggested the apparent lack of disaiion against mature-age workers their
organisations was perhaps not quite as clear cut as it seemed.

Perceptions of implicit discrimination

In the interviews, 7 mature-age employees suggeitat in general, there was no obvious
discrimination in their workplaces on the basi®gé, and stated that there were policies in place t
inhibit any such discrimination. These particulaorkers believed there were subtle indications of
employer bias against mature age employees othbe@mtemployment could be under threat as they
got older. For instance, one informant remindedthet there are matters of simple personal
preference — ‘Oh, just like wherever you work, inh Some people think a bit better of you than
other people’.

There was also the issue of older workers who fireinselves on contracts if they change
employment, and the nature of contractual work ding with it greater opportunities for being
controlled by employers. One informant claimed i dccupational field there was some evidence
of companies downsizing and although nothing watedtexplicitly, there appeared to be a pattern
between those were made redundant and their ageagseported by the BCA, this may well be a
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common practice. Another informant suggested tlm¢ indeed was accepted practice and
employers decide to make older workers redundatiter than try and find roles for them ("parking
them somewhere"). However, beyond age alone, otfasions were proposed why employers might
want or feel obliged to seek to relinquish olderkers’ employment.

‘I don’t believe anybody is flicked because of thage, ... but somebody who has been
around a long time may have a particular view aotl be able to change that view
because they've been here for a long time and forerenaybe they don't fit in the
system’.
The interview data here suggest several themesinderlying fear among mature age workers
about their vulnerability, the possible use of mdlancy to mask age discrimination, and employers
wanting to rid themselves of mature-age workers vappear to be inflexible. Many of these
accounts indicate in different ways that some neafigre workers are not valued to the extent they
is helpful for sustaining them in Australian worépés. Yet, at the same time, the complex of
factors that emerge suggest that it not age biass@ebut associated factors about matters of
personal preference, fixed term employment thahtmgt favour older workers, changing needs of
workplaces and perceptions of older workers notdpeurrent, and so on. However, there are also
some workers who believe that age discriminatiors Ih&en clearly demonstrated in their
organisations.

Perceptions of explicit discrimination

Five respondents identified particular instanceenehthey identified age as the main factor in
workplace decisions about employment. Some respisdeported mature-age workers being
maderedundant because they did not fit the organisationage Anther suggested that they were
made redundant when younger employees were nagiaioh that had a powerful impact on the
informant:

. they didn’t put a young one off, they put me io§tead and that was happening to a
lot of people over the past five years. | mean ivached it happen, | just didn’t think it
would be me, but it was mainly contract workers ataker ones. Like there probably
would have been ten older staff made redundarhidrmpast two years, including me.

It was also suggested that some forms of work weteamenable for older workers. One example
was front of kitchen work in a restaurant: ‘It'saly an industry for younger, you know, people
who just want to run on adrenalin and work readglly quickly and are able to work really, really
quickly and as you get older you can't sustain @@t of pace .and the marketing industry.’
Another was from marketing: ‘advertising is seemaw and cutting edge and young and groovy;
it's not about old ... . The older guys are runnihg tagencies but they’re soon moved on too
because you've always got a younger, brighterciaring up behind you.’ In another instance, an
informant declared that it was the not the sectorth® person, just age bias in the ways
opportunities are distributed: ‘it's hard to softput a finger on it but younger ones are always
given the opportunities but the older ones never ar

These informants identified a privileging of youtlver maturity as occurring in their
workplaces. Informants suggested older workersgogiade redundant, in the first instance because
they did not fit the changing organisation’s imaged in the second because the organisation
apparently preferred to retrench older workerserathan younger ones in order to trim its budget.
Two examples also relate age to the nature ofrttlasitry — ‘it's not about old’; and the last one
suggests management attitudes to age determimppoetunities available.

In sum, it is evident from these data that thersdme overlap in the comments about
mature age workers being valued and differencethenopportunities available and security of
employment to them. Continued employability is apgemised on opportunities for learning. It
follows, that the next section reports on particulssponses to the question about differences in
opportunities for learning and advancement, ancg#ueairity of older workers’ employment.

Differencesin learning opportunities

The data sought to identify patterns in the distrdn of opportunities, including access to leagnin

opportunities. The perception that all staff, reless of age, had equal access was strong acloss al
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occupational groups, especially those in largeaoigations such as the public service, a university
and in teaching: ‘it doesn’t matter whether youardoeginning teacher or a mature age teacher —
you're expected to make sure that you are up te datl abreast with all these changes’. In the
public service, one respondent suggested that eldekers may get more opportunities because
they've been there long enough to ‘know the systand know what they want to learn. On the
other hand, a public servant on a fixed term censaid training was not available to him — it was
more to do with employment status than age.

Several workers responded to this interview quastiath examples of mentoring they
provided in their workplaces, including a vocatibteaching institution where the respondent said
it could be a younger or an older worker who héfyigsother to learn something with which they are
having a problem. This informant concluded thaitiate and personality were important, a
response that was rehearsed by a school teachespolke of some colleagues just waiting for their
redundancy package, and her own experience ofrigelmunger teachers but at the same time ‘I
actually get energy from them because they renawdrihe reason | began teaching all those years
ago.’ Also in a mentoring role was a person workim@ social organisation with a small staff of
permanents and casuals, to whom the younger ones foat advice: ‘I'm not smarter than anybody
else; it's just experience | think.’

Some respondents proposed that while opportunitiedearning were available, it was
workers’ own attitudes about their capacities thetermined if these opportunities were taken up.
For example, one acknowledged that the offer wasyd there, but ‘Why should | go and do a
Manager’s course when [I'll never use it’, and aeotsaid she had not embraced the use of
computers in the workplace because ‘I'm 65, so liggdly an issue, you know, I'll be gone’.
Although they seemed to regard it as inevitablenesmlder nurses raised coping with new
technology as something that was being resistedc@ay thing’). Another informant from a large
organisation stated older workers did not alwake t# the opportunities available around learning
about new information technology. ‘It is best’, danother, ‘to let workers continue working as
long as they want to but to go on doing what theyeadoing because it is ‘hard to teach an older
dog new tricks’. One respondent suggested thatewyolunger people got more opportunities to
learn in their organisation, he did not see thigligsriminatory because the older worker already
knew so much more, and that it was natural thahgeu people were more likely to be learning. A
person working in a small organisation with fewaurt 10 employees said the organisation did not
provide opportunities — a worker would need toiaté any learning

However some mature age workers saw their emplagethe gatekeeper of learning
opportunities. One said younger workers with antyative were sent off to training ahead of older
workers, ‘probably because they think we’re goiagyét out of here soon’. A senior bank worker
said he had never been nominated to do a coutbeugh younger ones seemed to be ‘forever
going on one, and he thought that was because wackers reach a certain level in the
organisation ‘they assume they have somebody goodgh.” Another respondent thought that
younger workers underwent more training becausgwere more compliant, less likely than older
workers to ask why they needed to do the training.

In all, the responses about whether there wereepwend differences between the learning
opportunities for older and younger workers carcaegorised into four different types: i) those
where all staff had equal access, ii) those whegestwas a mentoring role, iii) those related ® th
individual attitudes of workers, including towartechnology, and iv) those based on employer
attitudes. There is also an indication that thdustaof the employment and the size of the
organisation are influential factors, along sidries of age per se.

Differencesin opportunities for advancement

The question about differences in opportunitiesafdwvancement was clearly more relevant to those
working in larger organisations, than those in $enabrganisations or who were self-employed.
Even where such opportunities existed, a numberfofmants commented that they had reached a
point in their working lives where they were noden seeking advancement. Teachers, for example,
spoke of having already decided to stay in thesctasn rather than apply for a management
position, even where the latter option had beegsstgd to them. Another respondent said: ‘I guess
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the perception is that if an older worker was gdimdeap into that next level ... they would have
done so 15 years earlier.” There were also otheoifa at play in different industries: capped pay
rates preventing younger workers moving into higkgel positions, and older ones staying on in
senior positions and therefore holding younger wmslkback, whereas in a bank ‘they’re all being
appointed at 40 years of age to be groomed forHgrears to become the next CEO.” There were
also opposing views: that older people get prombtthuse they are more likely to stay with the
organisation, and that younger ones are favoured ader for promotion, because ‘they get more
out of them’ or, in another instance because of fdrener’s ability with technology. Another
suggested that there was a perception in sociatyythunger people make better informed decisions,
whereas a mature age worker thought there were mppertunities for her ‘because of the
credibility of the work | do.’

In professional occupations, two respondents melaaelvancement to possession of
gualifications, one woman attributed it to beingnder-based in her workplace (85% male
management), another informant claimed promotios based on a particular manager’s bias, and
another suspected that there was ‘a fair bit ohyism’. One mature age worker interviewed put
quite a different interpretation on the issue: ‘Boyounger person you might call it advancement,
but for somebody in my age group it's a matter g there opportunities for changes in your
employment that would actually suit you.’

In summary, a number of distinct positions wereaabed in response to this question. The
strongest was the case that by ‘mature age’, maonkess had decided whether they wanted
promotion or not and some were happy to stay iola they were comfortable with. Younger
people were generally seen as being regarded ag bwre likely to be promoted because they
would be with the organisation longer or becausy tivere more capable with technology, but
there were examples of exceptions to this amongroldorkers. In a few cases, employer
intervention, or lack of it, was also seen as d¢buating to advancement opportunities, which may
not necessarily have been age related.

Security of employment

Finally, as with advancement, the question of sgcaf tenure also attracted a variety of responses
A number of respondents, particularly in the puld&rvice and teaching, indicated they had
permanency, but that younger workers tended tonty@ag/ed on contract, and some respondents
were concerned about the vulnerability of thosengmm and contracted employees. On a related
matter, one respondent noted people over 60 or @emn three year contracts at a university who
might be at risk if their contract ends, while abther university, an older worker noted the latk o
younger academics to replace ageing ones, and steggelemographics seem to have a lot to do
with the regard in which you’re held’.

Two informants linked employers’ attitudes in terofscosts and benefits — the higher the
pay and benefits; the more likely it was the olderker would go first. Another informant referred
to a government department where they wanted taghn a new team and ‘white-anted’ some
really good workers. An opposing view from two athespondents was that it cost too much to pay
out an older permanent worker, so the employeraegnd move such workers aside (‘park them’) if
they wanted to get rid of them, and wait for theptayee to leave:

‘I would hesitate to show any kind of frailty,” idaa teacher. ‘I need to be fitter than the
next person, | need to be bright-eyed and busHhgdiaseen to be absolutely coping
1000%, and | wouldn't ever trust the system if bwied a weakness.’

Another teacher proposed that wanting to changecdimglitions of employment to suit a
changing lifestyle, e.g. to move to part-time emgpient, might be a bigger threat to employment
than age., e.g. In a small business, a mature agkewsaw her experience as an advantage if
people were put off. In a hospitality business, ature age worker thought it was up to the
individual whether a job was safe or not, but obsérthat permanent employees were in a much
stronger position than casual staff. As for a setiployed person, one respondent said it was up to
her own efforts, and a person working in mediciagl ghat getting work was never a problem.
Another respondent said her employer did not difiéate, but that she personally probably needed
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security of employment more than a younger per8arinformant in a hospitality organisation that
employed both permanent and casual workers claithatl younger employees were not as
committed to working as older workers.

Overall, the status of employment — permanent atraot — seems to be an important factor
identified by respondents in relation to securifyemmployment. There are signs of feelings of
vulnerability of those workers who conclude thagithabilities may be unfairly compared with
those of younger workers.

Retaining mature age workers: Discussion
Conclusions are drawn from comparing the findingghviour propositions drawn from what is
advanced in the literature review.

i) Employers tend to perceive mature age workergeas capable than younger ones in terms of
such factors as physical ability, capacity for leeng and adaptability to change, but superior to
younger workers in such factors as commitmentabdlty and corporate knowledge.

The strong and consistent response from the matggew~orkers interviewed was that they were not
regarded as less capable than younger workers. démgrally reported that they were valued for
their experience and commitment, and some stat@dytbunger workers looked up to them and
regarded them as mentors. A few of the mature-ag&exs were disparaging of the work ethic of
younger colleagues. However, there was small ptmpoof workers who claimed they were in an
industry where youthfulness was seen as a posihaeacteristic or who believed that they had lost
their jobs or were in danger of losing their jolecéuse they were perceived as not fitting the
current corporate image.

i) Negative perceptions may lead some employers tosuqgport the ongoing development of
mature age workers and to encourage their departtoe the organisation.
A number of factors seem to be at work in deterngnihe extent to which older workers have
access to ongoing development opportunities. Idepsional occupations, such as teaching and
nursing, there are mandatory requirements fortaff,segardless of age, and also changes in the
nature of the work (e.g. curriculum changes, tetdgioal advances) that mean all employees need
to keep themselves updated in order to continuegdaheir job properly. Also, there are
requirements in some professions, such as teadoingmployees to undertake a minimum amount
of continuing professional education, so employgesobliged to support them in those endeavours.
However, there were also some perceptions in abeupations that younger people were
the first to be offered training opportunities, anelief that this demonstrated the enactmengef a
bias. In some instances, the older workers werdaibtered by this, because they believed: a) they
did not need more training or b) at this stagehefrtworking lives the outcome did not justify the
effort, or c) it was more appropriate for youngewsrkers to receive more training because they
needed it and could apply it for a longer timestime cases, employment status (e.g. fixed term)
may be more important than age is the distribubibimaining opportunities.

(i) Some mature age workers themselves may accepiveegireotypes about age.

All respondents seemed to have strong self-pexepmif their capabilities as workers, although
there were occasional mentions of ‘slowing downived that few of the respondents were
employed in heavy manual labour, change in physibaity was only occasionally mentioned, and
not always in relation to themselves. The area imeatl a number times as a discriminating factor
between young and old was the use of technology,imra few cases, particularly among older
nurses, there appeared to be some anxiety andres&tance to changing to a computer-based
approach to some tasks, but this was not a stratigrp.

iv) Some mature age workers experience positive engapeort.

As indicated earlier, a key finding was that overee quarters of the respondents felt strongly
supported by their employers and did not beliewdlwas discrimination in their workplaces on

the basis of age. Nevertheless, even among respisnd@o believed there was no discrimination,

there were occasional indications of uncertaintyudlemployer attitudes to age, of the feeling they
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needed to be seen to be performing well and copitly change. However, there were opposing
views on whether older or younger workers wouldlisenissed first in the event of any layoffs.

It might have been expected from the literaturé these interviews would have revealed a
strong pattern of age-bias in the experience afegheorkers. However, this was largely not the
case. Many informants reported not experiencingageybias and then explained why that was the
case. Hence, being in an occupation where praotit®owere in short supply (e.g. nursing) meant
that you would always be treated reasonably, régssdf your age. Then, there were occupations
that were more or less suited to a workers who el@er (e.g. counselling, professional work) and
some that were aligned to younger workers (e.gfsclverking in restaurants, advertising). There
were a range of economic factors that likely play, anore in recessionary times than in times of
plenty. There were concrete examples of where yeuwgrkers are more disadvantaged than older
workers in securing tenured work. Mixed in here evalso a range of personal factors associated
with age, interest, skill levels, occupational gsattc that likely shaped how older workers are
perceived and responded to. Consequently, ratlaer dge-bias alone, there are a range of factors
that shaped these workers’ capacity to engage pmaahictive working lives as they desired. These
personal factors emerged through the data and dedefrom being interested to develop further
their work, to want to engage in new forms of wetk. So, it is not societal sentiments alone (e.g.
age bias) but a range of factors that shape th&phlame experience of mature workers. Here,
something of the complexity and variability of teefsictors have been identified and these can be
contrasted to the rather stark accounts that &ose surveys.

Older workers and work
Australia is becoming increasingly reliant upon ader workforce to provide for its social and
economic needs. Yet, much existing literature pwsstthese workers as ‘last resort’ employees:
held in low esteem by their employers. Evidencermployer expenditure on employees supports
that claim. This literature suggests a societakisemt privileging youth over age extends into
decision-making about workplace engagement withsambort for these workers in Australia. This
situation is now untenable as realising nationaladand economic goals is becoming increasingly
dependent on the capacities of workers aged over 45

However, a more nuanced and contrasting set ofnfgsdemerge from our interviews and
focus groups with these kinds of workers. Muchha predictions from the literature simply were
not upheld. Against expectations, our informangoreed little in the way of age-related bias in the
conditions of employment, and opportunities for awement and further development. Although
our sample has particular characteristics and fedtparaprofessional and professional workers, the
contrast between what is reported in the literatwféen premised on surveys, and our data
premised on interviews is quite distinct. Certajrilyere is little evidence of a general age-related
bias against the older workers we interviewed. Thisot to deny such a bias exists, but suggests it
likely plays out in more nuanced and selective wélyan as a general societal sentiment.
Consequently, although younger and well-qualifiedrkers may well secure higher levels of
workplace support than low skilled older worketsstpreference is likely played more in some
occupations than others and more for some kindsaskers than others. Hence, quite different
approaches to policy and practice are likely resphithan one premised on general age bias.
Maintaining and sustaining the capacities of oldestralian workers likely requires a range of
workplace strategies and educational provisiorgnati with particular needs.
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