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Executive Summary
This report presents the findings from an ESF Objective 3 Project

“Gender Discrimination and Ageist Perceptions”. The project is based at

Liverpool John Moores University, in the Faculty of Education, Communi-

ty and Leisure.

Context

Older age groups have consistently been undervalued and often discard-

ed by employers, for being too old. They are now being encouraged to

re-enter the workplace through schemes such as New Deal 50 plus and

Pathways to Work, or to take up volunteering through the promotion of

“Active Citizenship”. In addition, the concept of lifelong learning has been

advocated by New Labour as an attempt to move away from the tradition-

al notions of education, towards a vision in which education forms a

lifelong process, which can be accessed at any time during the life

course. Yet, despite the lower labour market attachment of the over

fifties, people of this age group in higher education account for only

around 1% of the student population. There is a variety of ways in which

people approaching their mid life would, on the face of it, be able to

access work, education or volunteering experiences. However, past

research and current data suggest that there appear to be barriers to the

take up of such opportunities.

The Aim

This study set out to investigate the experiences and perceptions of

women and men aged over fifty and the organisations which impact upon

their lives, in an effort to understand more fully the potential barriers this

age group may face when accessing opportunities, employment, training

or education.

Background

Gender disadvantages in the world of work have been well documented.

Increasingly, age perceptions are thought to be a factor in older peoples’

access to employment and training opportunities. Data shows that the
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over fifties comprise a third of people of working age; however, only a fifth

of those are actually in work and only a tenth of those are on employer

and government training programmes (TAEN, 2006).

The demographic change, with more people living longer, coupled with

low birth rates, is creating an expanding older population and fuelling

concerns over labour shortages. There is, therefore, an economic imper-

ative to draw workers back into work via a variety of avenues.

Despite over 70% of women now participating in the workforce, the

employment patterns of men and women show that only 21% of women

over 40 are in full-time employment, compared with 46% of men. Women

have not had the same opportunities as men to build a career or to earn

the equivalent of males due to their child-rearing and caring responsibili-

ties, with many continuing to be concentrated in traditionally low paid

sectors. The pay gap between some men and women is widening,

despite the long history of legislation on equal pay. To compound the

situation, older women are now said to be facing a double jeopardy of age

and gender discrimination.

Tackling discrimination has been at the heart of equal opportunities

legislation designed to prevent unequal treatment regardless of gender,

race and disability. The Sex Discrimination Act (SDA) and Equal Pay Act

(EPA) both came into force in 1975. Each Act attempted to redress the

inequalities suffered by (mainly) women in terms of employment and

education. The Bill to establish the Commission for Equality and Human

Rights (CEHR) received Royal Assent on 16th February 2006 and will

provide an integrated approach to all forms of discrimination including

that on the grounds of age.

Sample

A national sample of 1035 men and women over fifty was surveyed, as

were 181 employer representatives across the private and public, volun-

tary and higher education sectors. Interviews were conducted with 51

people over the age of fifty and 21 with organisation representatives from

the public, private and voluntary sectors.
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Findings

 Both men and women over fifty faced considerable difficulty in

gaining re-entry into work following labour market detachment.

Factors which they perceived to hinder their access included a

belief that ageist assumptions were operating within the recruit-

ment process.

 Almost three-quarters of the men and women had experienced

gaps out of the labour market. For women these were largely due

to maternity and child-rearing, whilst for men, detachment was

mainly due to unemployment or redundancy. Women often felt as

though these gaps resulted in their skills lacking currency and

hence many felt ‘left behind’.

 Clear relationships were found between the cumulative experienc-

es of discrimination past and present and those in the sample who

exhibited lower levels of life satisfaction and self-efficacy. This was

affected by circumstances or events which were beyond the con-

trol of the individual, for example compulsory redundancy or ill

health.

 Women were likely to indicate, during the interviews, that gender

disadvantage and ageist assumptions were factors in their experi-

ences of entering work or progression within employment. There

was evidence that the double jeopardy of age and gender com-

bined to create a distinct form of prejudice against women. The

stereotypical assumptions associated with age, mental acuity and

physical appearance were played out in the work environment.

 Around half of all organisations were aware of the voluntary codes

of practice on age. Yet there was widespread belief that ageist

assumptions were commonplace in certain organisations. Howev-

er, most organisations favoured a legislative approach to age

discrimination.

 Very few organisations placed importance on the skills, proficien-

cies and competencies required in running a home.

 When exploring the concept of ‘older’, the organisations perceived

women to be older at an earlier age than men. Public and private

employers gave a mean age of fifty-five for women and fifty-six for

men. However, the voluntary sector identified the higher ages of
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sixty for women and sixty-four for men, indicating a more age

positive approach, yet the difference between the mean ages for

men and women was greater.

 Management appointments were more likely to be offered to

people between thirty and forty years of age. This perhaps discrim-

inates against women who have taken time out of the labour

market in their earlier life due to maternity and childcare responsi-

bilities and thus may contribute to the glass-ceiling effect.

 Organisations that operated flexible working arrangements and/or

negotiated retirement options, were those least likely to be suffer-

ing from skills shortages or retention problems.

 Training opportunities were sometimes limited for older workers,

due to a perception that the cost and the payback period, in terms

of years an older person was expected to continue working, were

economically unviable.

 Recruiters within the higher education sector used a variety of

methods to contact potential students. However, very few used

outreach methods or sustained community liaison. There was

evidence of limited support for older students within some institu-

tions.

 Older students were perceived as bringing unique attributes to

their studies including maturity, wisdom and stability. They were

also believed to reach high levels of achievement despite experi-

encing a myriad of barriers.

 Whilst one in four of the sample expressed a desire to study at a

higher level, both recruiters and individuals over fifty perceived

barriers to be mainly attributed to costs of study, loans and top up

fees. Also, both identified a lack of self-confidence and the percep-

tion of feeling too old to study, as barriers.



Gender Discrimination and Ageist Perceptions - Final Report 2006

5

Summary of Recommendations

It is recommended that age be incorporated into an Equal Opportunities

(EO) statement or policy. Age should be considered on an equal footing

with discrimination on such grounds as race and sex.

All decisions regarding suitability of applicants for work, volunteering or

education should be based upon an age neutral set of criteria, which

values experience and competency whether acquired through paid em-

ployment, volunteering or the undertaking of caring responsibilities.

The double jeopardy of age and gender discrimination is often expressed

in the form of ageist and sexist stereotypes, therefore, a proactive ap-

proach in the form of monitoring organisational performance through

regular gender and age audits, will ensure that career progression is age

neutral.

Age restrictions on specific roles or tasks need to be removed (unless

absolutely necessary1) to promote age equality.

Equal opportunity for training, career development and progression must

be transparent and achievable regardless of age.

Negotiation of needs for training between employer and employee should

be part of the performance criteria.

Flexibility in working patterns has been identified as a benefit most

appreciated by workforces. Organisations should appoint an age diversi-

ty champion to ensure age equality is in place for all personnel, thus

raising awareness of how gender and ageist assumptions can conspire

to limit opportunities.

Training opportunities to raise awareness of gender and age discrimina-

tion issues should be developed to facilitate an understanding of the

1 Organisations would need to refer to the 2006 Age Discrimination legislation to un-
derstand under what circumstances such age restrictions would be lawful. Exemptions
will be allowed on Genuine Occupational Requirement (GOR) and if there is an objec-
tive justification.
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dynamics at work, and thus create opportunities to challenge possible

discriminatory experience.

Feedback to identify what stage of a recruitment process people reach

when applying for a position is recommended, and should be actively

pursued and piloted. Standardising this feedback would help to allay the

perceptions of the application ending up ‘in the bin’.

Flexibility of work opportunities should be encouraged for all age groups

and should be equally available to all who need them.

Flexible and negotiated retirement is a precursor to a more inclusive and

stable work environment and is valued by both employers and employ-

ees. Development of flexible retirement options should be explored with

employees.

Under the terms of the forthcoming Age Discrimination legislation, em-

ployees should be given the relevant information on retirement policy.

Partnerships should be created between both small businesses and local

community organisations, whose knowledge and contacts may be able to

assist employees with their job-finding skills.

Mixed age and gender workforces have been shown to create inclusive

environments and therefore open up opportunities to both men and

women of all ages. Forming partnerships with the voluntary sector could

create an avenue of support for those contemplating a phased retirement,

who may wish to make the transition into volunteering.

Higher education institutes should endeavour to review their support

mechanisms for older students including financial advice, support for

family obligations (including childcare), study skills groups and a speci-

fied advisor for older students.
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Higher education institutions should seek to forge links with community

projects and interventions or local learning groups, prior to involvement

with further education (FE) level, and not wholly rely upon Access routes.

Barriers need to be broken down; therefore encouragement should be

given to universities to engage with local community groups. There will

be many individuals with the competencies required to enter higher

education, based upon their previous work or voluntary experience and

due weight should be given to competencies acquired through undertak-

ing caring responsibilities.
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CHAPTER ONE
BACKGROUND

This study set out to investigate the experiences and perceptions of

women and men aged over fifty and the organisations which impact upon

their lives, in an effort to understand more fully the potential barriers this

age group may face when accessing opportunities, employment, training

or education.

Tackling discrimination in all forms has been at the heart of equal oppor-

tunities legislation designed to prevent unequal treatment due to gender,

race and disability. The Sex Discrimination Act (SDA) came into force in

1975. The Equal Pay Act (EPA) took effect in 1975. Each Act attempted

to redress the inequalities suffered by (mainly) women in terms of em-

ployment and education or in the provision of goods, services and

facilities. The Acts cover discrimination occurring because someone is

married, in employment or in recruitment. The EPA declared that women

must be paid the same as men when they are undertaking work of equal

value and vice-versa for men. Little in terms of legislation has been done

since to tackle other forms of discrimination until now.

The Bill to establish the Commission for Equality and Human Rights

(CEHR) received Royal Assent on 16th February 2006 and will provide

an integrated approach to all forms of discrimination. This new Commis-

sion will be the first organisation in the UK to promote equality across the

board, and the first to promote and protect human rights.

The CEHR will be responsible for promoting and enforcing equality law,

across all forms of discrimination and inequality. It will bring together the

work of the existing Equal Opportunities Commission and Disability

Rights Commission from October 2007, and will be responsible for the

new grounds of sexual orientation, age and religion or belief from the

same date. The Commission for Racial Equality will join in two years time

(2009).
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Over thirty years have now lapsed since the SDA and the EPA, and many

advances have been made in terms of employment prospects and edu-

cational attainment, but evidence continues to emerge to suggest that

older women are facing particular difficulties in accessing decent quality

employment.

With over 70% of women now participating in the workforce, research by

the Women’s Unit declared that women were paying a heavy economic

price for just being female. With many women in the workforce without

qualifications and continuing to be concentrated in the traditionally low

paid sectors (Jay, 2000), the Commission for Women (2006) highlights

how the pay gap between some men and women is now widening despite

the long history of legislation on equal pay.

Further to this, comparisons of employment patterns between men and

women show that only 21% of women over 40 are in full time employment

compared with 46% of men. Only 5% of men work part time compared to

21% of women, with 19% of women being classed as economically

inactive compared to 10% of men (Hakim, 2002). However as the propor-

tion of the population aged fifty and over continues to expand alongside

a reduced pool of younger workers, it is inevitable that workers will have

to be drawn from other sources. The older age groups have consistently

been undervalued and often discarded in the past by employers as being

too old, and are now being encouraged to take on new challenges

whether in work (New Deal 50 plus, Pathways to Work), volunteering or

in taking up lifelong learning opportunities.

Arguably then, women have not had the same opportunities as men to

build a career or to earn the equivalent of males due to their child-rearing

and caring responsibilities. Equally age discrimination has been found to

play a part in accessing employment and training opportunities (Taylor &

Irwin, 2001). Data shows that the over fifties comprise a third of people of

working age, however only 20% of those are actually in work and only

10% of those are on employer and government training programmes

(TAEN, 2006). Often when applying for work, men and women have felt

that they have been overlooked because of their age.
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To compound the situation the gender differences and age differences

introduced here may need further exploration when one considers that

69% of women in their fifties are economically inactive compared to 54%

of men. This leads us to question whether older women are facing a

double jeopardy of age and gender discrimination and how perceptions

held by society, individuals and organisations impact on the opportunities

for women and men over fifty in employment, training and education.
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Aims and Objectives

The aim of this report is to:

 Examine the interactions between gender discrimination and

ageist perceptions

The Objectives:

 To identify whether the perceptions held by those involved in re-

cruitment, and or progression within organisations may impact

upon the opportunities  for the over fifties, in paid or unpaid em-

ployment and education

 To determine whether past or present experiences of gender dis-

crimination and/or ageist perceptions affect access to employ-

ment, training, progression, promotion and learning opportunities

for people over fifty.

 To research the history, experiences and perceptions through the

eyes of women and men aged fifty and over, in relation to work;

education and learning; intermittent or early exit from work; dis-

crimination and ageism.

 To investigate barriers that may exist either externally or internal-

ly, which may prevent participation in work (paid or voluntary)

and educational/training opportunities.

 To gain knowledge about how labour market detachment

(enforced, voluntary or intermittent) affects a person’s readiness

to access work, training and education opportunities.
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Overview

There has been a surge in interest and debate about the employment of

older people (usually defined as those aged 50 and over). This has taken

place against a background of wider concerns over population ageing

and its projected impact on welfare expenditure and the pensions indus-

try. It is estimated that by the year 2026, the number of people aged

55-65 will have increased by 54% (ONS, 1996) - a trend that has become

marked in recent years, as the baby boom generation (born between

1945-1965) have approached late middle age. A consequence of which

will be fewer younger people to replace older workers (Magd, 2003).

Government policies have been gearing up to retrain and return many of

the over fifties, who have been previously become disengaged from the

workforce, back into a more economically active life. For some, such

measures may present welcome opportunities to take up flexible working

or volunteering or indeed return to learning as a way of improving earning

potential or purely for self interest. This research evaluates the attitudes

and perceptions of key personnel in organisations which may enable

such transitions to be made. It explores the experiences and perceptions

of people over fifty in relation to education, labour market detachment,

home, work, discrimination past or present. It will explore whether internal

and external barriers exist which may affect change and limit opportuni-

ties for the over fifties. The research will also explore, based upon the

evidence presented, how individuals may be encouraged to embark upon

what may prove to be life changing experiences in work, in education and

in volunteering.

From an organisational perspective,  employers and educators may wish

to examine how they have viewed this age group and furthermore how

they may improve their procedures to ensure that policies designed to

retrain, educate and return people to work will also engender the im-

provement of social aspirations, learning deficits and opportunities for the

advancement of older women and men.
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Women and the World of Work

Women’s participation in work in the non-traditional settings during the

second world war sparked off major changes in the way women viewed

their contribution to society, with many seemingly rejecting the life of

previous domesticity. With economic growth and low unemployment in

the 1950’s and 1960’s women began to work alongside men in many

industries, but faced years of discrimination in the workplace in terms of

access to employment and parity of pay and conditions. Yet, during this

period from the 1960’s onwards and well into the 1970’s, the rise of the

Women’s Movement and the campaigns that ensued for the equal rights

of women to receive fair and equitable treatment, gave women the hope

that equality would soon be theirs. Women in their fifties and over are

today those young women in the 1960’s and 1970’s, who believed that

change would enable them to achieve pay and conditions equal to those

of men.

Legislation aimed at trying to create a level playing field for women

culminated in two major Acts: the Sex Discrimination Act and the Equal

Pay Act, both coming into effect in 1975. The Acts enabled women to

challenge and confront unequal treatment in the workplace in terms of

pay and gender inequalities. These Acts attempted to keep pace with the

changing demography of the workforce, whereby the economic activity

rates of women had been increasing.

For example, women in the 1950’s had very low rates of economic activity

of around 35% up to age fifty-five, reflecting the nature of the working

class women’s role in society as home-maker, supporting the male

breadwinner and caring for offspring in the home. However this model

was challenged not simply due to raising of female consciousness but

also due to economic forces.

The inflationary period in the 1970’s, the oil crisis, the beginnings of the

recession with the subsequent demise of manufacturing, was a period in

which many women entered the labour market as they watched the full

time male employment rate spiral downwards and part time work in-
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crease. Employers could take on women on part time contract work, with

lesser conditions of service at a fraction of the rate of men. Trade Union

restrictions imposed by the successive Conservative administrations in

the 1980’s and early 1990’s allowed employers to fully exploit the vulner-

ability of women with impunity. During this period women had been

promised equality, yet ironically they were faced with limited choices in

opportunities in employment. Although employment increased (70% of

women aged 20 in 1971 were economically active), the peak age for

employment was between the ages of forty and fifty-five (Collis et al

2000).

The economic activity rates of those in their forties were much higher in

1971 than for similar aged women two decades earlier, indicating the

inroads women had made in accessing employment. Both in 1951 and

1971 higher percentages of women who had reached their sixties could

work right up until sixty five years of age. By 1996 around 70% of women

between the ages of twenty-five and fifty were engaged in paid employ-

ment; the economic activity rate for women aged between forty and fifty

was particularly high at 80%. After the age of fifty the economic activity

rates decline more sharply, and at an earlier age, than had been wit-

nessed in the 1950’s and 1970’s (Collis et al 2000).

The withdrawal of older women from the workforce was thus increasing

and coincides with early exit strategies (mainly for men), in which volun-

tary redundancy packages were used to downsize companies and re-

duce wage bills by offering enticements for people to leave employment

before official retirement ages.

For women the widening or reduction of employment choices has often

been determined by the economic requirements of the market. In this way

women have been used as the reserve army of workers to be brought in

and out of the workforce as and when required. Choices for women in the

past have similarly been diminished due to assumptions made by em-

ployers on age, reproductive functions, and familial obligations. Much of

the literature surrounding the problems faced by older workers in gaining

access to employment is based upon men’s detachment from the labour
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market. Once detached from the labour market evidence has emerged of

difficulty in re-entering due to age discrimination in employers’ attitudes

and practices towards older workers (eg: Platman & Tinker, 1998). Until

recently though, little attention was paid to the problems faced by older

workers. In fact, in the recessions of the 1970’s and early 1980’s, public

policy was explicitly aimed at creating jobs for the young unemployed,

through measures that encouraged the withdrawal or ‘early exit’ of older

men (Redundancy Payment Act, 1965; Job Release Scheme, 1977). It is

argued that women now face a further hurdle to overcome, the combina-

tion of gender and age discrimination (Itzin and Phillipson, 1995).

The impact of ageism on the present-day careers and experiences of

older women is an emergent area of interest. There is evidence, for

example, that stereotypical beliefs about age and gender combine to

form a ‘double jeopardy’ for women in organisations. Most of the existing

studies in this area represent initial attempts to define and conceptualise

this ‘gendered-ageism’ (Itzin and Phillipson, 1995). Although producing

important arguments they have tended to be limited in scope. Some have

targeted men and women from only one organisation (i.e. Duncan and

Loretto, 2004) whilst others have focused on women from one employ-

ment sector (i.e. Itzin and Phillipson, 1995; Bronstein, 2001). However

one must recognise that ageism can also be gender neutral in that recent

analysis of the age profiles of the labour market indicate increasing

numbers of men over the age of fifty have now also become economically

inactive.

It is not just in employment where such trends are found. Research into

training opportunities has found that older workers were less likely to be

offered or take up offers of training in comparison with younger workers

(Taylor and Unwin 2001). Recent statistics from the Labour Force Survey

in 2005 support this finding in that when asked whether they had under-

gone any kind of training in the last four weeks, on average around 40%

of women aged 35 to 49 said they had, compared to approximately 16%

of the 50+ age group (LFS, 2005). Similar rates were found for men, thus

suggesting that ageism may operate in the workforce on a variety of
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levels for example, direct discriminatory practices or internal belief sys-

tems and of course these may be mutually supportive.

The consequence of such practice is that people who may be fit and

healthy enough and with vast experience of both work and life in general

are denied progression opportunities when they may have potentially 20

years of active working life if they desire it.

It is not surprising therefore that the Government has made action against

age discrimination a policy priority. Historically, the preferred approach to

tackling such discrimination has been voluntary, with policy aimed at

persuading employers to abandon age related thinking and behaviour

(Code of Practice on Age Diversity, 1999). But in the absence of legal

enforcement, this approach has had limited impact. More recently, the

final draft consultation on age discrimination in the workplace (see DTI,

2005 for details) has been published. As part of its commitment to a

European Directive (Council Directive, 2000/78/EC) the UK Government

is to introduce anti-age discrimination legislation by October 2006. It is

hoped that the legislation will place age on an equal footing with discrim-

ination on such grounds as race and sex and ultimately that it will change

the way we view getting older.

The Voluntary Sector

Today the voluntary sector is more central in public policy discussions

than ever before, as national and international governments are recognis-

ing its invaluable contribution to modern society (Kendall, 2003). In terms

of its value to the UK economy, the voluntary sector is worth some £26

billion per year (Vol Resource, 2003) with an estimated paid workforce of

over half a million (2% of the UK’s total working population). This, in part,

is due to the changing nature of welfare provision, which has meant that

the voluntary sector is increasingly called upon to deliver public services

(Kendall and Knapp, 1996). However, the remit of the voluntary sector is

much wider than this, in that opportunities for volunteering exist in many

different forms. Voluntary and community organisations are heavily reli-

ant upon the 22 million people who volunteer each year giving their time
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and efforts freely to help sustain the sector’s services (Institute for

Volunteering Research, 2005).

The motivations for volunteering are varied, for example some may see

it as a place where they can make a difference while some may look to

secure an environment for social contact and an opportunity whereby

new skills may also be developed. Of course this does not just apply to

volunteers, the dynamics can also apply to people who work within the

sector whereby a rich and rewarding career can be pursued.

As already stated, life expectancy is increasing and birth rates falling, an

ageing population, coupled with the recent trend for people to retire from

the workforce earlier, will result in employers, including those in the

voluntary sector, having to increase their recruitment of and reliance on

older staff (Shen and Kleiner, 2001). Given that people will be required to

work for longer, there are now mounting concerns over the number of

older people who are available to volunteer. A smaller pool of older

people to draw from may mean that the voluntary sector will have to work

harder to recruit older volunteers.

The UK Government are promoting ‘active citizenship’ in an attempt to

overcome the population’s depleting interest in their local environments

and revive social responsibility. The 2003 Home Office Citizenship Sur-

vey found that the lowest levels of involvement in formal volunteering

were amongst the 50-64 age group (37%) and the 65+ age group (27%)

(Green et al, 2004). As a result, the government are keen to increase the

numbers of older adults involved in voluntary work. This they hope will,

as Tony Blair said previously at the National Council for Voluntary Organ-

isations Conference in 1999, “ignite a new spirit of involvement in the

community” (Blair, 1999). Indeed, the 2002 UN World Assembly identified

older adults as an untapped and unappreciated resource, and that

despite them having the time and experience that is ideal for voluntary

work, the majority are not taking part in this activity (United Nations

Volunteers, 2002).
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One way this is hoped to be overcome, is by emphasising active ageing

strategies, where older adults’ talents and experience can be used to

benefit voluntary and community organisations, whilst also benefiting

themselves. The Institute of Volunteering Research (IVR) identify that

older adults benefit the voluntary sector by bringing maturity and experi-

ence, skills, availability, loyalty and commitment to community organisa-

tions (IVR, 2004). The United Nations Volunteer Programme (UNV)

outlines how voluntary work in later life also helps older people, by

enabling them to retain self-respect and a sense of purpose, whilst

maintaining healthy lifestyles and independence (UNV, 2005). For paid

employees over fifty, if it is their choice to continue working, they too

benefit, by being in an enjoyable and satisfying role (Hirsch, 2005).

Health benefits can also be a result of paid employment. For example, the

National Academy on an Ageing Society (NAAS) found that people who

work past sixty are more likely to report a higher standard of health than

those who do not (NAAS, 2000). In the voluntary sector specifically, it has

been shown that volunteering and undertaking paid work in later life can

prevent social exclusion of this group, whilst challenging the stereotype

of older people as service users, not givers (Leigh, 2002).

Although the voluntary sector is often perceived as more age friendly than

the public and private sectors, it has been found that ageism does exist,

“one finds a surprising amount of age discrimination in the voluntary

sector” (Midwinter, 1992, p. 18). Various practical and perceptual barriers

exist that may limit the participation of older paid and unpaid workers in

voluntary and community organisations. For example, many organisa-

tions do not offer satisfactory expenses and transport allowances, which

can prevent older people from accessing voluntary work. In addition to

this, some organisations say that they cannot get insurance for their older

workers and have mandatory retirement ages for their staff and volun-

teers (Davis, Smith and Gay, 2005). For older volunteers, one of the main

obstacles is the lack of organisations actually pursuing older people for

volunteering in the first place (Graham, 2003)

Perceptually, organisations can also discriminate against older people by

having a narrow view of what activities are suitable for older staff and
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volunteers. It has been found that they can subject older people to less

favourable treatment due to their age, identifying them as lacking the

motivation and capacity to perform a job or task adequately (Magd,

2003). It is not only organisations that may have this view, but older

people in voluntary employment can also harbour negative attitudes

about their own capabilities, “ageism is a phenomenon shared and

indulged by older people themselves” (Midwinter, 1990, p. 105). A per-

ception that seems as relevant today as when first penned by Midwinter.

In terms of the existence of gender discrimination, although women have

historically dominated the voluntary sector, perhaps reflecting gendered

assumptions about women’s care and support roles; paid work and

volunteering opportunities are now seen to be more accessible for men

and are indeed accessed by greater numbers of men than before.

Education

It is fair to say that people in their fifties and above have been both the

catalysts and contributors to technological change and advancement, as

well as the casualties of the new ways of working. Many have seen their

once respected skills superseded by more computerised systems, as

manufacturing industry declined and firms relocated overseas, taking

advantage of qualified yet cheaper workforces. Skills they once may have

had, have become outmoded in the new economy, where so often the

only work that is ‘do-able’ is in the unskilled sectors. The scale of the

ageing population poses further problems for government in terms of the

cost of pensions. For those still in the workforce the recent assertions that

older people will have to work for longer to ensure a relatively comfortable

retirement may be a bitter pill to swallow. Government policies designed

to facilitate re-entry into the labour market for the over-fifties address both

labour market shortages and delays the onset of pension payments.

The issue of life long learning has therefore taken a back seat to contin-

uing concerns about the financial support of a larger and older popula-

tion. Yet encouraging participation in education is one way of enhancing

the employability of this group. Educational attainment is a key determi-



Gender Discrimination and Ageist Perceptions - Final Report 2006

20

nant of entry to and progression within an increasingly competitive labour

market (Collis et al, 2000). According to the Labour Force Survey given

below, 33% of women and 27% of men over the age of fifty illustrate that

there are quite marked differences in the numbers of working age people

without any form of qualifications.

Table 1 - Proportion of age group who have no qualifications (000’s)

(Base: All people of working age (men 16-64, women 16-59)
Source: Labour Force Survey (Spring 2001 – United Kingdom)

The importance of acquiring qualifications and pursuing some form of

lifelong learning cannot be underestimated. Employment rates are con-

sistently found to be higher for people with longer periods in education

(Disney and Hawkes, 2003). There is evidence also that the income

disparity amongst those with different levels of educational attainment will

result in greater inequality with increased age (Hotopp, 2005; Ehrenberg

and Smith, 1994). In addition, the collapse of traditional manufacturing

has caused a shift in demand for more technical ways of working and

therefore many older people will now need to re-train, update and expand

their skills if they are to access gainful employment.

Even for those who do not have aspirations to re-enter work or participate

in vocational training, the argument for continued education is compel-

ling. Education (whether formal or informal) has been found to have a

positive impact on health, well-being and personal satisfaction in later life

All aged
16-59/64

16-24
years

25-34
years

35-49
years

50-59/64
years

All people
of working
age

5944

16%

890

14%

815

10%

1925

15%

2314

27%

Women
3159

18%

415

13%

428

10%

1117

18%

1199

33%

Men
2785

15%

475

15%

387

9%

808

13%

1115

22%
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(Carlton and Soulsby, 1999). Other positive outcomes of continued

education include, increased autonomy and independence, improved

self-esteem, mental stimulation, greater social contact and enjoyment of

life. The contribution to wider society by providing examples of good role

models for the younger generation is also acknowledged (Age Concern,

1998). The reasons why older people choose to participate in education

are diverse and varied. They include, the desire to increase knowledge,

to enhance employability, the challenge of learning, keeping the brain

active, a sense of achievement, or to train for voluntary or leisure

activities.

Much of the research is underpinned by the moral emphasis on older

people’s entitlement to education, derived from the fact that they have

contributed to the public purse and have earned their citizenship rights

through their many years of hard work (both paid and unpaid). Schullar

and Bostyn (1992) also make the point that older people are deserved of

education as compensation for a lack of educational opportunities earlier

in life. Other researchers expand on this point by emphasising the

fulfilment of human potential and the notion of equality for all (Withnall

and Percy, 1994).

However, there are a number of barriers that would need to be tackled in

order to ensure that older people have equality of access to education.

Firstly, there is an implicit assumption that age should determine when

we access school, college and university. According to Ince (2005),

“The British education system is designed on the measles theory.
You are meant to catch it early and get it over with.” (Ince, 2005, p.
23).

 But does the demand for formal education ever stop? Many older people

are more active and healthy than ever before and have a radically

different attitude to age (Blaikie, 1999). In addition, economic and struc-

tural change, the growth of technology, women’s entry into the labour

market and life becoming more materialistic and uncertain have all had

an impact on the demand for education. Yet older people have so far

been absent from serious educational debate (Walker, 2000).
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The second barrier is related to the cost associated with formal educa-

tion. The Government’s target to create fairer access to education for all,

is evidenced through the Higher Education Funding Council for England

widening participation strategic plan:

 “we aim to ensure that all those with potential to benefit from higher
education have the opportunity to do so, whatever their background
and whenever they need it.”  (HEFCE Strategic Plan 2003-8).

However, the age limit on student loans which is set to rise to a cut-off

point of sixty, combined with increased top up fees being introduced in

2006 may in effect reduce the participation of mature students over sixty,

thus sending out a clear message to employers that this group may have

little to offer. Those who can afford to pay are still those most likely to

benefit and those who cannot are likely to remain in their current socio-

economic position. In addition, Government funding for some non-voca-

tional and informal or community-based education has been withdrawn.

One argument could be that greater emphasis is placed on work based

education rather than education for its own sake, which is self-defeating,

as research has shown the importance of non-vocational courses can be

the first step back to formal education (Meadows and Grant, 2005).

Although there is a lot of information about the benefits of education for

older people, and the potential barriers that they face, little is known of

older people’s choices about and experiences of learning, particularly at

higher education level. An important question still to be asked is, “What

is it earlier in life that determines whether people return to education, and

just what does education mean to older people?” (Ince, 2005, p. 23). The

Teaching and Learning Research Programme (TLRP) found a change in

attitude towards education in planned retirement, when older people

tended to join a class because of a variety of reasons, becoming lonely

after the loss of a partner, boredom, or introduced to a class or heard

about it through word of mouth.

But what about people in their fifties and sixties who want or need to

return to formal education because of an unexpected transition (early

retirement, redundancy, ill health) or because they want a change of
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career or to prove something to an education system which let them

down earlier in life, or perhaps education was not an available option for

them personally due to a variety of circumstances?  Most people en-

gaged in formal education are more likely to have returned to education

at some point and have the financial capability to undertake education at

that level. So there may be barriers to participation for certain groups of

older people, about which more needs to be known. Another question to

be asked is whether or not there is a gender dimension to participation

(and non participation) in formal education? Researchers have only

begun to scratch the surface. The key group on which attention has been

focused is the typically younger women returning to work after a break for

childbirth. Yet over half of older women are believed to have lower level

qualifications only, compared with only a third of younger women. The

importance of improving educational provision for this group is further

highlighted by the observation that a higher percentage of women as

compared to men (especially in the 35+ category) have lesser participa-

tion rates in terms of education and training.

Reay (2003) looked at the process of learning from the perspective of

mature women undertaking an access course and revealed how the

complexities of juggling unpaid care (i.e. care of children) and study,

often resulted in time poverty for the women. She suggests that universi-

ties need to change how they accommodate the non-traditional entrant.

Some of the genuine apprehension men and women face when attempt-

ing to change direction and combine previous roles with new identities

(i.e. student) may also prevent the engagement of the potential older

learner. It is also the case that many older people (particularly working-

class) may view higher education as an alien concept, or feel that it is

perhaps, out of reach to people living in communities where no one has

previously undertaken study at that level. Less than 1% of full-time

undergraduate students in UK higher education institutions are over the

age of fifty.

Following the election of New Labour in 1997, a strong commitment to

‘promoting education for all’ was made and heralded as the

Government’s vision to effect a transition away from the traditional notion



Gender Discrimination and Ageist Perceptions - Final Report 2006

24

of education, towards education that could be accessed throughout the

life course (DfEE, 1998, DfEE, 1999). But when viewed from the actual

experience of the older learner it is much less obvious how they are to be

included in this vision of a learning society. Whereas once the pressure

was off to undertake education that would be of value in the labour

market, the ageing of the workforce and the debate about pensions may

focus attention on this position, thus creating new challenges and oppor-

tunities for the education system.

The move to legislate against ageism in the workplace poses some

questions for the education sector. Do equal opportunities policies within

higher education protect against ageism and how prevalent are ageist

perceptions both within the academy and amongst those who seek to

enter it?
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CHAPTER TWO
RESEARCH METHODS

Private and Public Employment Strand

Sample and Access

The participants for this strand of the research were men and women

aged fifty and over, and public and private sector employers. The aim

was to collect 500 questionnaires from people aged fifty and over, and

100 questionnaires from employers. Overall, 731 questionnaires were

collected – 650 from people over fifty, and 81 from employers. Forty-two

interviews were also carried out, 30 with men and women aged fifty and

over, and 12 with employers.

The study was initially only to recruit from Liverpool and Coventry. These

locations were selected on the basis that they are large cities with diverse

populations and employer groups. The Liverpool and Coventry econo-

mies have traditionally been dominated by manufacturing industries,

many of which have collapsed in recent years causing job losses for local

workers. However, mid way through the project it was agreed by the

research group and funding body that the sample should be extended to

the rest of the UK.

The national sample of men and women was broadly representative of

the general population of people aged fifty years plus who are economi-

cally active (67%) and those who are economically inactive (33%)

(Labour Force Survey, 2003/4). However, in order to understand the

potential barriers to work facing people in this age group, those who had

experience of job loss at age fifty or over were targeted by the research

team and accounted for 46% (300 people) of the sample. The aim here

was to investigate the experiences of people leaving work in their fifties

in order to determine how successful they have been in accessing

employment and whether there have been differences in outcomes

between men and women.
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The sample of people aged fifty and over was recruited through various

avenues, including newsletters, advertisements in public libraries with

assistance from community groups and information and advice centres.

Trade Unions, unemployment centres and employers were also used as

gatekeepers to people who had experienced redundancy or other job loss

at age fifty or over. The gatekeepers were asked to contact this group on

behalf of the project, informing them of the research and providing a copy

of the questionnaire. The target participants were invited to complete the

questionnaire anonymously, as well as given the opportunity to provide

their name and contact details if they wished to take part in an interview.

The employers were contacted mainly though a national database of

public and private organisations held within the University as well as

internet searches, phone book research and advertisements in local and

national newspapers. The employers were initially contacted by phone to

inform them of the research project and those who agreed to take part

were sent a questionnaire and covering letter.

Data Collection

Pilot Study

The first phase of the data collection was a pilot study undertaken with 12

women aged 50-65 in Liverpool. It involved an interview with each of the

women, examining their views concerning age and employment. The

interviewees were accessed through advertisements placed in local

community centres, asking for volunteers to take part in the research and

were, therefore, those most likely to have an interest in the subject

matter. The interviews, each of which lasted for approximately one hour,

were recorded and transcribed in full. The interviewees were asked a

series of loosely framed and open-ended questions about age related

matters in employment. The interview data highlighted emergent themes

and issues, which were later used to develop the main survey questions

and interview topics.

The second phase of the research consisted of two questionnaires – one

for men and women aged fifty years plus to complete, the other for

employers in the private and public sectors to complete. The question-
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naire for individuals was designed to collect detailed information about

the sample, including their education and employment background,

present situation and plans for the future. In common with other research

it included pre-tested questions and scales.

The employers questionnaire included original questions developed for

the research as well as pre-tested questions, and attitudinal statements

used in existing research (e.g.,Taylor and Walker, 1993), thus allowing

us to draw comparisons with previous studies. The questionnaire was

designed to explore employers’ attitudes and identify practices adopted

towards older employees and job applicants. Both questionnaires were

distributed nationally, in both paper and e-mail format. The results were

then analysed using the computer software package, SPSS.

The final phase of the data collection for the private and public employ-

ment strand of the research was to undertake semi-structured interviews.

These were conducted with both participant groups (men and women

over fifty and employers) to provide qualitative data for the study. The

semi-structured format allowed the researchers to cover relevant issues,

whilst at the same time providing flexibility to explore new areas of

interest. The interviewees were randomly selected from a list of people

who had agreed to be interviewed. However, in the case of men and

women aged fifty and over, a study group was chosen to represent

variation in demographic profile (i.e. gender). The interviews took place

either at the participant’s place of work, the university, a neutral location

(for example, café or public library) or the participant’s home if preferred.

All interviews were recorded and transcribed in full and each participant

signed a written consent form. Anonymity was guaranteed. The inter-

views were conducted carefully and sensitively constructed in line with

ethical considerations. The qualitative data were analysed by identifying

emergent themes.
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Voluntary Sector Strand

Sample and Access

The participants for this strand of the study came essentially from three

separate backgrounds. The first group were  representatives in a position

to answer questions on behalf of their particular voluntary sector organi-

sation (VSO). The second group were paid staff employed in the volun-

tary sector who were aged over fifty and the third group comprised of

volunteers in this sector, also over fifty years old. The aim was to collect

a total of 400 questionnaires nationally in both paper and on-line formats.

However, the final number of questionnaires for this strand was 459,

comprising of 74 from VSOs, 187 from paid staff (over fifty) and 198 from

volunteers (over fifty). A total of 30 interviews were also conducted, 10 of

which were with VSO representatives, and 10 with each of the paid staff

and the volunteers over fifty.

The organisations that took part in the research were identified through a

variety of methods, including newsletter publications, internet searches,

telephone book research, referrals and local Council for Voluntary Serv-

ice  information. They were then contacted by telephone, email or letter

to introduce them to the study and request their participation. They were

also requested at this time to pass out the relevant questionnaires to any

paid staff or volunteers which they had at their organisation who were

over fifty years of age. The older paid staff and volunteers that were not

directly referred by their organisations, were alerted to the research

through a variety of methods including general word or mouth, leaflet

distribution, web-site1 links and the project’s Agender newsletters. The

participants who completed an on-line questionnaire were generally

self-referred, via the Agender newsletter or project web-site.

Data Collection

Pilot Stage

Focus groups were conducted at the initial stage of the investigation. The

focus group was chosen to enable a participative approach to the re-

1 www.ljmu.ac.uk/gdap
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search; those that the study was investigating could offer their input and

ideas on what the research should cover and how this could be found out.

Two focus groups were conducted at a large voluntary organisation in

Liverpool, one with paid staff and the other with volunteers, all of whom

were over fifty years of age. The participants for both focus groups were

contacted via a gatekeeper at the organisation. Three males and three

females participated in the paid staff focus group and five females in the

volunteers’ focus group. Both of the groups were tape recorded and

transcribed, again with the consent of all those taking part, on the premise

that their anonymity would be ensured. Focus groups were used for this

initial stage of the research to provide a better understanding of the

issues and topics deemed important to the participant group.

The findings of the focus group meetings were then utilised to develop the

survey questions and interview schedules (Crandall, B, 1999). As the

data collection for the private and public employment strand of the study

had already began at this stage, the questionnaires used for these

sectors also formed part of the voluntary sector strand questionnaire

development process. This ensured an element of consistency so that

comparisons could be made between the two strands during the data

analysis. A pilot questionnaire was then administered to 20 representa-

tives from all three participant groups from voluntary sector organisations.

Quantitative Data Collection Stage

Three questionnaires were developed and administered to:

1. Organisation representatives

2. Paid staff fifty plus

3. Volunteers fifty plus

The questionnaires were sent out nationally, in both paper and email

format. All posted questionnaires were sent with pre-paid envelopes for

ease of return. An online survey was also developed which could be

completed though the GDAP project website, furthering the national

reach of the research. A total of 71 of the 459 questionnaires completed

for this strand were obtained through the online survey. Returned and
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completed questionnaires were then input into SPSS for the quantitative

analysis.

Qualitative Data Collection Stage

The final stage of the data collection for the voluntary sector strand of the

research was semi-structured interviews, these being conducted with all

three participant groups (organisations, paid staff and volunteers). Semi

structured interviews were used to facilitate initial discussion, whilst also

allowing the flexibility for other emergent topics and areas of interest to

be discussed. The participants were randomly selected from those who

had indicated a willingness to be contacted for the purpose of an inter-

view. Participants were then contacted either by telephone or email to

arrange an interview. The interviews took place at either the participant’s

organisation premises or another agreed site, including University offices

and local cafes. All interviews were tape recorded with the participants

consent and transcribed. These transcripts were then analysed to identify

the emergent themes.

Higher Education

Sample and Access

The data collection of the views of the over fifties were drawn from cross

cutting questions taken from the individuals over fifty, who completed

questionnaires for the study. Views were sought on issues regarding

education, qualifications and educational experiences.

Following telephone requests to the universities named recruiters with

experience of recruiting to HE courses were sent a questionnaire (n=25).

Effort was made to identify a wide range of courses spanning vocational

and non-vocational degree routes. Various people who had undertaken

recruitment within their job role responded. Overall, 25 questionnaires

were completed and returned from HE recruiters.

Data Collection

The questionnaire sent to men and women aged over fifty included

questions on their educational qualifications, past and current experience
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in education, including whether the participants had previously, or were

currently undertaking study at HE level (n=650). It also identified the

possible demand for higher education amongst the sample, and the

factors that encouraged or discouraged them from accessing HE cours-

es. Additionally, in the interviews carried out with this group, general

feelings regarding higher education and lifelong learning were discussed.

The questionnaire sent to HE recruiters included similar questions to

those asked of participating organisations regarding age and gender

related issues. However the main focus was also to investigate access to

higher education for men and women aged fifty and over, including

perceptions of the mature student over fifty, the extent of support struc-

tures and the general views of academic staff in the context of the

recruitment of mature students. The questionnaires were administered in

a paper format and sent with pre-paid envelopes to increase the re-

sponse rate. Returned and completed questionnaires were analysed

using SPSS.
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CHAPTER THREE
ORGANISATIONS

Profiles of Participating Organisations

This section outlines the profiles of the three different organisational

groups that took part in the research. These were private and public

sector employers (PPE);  voluntary sector organisations (VSO) and

higher education institutions (HE). For the PPE and VSO we have

specifically concentrated on the age and gender profiles of their work-

force, enabling us to outline the differences within and between these

sectors and explore the possible reasons for these.

Public and Private Sector Organisations
Eighty-one representatives of employers in the private and public sector

responded to the survey. These participants are referred to as

‘employers’; however the majority were, in fact, the representatives of

major employers and included general managers (23%), personnel man-

agers (22%), HR co-ordinators (18%), other non-personnel or lower level

staff (27%) and a small proportion of owners or senior executives (7%).

Within the nationally represented sample both public and private organi-

sations were included with a full range of sectors1 responding to the

survey. The organisations were classified as, small for those with up to

50 employees (40%), medium with 51 to 500 employees (50%) and large

with over 500 employees (26%) (Taylor and Walker 1994).

Voluntary Sector Organisations

Seventy four organisations within the voluntary sector took part in the

survey. Two thirds comprised of local community organisations and a

third were categorised as regional or national agencies.

Amongst all of the organisations 75% had a combination of both paid and

voluntary staff, whilst 14% relied upon a workforce of volunteers only and

1 The sample of employers spanned the whole range of industrial sectors, which were
‘collapsed’ down into three main groups: construction and production, business and
service.
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11% relied only on paid staff. Over half of the agencies which had paid

staff, operated with a workforce of less than ten workers, whilst 40% had

between 10 and 100 workers and 7% had over a hundred workers. Of

those organisations which had volunteers, only 1 in three had less than

10 working with them, compared to over half (52%) which had between

10 and 99 volunteers; only 15% had 100 or more volunteers at their

organisation.

Age and Gender: Choice or Chance?

Public and Private Sector Organisations

When asked what percentage of their workforce were aged fifty or over,

44% of employers reported that this group accounted for less than

one-quarter of their workforce. One in five employers (21%) had work-

forces in which between one quarter and one half of their staff were aged

fifty and over; a similar proportion (19%) reported having no employees

over fifty at all. The most common reason for the under-representation of

older employees was the lack of older applicants applying for employ-

ment:

“I’ve never thought about it too much, but we don’t have a huge
number of people above fifty applying.” (Male 40-49, General Man-
ager, Hospitality).

“The problem really is finding people of that age group, because
most of them are a settled group.” (Male 50-59, General Manager,
Transport).

However, one interviewee attributed the apparent age imbalance in his

workforce to a preference for a younger team:

“I’ve never really worked with an older designer…. I quite like the
idea - we’ve got a young group so everyone likes the same thing.
You get a group of people round a table, we all like football, music,
we all go out for a drink,… in this industry you tend not to stop
working…it might be a case you’re sitting round the table and then
it might be you all start talking about work, which sometimes you do
and then you’re all bouncing ideas off one another.” (Male 30-39,
Partner, Marketing).

There was a significant difference between the size of the organisation

and the proportion of employees over fifty years of age. In general, the
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larger the organisation, the greater the proportion of  staff aged fifty or

over. One participant based this trend on the relationship between age

and seniority and the fact that managerial roles are more widely available

in large organisations.

In the United Kingdom much has been made about the ageing of the

population and the predicted impact on the age structure of the work-

force. In order to determine if employers were experiencing the effects of

demographic change, they were asked whether the average age of their

employees was increasing.

Almost 6 out of 10 employers felt that their workforce ‘age’ was exhibiting

no real change whilst 26% felt that the average age of their workforce was

increasing over time. There was also evidence of an age difference in the

types of jobs undertaken within a particular organisation.

“Probably within the food and beverage (sector) the average age
you’ll be looking at …is about 18, whereas up in housekeeping,
you’ll be looking at, probably, at about 45-50 as an average age.”
(Female  30-39, Human Resource Co-ordinator, Service Sector).

The perception by employers, that particular types of jobs seem to either

attract or be associated with a person’s age was an interesting point.

Employers in the business and service sectors were more likely to say

that the average age of their workforce was remaining constant (46% and

40% respectively); this compared with only 21% of employers in manu-

facturing and construction. Some sectors appear to be experiencing the

demographic changes more so than others, for instance in manufacturing

and construction they were  almost twice as likely to say that the average

age of their workforce was ‘increasing’ (47%) than those in the service

sector (27%) with the business sector being the least likely to be experi-

encing this trend(14%). This is perhaps to be expected given the progres-

sive decline in the number of young people entering trade professions.

Differences were also found when the size of the organisation was taken

into account. Overall, small and medium-sized organisations were not

experiencing age increases to the same extent as large organisations. It
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is difficult to predict why this may be occurring - there is perhaps a greater

likelihood that employers in larger organisations have the advantage of a

robust range of policies and employment conditions, which may offer

more security to the older worker as they approach their retirement age.

In terms of the gender profile, there was a significant difference in relation

to the size of the organisation and the percentage of older men and

women employed. Small organisations had more than double the per-

centage of older men in the workforce as compared to older women, yet

similar proportions of older men and women were employed in medium-

sized and large organisations.

As might be expected, older women tended to be concentrated within

work sectors that have traditionally been acknowledged as women’s

employment areas (i.e. the service sector). There was however aware-

ness amongst some employers of an increase in the number of young

women entering formerly male dominated professions, suggesting that

real progress towards equality is being made. Yet the traditional notion of

‘women’s work’ continues to characterise the employment of  many

women in their fifties.

“I think a lot of the jobs in the city - there are more men in those jobs.
We have one female worker in IT even though we try to encourage
them. But I think again it’s an area that traditionally in the past
women have not gone into, but they are starting to now.” (Female
30-39, Personnel Manager, Business Sector).

The data obtained from employers did suggest that men tended to be

employed in a wider variety of roles and sectors than did women, who

tended to be concentrated within specific areas. However, what is inter-

esting is that this seems to be the case only amongst large organisations

and not necessarily within small or medium-sized organisations.

Voluntary Sector Organisations

For the voluntary sector the gender and age profiles of workers differed

between the paid staff and volunteers. Paid staff within the sector were

predominantly female, with 45% of the organisations questioned stating

that three quarters of their paid workforce were women. There was a

consensus of opinion expressed by representatives of the sector who
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viewed the high concentration of female staff to be indicative of the

historical beginnings of the voluntary sector movement.

“I think it’s a reflection of the voluntary sector as a whole, we are a
voluntary organisation which does tend to be much more focused on
women than men. I think it is a historical thing…it has always been
the case that the voluntary sector has been that way.” (Male 30-39,
Director, Local organisation/charity)

However, it was also explained that this female domination was chang-

ing, with more men accessing work in this sector.

“Traditionally I think it has just been seen a bit more as women’s
rather than a men’s role. It is becoming less and less true. There are
a lot more men in the business now than when I was first starting out
25 years ago.” (Female 40-49, Manager, Local organisation /charity)

“I think it is historical and it always has been that way… but the
numbers of male staff are increasing, both because of the changing
nature of the voluntary sector, but also redundancies in manufactur-
ing and things like that, with more men.” (Female 60+, Manager,
Regional organisation/charity).

It was widely acknowledged by those interviewed that females were more

likely to be attracted to work within this sector due to the flexibility it

offered, but of course the downside was that more often than not this was

associated with part time work and lower rates of pay.

“Well as a charity the staff tends to be women, because it is a low
paid job, it fits in with the school hours. The actual amount of money
you take home is not a lot and you wouldn’t be able to live on it.”
(Male 18-29, Development Officer, Local organisation/charity)

The percentage of workers over the age of fifty varied between the

voluntary organisations with a quarter of them reporting over half of their

paid staff being of this age group. Around a third employed less than 10%

of staff over fifty.

Age profiles of staff varied within the sector with no clear indication of why

this was the case. One interviewee who worked for an organisation that

did not have any paid staff over fifty, felt that this was due to the

organisation having in the past had a younger team of workers.
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“I think subconsciously when you are interviewing, one of the key
things you always think after an interview with the panel, is, is the
person going to fit into the team?… because you have got a younger
organisation you tend to appoint younger people, because you think
they are going to fit in and it can just get worse and worse an worse.
We have had older people, a couple of people here in their fifties but
they have not lasted very long before leaving.” (Male 30-39, Direc-
tor, Local organisation/charity).

An alternative view was offered from another participant who explained

why older paid staff were preferred at their organisation.

“We actually don’t have any staff under thirty-five really…in my
opinion, because of the hours and nature of job, they have to work
quite a lot and they have to work unsupervised on a daily basis really
and that can take a lot. Also certainly there is a group of our (service
users)….. who feel much more comfortable with older people or at
least people around their own age group, which is forties, than
younger people.” (Female 40-49, Manager, Local organisation
/charity).

Unless there are lawful exemptions to recruit suitably qualified people to

cater for the special needs of particular groups then the rationale given in

the two examples for their preferred applicant would on the face of it

seem to be discriminatory. The subjective assessment of whether a

person is going to ‘fit in’ undermines the application and interview proc-

ess. What may be a perfectly good set of qualifications or experience,

which the applicant has been able to demonstrate during interview, may

be rejected based on the supposition that they may not fit in (because of

their age?). Whilst the paid staff in the voluntary sector will be covered

under the new age legislation, volunteers on the other hand will not be.

Age as a deciding factor, based upon the perceived acceptance by others

in the workforce, should be challenged. If we were to replace age with

race and apply the same argument then clearly such practices are

discriminatory.

In terms of the gender and age profiles of the volunteers with such high

percentages of female volunteers (up to 75% in some cases) indicates

that unpaid roles in the voluntary sector are also highly dependant upon

female workers. One participant explains this by suggesting that histori-

cally volunteering has been perceived as a female role.
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“Well I still think men don’t like to (volunteer). I think they still feel it’s
typically a female thing to do, although having said that…two of my
main volunteers, they’re both men and that’s because they are the
main carers for their children.” (Female 50-59, Manager, Local
organisation/charity).

Similar to the discussion around gender and paid staff, the quote above

also indicates that although two men volunteer at her organisation, this is

related to them being the main carers for their children, which is typically

perceived as a females’ role. This may suggest that volunteering is a

more flexible alternative for those who are full time carers for their family,

rather than undertaking paid work and as such may attract women more

so than men to the sector.

Another participant felt that women were better at volunteering and

believed this explained the high concentration of women volunteers at her

particular organisation.

“I think because its been led by women for a while…it has been
fronted by women for a while and…in a general way I think that
women might be more able, if you like, to think about the greater
good for the group.”  (Female 30-39, Coordinator, Local organisation
/charity).

Possible explanations for the high concentrations of fifty plus volunteers

in their organisations were centred around the need to do something,

following retirement, having more time to spare, as well as wanting to give

something back to their communities after paid employment.

“Volunteers have to put a certain amount of work into the organisa-
tion, so you tend to struggle to get people who have still got day jobs
and are still working. So a lot are retired…they have all got the time
to give to the organisation.” (Male 30-39, Director, Local organisa-
tion /charity).

“We have got 7 volunteers who are over 50…they are retired and
don’t want paid work, but they want to give something back to the
community.” (Female 40-49, Manager, National organisation
/charity).

These profiles provide a snapshot of the voluntary sector, how it is

predominantly female, yet supporting of all age groups through the work

that they do and the paid staff and volunteers they recruit to undertake



Gender Discrimination and Ageist Perceptions - Final Report 2006

39

this work. However as may be expected there are higher proportions of

volunteers over fifty than there are paid workers within the sector.

The male to female ratios were reported by the respondents to be broadly

the same as in the past, with around two-thirds of the organisations

stating this. However around one third of employers felt that the numbers

of female paid staff were increasing. Only three organisations felt that

male staff were on the increase. There was also an indication that some

employers (13%) felt that the number of male paid staff within was

decreasing. For those organisations with voluntary workers just under a

third felt that female volunteers were on the increase, compared to only

15% of organisations feeling the same increase was applicable to men

with 10% stating that male volunteers within the sector was on the

decrease. This illustrates that the sector will continue to be female

dominated partly due to the observations that male volunteering was in

decline. Interestingly however, this finding does actually contradict some

of the opinions outlined above in the interview discussions, where partic-

ipants indicate that they felt there had been increase of male paid staff

and volunteers in the sector.

Policies and Practices

Employer representatives within the public private and voluntary sector

discussed their work practices, particularly in relation to flexible working

arrangements, not only to identify what differences there were within the

sector, but also to explore the variety of flexible working opportunities that

are available. Policy related issues were also examined, to ascertain

whether organisations protected their older staff from ageism, as well as

to identify current attitudes towards recent age-related government initia-

tives.

Flexible Working Arrangements

Public and Private Sector Organisations

There is a growing body of research that highlights the benefits for

employers and older workers of providing flexible employment
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(Department of Work and Pensions, 2002). More flexible working has the

potential to reconcile common work-life tensions including the need to

care for an elderly relative or spouse, or the desire to spend more time

with grandchildren or to combine elements of work and retirement. Good

practice in this area has been shown to help older people to remain in the

workplace for longer, whilst allowing employers to retain their most

experienced staff. Flexibility can take many forms including part time

working, job sharing, career breaks, home based working and special

leave for people with sick dependents. As one participant explains:

“So you know we’ve got a wide range of people. Some people work
in term time. Some people work a shorter working week. Some work
mornings. Some work evenings. Some work shorter hours coming
in five days but just doing 10-2 or whatever. So really it’d be broad
ranging. We don’t define it. If people make a proposal or a sugges-
tion or a request we will consider what they are saying and see if we
can fit it in.” (Female 30-39, Personnel Manager, Business Sector).

Almost three-quarters of PPE’s offered some form of flexible working,

which might be expected to benefit their older members of staff. The

majority of these organisations (91%) offered part time hours while seven

out of ten offered short-term contacts and 60% of employers provided

special leave provision for people with sick dependents. People undertak-

ing part time work and short term contracts generally have lesser rights

than those on permanent contract and full time work, However part time

work has often been the preferred option for people to use, partly to fit in

with their other responsibilities outside of work. Fewer employers provid-

ed career breaks (30%), job sharing (48%) and the option to work from

home (43%). Arguably these latter two options may be offered by more

progressive organisations than those only offering part-time working

contracts.

It was generally the case that the larger the organisation, the more likely

they were to provide all kinds of flexible work options. For example, it was

more than twice as likely for large organisations to provide job sharing as

it was for small or medium-sized organisations (81% compared to 39%

and 31% respectively). However, the interview data suggested otherwise.

In spite of the fact that many smaller firms had no formal policy for flexible
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work, they were often more personal in their approach to their staff and

were able to provide flexible and creative ways of accommodating individ-

ual need.

“I think bigger firms tend to be sort of hard and fast and they don’t
tend to have the sort of personal approach with the staff.” (Male
50-59, General Manager, Transport).

Employers in the business sector were more likely to provide job sharing

opportunities (68%) than those in the construction and manufacturing

sector (50%). They were also more likely to operate short-term contracts

(86% compared to 55%) whilst also offering career breaks (50% com-

pared to 25%), which may in part be due to the increased flexibility that is

normally offered within say for example, a clerical working environment.

It is perhaps less likely for employers in manufacturing and construction

to offer the same range of options this is largely due to a predominantly

male workforce requiring full time labour market attachment. Yet the

service sector, being a sector which tends to be female-dominated was

the least likely amongst the sectors to provide job sharing opportunities

(27%) and career breaks (9%).

There was a strong feeling amongst some employers that men, more so

than women, have difficultly in requesting flexible work or partial retire-

ment because of the gender differences in typical patterns of employ-

ment.

“I think that because the culture has been that women come back to
work and if they come back to work they come back to work part time
because they’ve got family commitments…that ethos, it’s easier for
it to be accepted now.” (Female 50-59, Human Resource Director,
Care Profession).

“I think some guys do want to carry on working because that’s their
role. They’ve still got the role of the breadwinner. Whereas I don’t
think it’s as hard for women to retire earlier, especially if they’ve got
a partner who’s still working, because they can do it.” (Female 53,
Human Resource Manager, Business Sector).

Voluntary Sector Organisations

Most voluntary organisations did offer some form of flexible work arrange-

ments to their paid staff, however 16% did not offer any at all. The most
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predominant arrangement provided was flexible working hours and part

time hours, with 4 in 5 organisations offering these. Around half of

organisations with paid staff also offered job-sharing opportunities, some

operated short-term contracts, whilst others offered opportunities to work

from home and allowed special leave for people with sick dependents.

However only a minority offered career breaks to their paid staff.

In terms of volunteering, positive working arrangements were also offered

to people who volunteered, but due to the nature of the work they differed

from those available to the paid staff. Most organisations offered the

payment of volunteers’ expenses and made available various training

opportunities for volunteers, with more than 1 in 5 organisations offering

these incentives. Several organisations identified the types of expenses

that they offered to their volunteers and what these would cover.

“They get travel expenses, out-of-pocket expenses, so for example
if they needed to buy postage stamps or stationery to send out they
would get reimbursed on that. Any travel expenses, whether it is to
do with volunteering…or whether attending training events or any-
thing like that.” (Female 40-49, Manager, National organisation
/charity).

Over half of the organisations with volunteers offered some form of

recognition for their volunteer work and enabled volunteers to take

responsibility for their workload and other important decisions. Less than

a third offered mobility allowances/transport provisions and the opportu-

nity to work from home. Those organisations which had fewer flexible

arrangements were also found to be those most likely to be suffering from

difficulty in recruiting volunteers or retaining their workers.

Age Related Policies

Awareness of the forthcoming age discrimination legislation was explored

within the public, private and voluntary sectors. Age related policies and

practices were also discussed with the employers regarding how they

protected their staff against ageism and what measures they undertook

to accomplish this. The researchers also wanted to determine the levels

of knowledge about the current anti-ageism voluntary code of practice
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and gain an insight into their perceptions about the forthcoming age

discrimination legislation.

Public and Private Sector Organisations

The anti-ageism voluntary code of practice introduced by Government in

1998 was initially designed to raise awareness of age discriminatory

practice, yet over half of employers questioned (56%) had no knowledge

of its existence. Despite this, 4 out of 5 of all organisations (79%) had

some form of age related policy incorporated into their equal opportuni-

ties policies.

“We don’t discriminate in terms of race, colour, age - anything. We
treat people as individuals here.” (Female 30-39, Training Co-ordi-
nator, Retail).

“We’ve got an equal opportunities policy. We don’t discriminate on
the grounds of age, sex, race or nationality.” (Female 30-39, Human
Resource Co-ordinator, Hospitality).

There was no significant difference in terms of the size of the organisation

and whether or not age was incorporated into their employment policy,

although large-sized organisations were slightly more likely to do so.

When asked if they were in favour of a legislative rather than a voluntary

or educative approach to age discrimination, 53% said they were in

favour, as opposed to only 9% against and 37% who were ‘unsure’. We

found that the older age of the actual employer representative we sur-

veyed, the more likely it was that were inclined to favour the legislative

approach. It was also the case that male employers were slightly more

likely to express support for legislation than female employers.

Those in favour of legislation felt that it was logical to place age on an

equal footing with discrimination on such grounds as race and sex and

that it would improve the employment prospects of older people. There

was a widespread belief that ageism in employment was commonplace

in certain companies.

“Well I think that if they’ve got it there for race and everything else,
then it should be there for age.” (Female 19-29, Systems Officer).
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“I think with us we’ve got the thing in place (equal opportunities
policy) so we’re fine. But I know, probably certain other companies
haven’t…I think it is useful to bring something like that in, because I
still think it [ageism] probably does happen in certain places.”
(Female 30-39, Human Resource Co-ordinator, Hospitality).

There was a strong feeling that a legislative approach might force em-

ployers to take age discrimination more seriously.

“A Statute of Parliament makes such a big difference…if I was to ask
them [managers] the question specifically on ethnicity, they would
say they bend over backwards to ensure that that’s right. If I asked
them on gender, they probably would say the same, but I think that’s
probably customary practice. If you say it on ageism, I don’t think it
would have entered their minds…[but] the majority of them would be
horrified at the thought that they were discriminating.” (Female
50-59, HR Director, Care Profession).

Most of those who were not in favour of introducing legislation argued that

it would add too much bureaucracy to an organisation and that it would

interfere with market forces. They also questioned the effectiveness of a

legislative approach, arguing that it would increase the number of older

people in areas were it would be easy to do so, rather than the difficult

areas that require investment and training. One participant thought that it

might also work against the older person by preventing the positive

discrimination of a particular age group.

“People are frightened to put in advertisements: ‘may suit an older
person’ because its discriminatory and the next thing you know ‘well
why wouldn’t it suit a younger person, that’s discriminatory’ so the
legislation is hampering the other, its one against the other, so if you
put in that in an advert: ‘might suit…’ you get some bright, young
spark turn round and say, ‘they’re discriminating’ and then we’re in
a situation.” (Male 50-59, General Manager, Transport).

Voluntary Sector Organisations

Within the voluntary sector it was found that around 4 out of  5 organisa-

tions had age incorporated into their equal opportunities policies to

protect their paid staff from ageism. In comparison, only half of the

organisations had the same in place for their volunteers and a small

number of organisations with volunteers had no formal policies in place,

but felt that their older volunteers were protected from ageism by other

methods. This suggests unpaid workers in the voluntary sector are not
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being formally protected against ageism to the same extent as paid staff

are. This situation is also reflected in the forthcoming age discrimination

legislation, as voluntary workers will not be covered, only paid employ-

ees.

It was found that approximately half of the organisations that had paid

staff, were aware of the 1998 voluntary age discrimination code of

practice. There was a much greater awareness regarding the forthcoming

age discrimination legislation amongst the employers in this sector, with

8 out of 10 organisations claiming to have policies and practices in place

to comply with it. During the interviews, participants were asked whether

they were making any changes in light of the legislation.

“No, I mean maybe I am wrong, but I don’t know how it would affect
us in some ways, because I don’t feel that we are particularly
discriminatory against age. We do have quite a few people who are
older than 70, who come and work as volunteers and quite a few are
involved in management committees.” (Male 18-29, Development
Officer, Local organisation/charity).

“I don’t think it will make a difference to our organisation at all
because we don’t, we are quite sort of positive about it anyway…We
have equal opportunities, you name it we have it.” (Female 60+,
Manager, Local organisation/charity).

The vast majority of organisations expressed a positive attitude towards

this legislation, saying that it was something that they favoured. It was

also identified, as has been illustrated in the private and public sectors,

that the older the employer surveyed the more empathy they had with the

issues of ageism.

“Perhaps because I am reaching that kind of age and I think now if
I - I mean I have been here 10 years now and if the funding ever
folded people might look at me, like I have just said to you, thinks I
am ‘too old’, and I’m not too old you know. As long as you are
mentally alright and as long as you have got enough other bodies to
do the lifting and the carrying you can still do the organising can’t
you?” (Female 50-59, Manager, Local organisation/charity).

One aspect of the forthcoming legislation refers to the notice given or

required before a person retires. One persons view illustrates how she

believed the new law was a positive measure, especially for herself in

view of her own age.
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“I like the fact that you have to give everybody six months notice of
their retirement, I just think it gives…again I think it is age related, I
can see benefits for people my age I suppose.” (Female 60+,
Manager, Regional organisation/charity).

Another viewpoint identified how the legislation will enable people from

both ends of the age spectrum, young and old, to have more opportuni-

ties and not be discriminated against because of their age.

“It will just level out the field a bit, you know for people in older age
groups. There are some groups who positively discriminate aren’t
there, but younger people have the same needs as well and there
are some companies that won’t take younger people on, because
they want two or three years experience. So it will help the balances,
they need to try and redress them and I’m sure legislation will
change as it goes on and it can see what is working and what isn’t.”
(Male 40-49, Development Officer, Local organisation/charity).

“Again possibly a reflection on the sector, we are in the voluntary
sector and we are supposed to be inclusive, that’s what its all about
and our organisation is all about…So if we are preaching that to
others then we ought to be practicing it ourselves basically.” (Male
30-39, Director, Local organisation/charity).

Sector Comparisons

Both voluntary and employer organisations offered similar numbers of

flexible work options to their paid staff. The exception being that part-time

hours which are often sought to fit in with other commitments by potential

workers were provided less often amongst the voluntary sector employ-

ers we surveyed.

Whilst all organisations were likely to have age incorporated into their

equal opportunities policies, there was a perception however, that the

voluntary sector is somewhat ahead of other organisations in terms of

equality and anti-discriminatory practice.

“I think (the voluntary sector) is miles ahead. I mean discrimination
might be there, but in terms of businesses and stuff I think we are
miles ahead in that we are better on the equality issues.” (Male
40-49, Development Officer, Local organisation/charity).

Only around half of the organisations knew about the 1998 voluntary

code of practice however voluntary organisations were more likely to



Gender Discrimination and Ageist Perceptions - Final Report 2006

47

favour the forthcoming 2006 age discrimination legislation than employer

organisations.

Recruitment

This section explores the issues of recruitment, including the criteria and

selection procedure used to recruit a new member of staff (paid and

unpaid) It is concerned with how the recruitment process might impact on

the older applicant and the potential barriers they might face in gaining

access to  employment. It will consider the use of age as a factor in

recruitment,  what groups are targeted and the age at which a person

may be considered to be ‘too old’ for selection. Finally, the issue of

retention will be explored to identify those organisations that have reten-

tion difficulties.

Public and Private Sector Organisations

The majority of employers (86%) stated that job specific skills were an

important requirement in the recruitment of staff, illustrating the demand

for certain skills when short-listing for a particular post. The majority of

employers (82%) also rated previous work experience as important and

63% felt that vocational qualifications were an important requirement in

recruitment. Slightly fewer (54%) thought that formal qualifications were

important, suggesting that more employers are focusing on job-appropri-

ate skills as well as, or as an alternative to traditional ‘paper’ qualifica-

tions.

Table 2 - Skills & Qualifications Valued (PPE)
 %

Job specific skill  86

Previous work experience 82

Vocational qualifications 63

Formal qualifications 54

Experiential skills 52

Skills learned in the home 26

When asked what they looked for in a job applicant, good personality,

transferable skills and good references were thought to be important.
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Gauging a person’s personality can only partly be assessed during

interview with references providing a more objective measure of suitabil-

ity for the post, whilst transferable skills may be demonstrated to a

potential employer through a well-focused application or during the inter-

view process.

It is of interest to note that whilst the majority of employers believed that

work experience was important, they did not, to the same extent, believe

that experiential learning was as important in the recruitment process. It

was also the case that only around one quarter of employers agreed that

skills acquired in the running of the home were important in the recruit-

ment of staff. This is a disappointing finding, especially for women, many

of whom have put their career on hold to have and raise their children.

Hence, for those women in their fifties who have come to regard mid-life

as a special opportunity to pursue a career, or have decided to return to

work after their children have grown up and left home, being involved in

the running of the home and caring for children or relatives, those

important skills developed would seem to count for very little in the eyes

of employers.

However, there were some significant differences in terms of males and

female employer representative responses. Female employers were

more likely to agree that skills acquired in the running of the home were

important in the recruitment of new staff (33%) than male employers

(13%). They were also more likely to rate vocational qualifications as an

important consideration (73%) than male employers (47%). Amongst the

sectors, employers in the business sector were more likely to agree that

skills acquired in the home were important (43%) than those in the

service sector (23%) and in manufacturing and construction (10%).

Voluntary Sector Organisations

There seemed to be a marked difference in the level of qualifications,

types of skills and previous experience and history required for employers

when recruiting for paid work within the voluntary sector. The following

table highlights how different personal skills and attributes are viewed in

the context of recruitment for paid staff and volunteers.



Gender Discrimination and Ageist Perceptions - Final Report 2006

49

Table 3 -  Employer perceptions of requirements for recruitment of
personnel to paid and voluntary positions within the sector

 Paid Staff  Volunteers

Formal qualifications 29 6

Transferable skills 57 45

Role/job specific skills 59 38

Good references 57 37

Employment History 47 7

Good personality 51 49
                   N= 87 Voluntary sector employers

Overall, having a good personality was deemed important for both job

roles. However when recruiting for new paid staff, the organisations were

more likely to state that qualifications, transferable and job specific skills,

as well as good references and past employment history were more

important, than in the recruitment of volunteers.

Age as a Factor in Employment

Public and Private Sector Organisations

Almost half of all employers (48%) stated that a person’s age was not

important in the recruitment of staff as compared to only 10% who said

that age was important, indicating a more age positive approach than had

been found in previous studies (for example, Taylor and Walker, 1998).

A notable proportion (42%) however said they had no definite opinion on

the matter and gave a neutral response. This might suggest that employ-

ers are sensitive to age-related issues in the run up to anti-age discrimi-

nation legislation (October, 2006) and are careful not to respond or to

respond in positive terms only, or that there has been some sort of

change in attitude amongst employers, which could herald new opportu-

nities for workers of all ages.

“We do not put a limit on age. We do not put an age limit on anybody,
you know as far as we are concerned it’s the individual that suits the
role, has the skills and qualifications we’re looking for and we’ll
interview them.” (Female 30-39, Personnel Manager, Business).
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However other interviewees were quite clear and more direct in stating

their reasons for preferring a particular age group:

“We generally tend to employ people up to 35. That’s because of the
industry, it’s dead creative, all the computers we use are all totally
up-to-date, very modern so yes its generally because of the indus-
try.” (Male 30-39, Partner, Marketing).

“It is a very competitive industry and a lot of people tend to sort of
have younger people working for them because obviously in the
past younger people have worked for less money. But we’d rather
employ the older person in the same job role…these people have
got a wealth of experience behind them.” (Male 50-59, General
Manager, Transport).

Both of the above give an insight into how perceptions of age may in fact

formulate into assumptions regarding suitability for the posts in question.

They both cite how specific age groups are preferred by their companies,

but for very different reasons. The first attributes their need for younger

employees as being geared towards people with high grade knowledge

of computer based technology and presumes that the creativity required

in this field is more easily found amongst the younger end of the labour

market. The second values the older workers experience due to their

wealth of experience, but acknowledges that younger workers in a com-

petitive market are cheaper to employ.

The term ‘older worker’ was explored amongst employers, the quote

below illustrates the potential confusion the question posed.

“To be honest I don’t have any perceived version of what an older
person is. You know we have got a few people above retirement age
working for us. They are not perceived in a way, you know, as being
classified as old.” (Male 40-49, General Manager, Hospitality).

Of those that did specify an age, there was a range from thirty years to

eighty years for men and women. A minority of employers (8%) said that

women become older at age forty or under, and 7% of employers held the

same view for men. Whilst in the minority two employers did state that

people over thirty would be classed as older. Around one third of employ-

ers considered women to be older between the ages of forty-one and fifty,

with slightly fewer employers applying the same age range to men. These
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results indicate that women are perceived as older at a slightly earlier age

than men. The average (mean) age for women was fifty-five compared to

fifty-six for men

On the issue of age equality it was felt that this may be affected by the

ethos of the company in which people work. If a company generally

recruits from a younger cohort, this may foster an attitude amongst fellow

workers whereby people over the age of thirty are perceived be ‘older’

earlier.

“I think there is a perception amongst the young because they tend
to think anyone over twenty-five is old, probably [laughing] and
amongst certain companies – some companies have an absolute
cut off and will not take people on of a certain age. But I think there
is a perception that once you go past thirty, thirty-five, you’re an
older worker.” (Female 30-39, Personnel Manager, Business).

A sizeable number of employers (39%) considered men to be too old if

they were sixty years of age or under. Rather more (46%) considered

women to be too old at age sixty or under. Although only one employer

did state that, women were too old at forty and men too old at fifty. Given

the evidence of the difficulties people in their fifties face when trying to

access employment, it does highlight that these views do exist amongst

employers and may be covertly operating in recruitment processes. The

extent to which the age of being too old is related to or informed by the

current gender difference in the state pension age (SPA) is unclear.

The average (mean) age at which large organisations considered people

to be too old to recruit was fifty-eight, compared with medium-sized

organisations who on average gave an age of fifty-nine and small organ-

isations an average age of sixty-five. There were some important sector

differences as well. The average age at which employers in manufactur-

ing and construction considered people to be too old to recruit was

fifty-eight for men and fifty-five for women, some 5 plus years lower than

the average age stated by employers in the service sector (sixty-four for

both men and women) and business sector (sixty-five for both men and

women). A possible explanation for this difference may be related to the

physical nature of construction and manufacturing and the possible
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decline in physical fitness amongst older men and women. The consider-

ation of older workers and the possible difficulties they may face in a

particular industry were discussed, and whilst some workers may be

physically disadvantaged it may not be solely because of their age, many

older people are much fitter than some of their younger counterparts, but

age was the focus of the rationale given here,

“Because the production could be considered to be, you know,
reasonably, not heavy work, but you’re talking about a 12-hour shift,
you’re on your feet probably for quite a lot of that time and you’re
also moving around…. some of the working environment around the
machines particularly, will be hot and humid and dusty so it’s not an
industry that is well matched to older people, just because of the
amount of physical work. But it doesn’t mean that, you know, we
don’t take them on and obviously if they come with experience from
a ship yard or something like that then they’ll bring a lot of new things
to the place too.” (Female 41, Human Resource Manager, Manufac-
turing).

When recruiting for a managerial post 17% of employers stated that age

was no barrier. However, over half of the rest of the employers were more

likely to feel that women, were too old at age sixty and under (52%) but

only 42% had the same view for men. The age at which managerial

appointments were made varied, one employer expressed a preference

for a younger age group, suggesting that people aged 20-40 were easier

to mould. He added that the older the manager, the more set in their ways

they are.

“I mean…I think there is a perception, I think I hinted at it before, that
when it comes to management, you know if I’ve got 10 candidates I
would probably look at some - not very young. I think there is a
discrimination against very young people as well – those people in
the sort of 25-40 age would probably be at the top of my list before
I looked at the other extremes. I think there is a presumption that
young people in management are easier to manipulate in terms of
getting your company message across…25-30 is a good age group
and you can mould them into the company ways sort of thing.” (Male
40-49, General Manager, Hospitality).

In the survey, 52 employers gave a maximum age they would consider

someone for a management post, ranging from twenty to fifty-five years.

However, the majority of appointments followed the ‘golden decade’

model (Itzin and Phillipson, 1993) of 30-40 years (63%). This opens up

the debate once again for women who take time out of their career to to
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have and raise children. The relative inequality of access to higher

echelon management positions,  which women have continually failed to

reach, may be partly due to their lack of participation during the ‘golden

decade’ and the employers perceptions of a particular age band from

which they prefer to recruit to management.

The pressure that (some) senior women felt on returning to work soon

after maternity leave - perhaps fearing that a break in employment might

adversely affect their career was well understood by this employer,

“I think women naturally maybe want to have children and what have
you, and I think that can affect their career because we’ve had one
woman here who has been on maternity leave and she went back
within a month because she wanted to keep the relationship with the
client, and that can…it shouldn’t… but it can be damaged, if there is
a break you know. If somebody takes over your client base when
you are not there…. the client may say: ‘well I prefer to stay with
them’ so it’s a bit cut throat then.” (Female 30-39, Personnel Manag-
er, Business).

Double Jeopardy: Age and Gender

There was overwhelming support for the notion that women faced a

double jeopardy of gender and age discrimination, particularly in respect

to management and the under-representation of women in senior posi-

tions:
“There is still a glass ceiling. It’s still interesting to see who [is] on the
boards, especially in public services.” (Female 50-59, HR Director).

This gender effect was particularly strong amongst women in their fifties

who were often held back or judged in relation to people’s perceptions of

and expectations about their generation. The employer above used her

own experience to illustrate the point,

“I mean I’ve been in the [caring profession] a long time, but it’s
amazing, you bump into people who you knew from a previous
existence, you know, from before you got to the elevated position of
Director in your title and they say ‘you’ve done well for yourself’ and
you say you know, ‘yes’ and then afterwards you think, I wonder if
they would have said that to a man of my age, and whether they
would have said that to a women who was 15 years younger,
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because I think there is …… people’s perception of where you
should be and  what a surprise that is.” (Female 50-59, Human
Resource Director).

Whilst a notable proportion of employers (17%) applied age restrictions

to certain job roles or tasks, most were statutory or for health and safety

reasons and applied to younger and older workers (i.e. 18 years of age

for bar work). The most common age restriction was 65 years of age for

driving1. However one employer said that despite the DVLA setting an

upper age requirement for driving if the applicant passed his or her

medical test at that age, he would employ them. He also said that he had

employed ‘retired’ people in the past and would continue to do so.

Another employer discussed the issue of apprenticeship, highlighting its

cultural association with youth and how this might alter in the future:

“We do have an age limit [for apprentices] but it’s because of the
funding that we get from X, again whether that will change when the
age discrimination legislation stuff comes in? We take on anybody,
from sort of 16 to sort of starting A’ level kind of levels, er, if
somebody has taken a year out or done a gap year all those certain
types of things that’s all fine, but at the moment the funding doesn’t
allow us to take sort of 20, 30, 40, 50 year olds.” (Female 41, Human
Resource Manager, Manufacturing).

It was found to be significant that those employers who applied age

restrictions to certain job roles or tasks were also those most likely to be

experiencing labour shortages (57%) when compared to those who did

not apply age restrictions (16%).

We asked employers what might discourage them from employing an

older person. A third of employers gave reasons why a persons age may

discourage them from offering an appointment. The reasons given below

indicate that whilst some factors are outside the control of the organisa-

tion others are not:

 employment policy (i.e. insurance coverage)

 pay back period on time spent in employment before retirement

 low return on investment in training.
“I think if you are 55,  [am I] going to get good value out of you... I
would support managers if they were to say that to me….if you’re
trying to get someone to move into a career at that age, that’s hugely

1 at age 70 a person must apply to renew their licence
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difficult, because you do have to look at the years of service that
people can give, and you know their capacity to be able to go
through the education system that [the post] requires.” (Female
50-59, Human Resource Director).

Generally those employers currently experiencing recruitment problems

and labour shortages were the most likely to give reasons for not employ-

ing older workers.

When asked what job role might be unavailable to a person aged fifty or

over, one in five could not think of any job role to which such a person

may have difficulty in adapting to. The reasons for perhaps not giving a

position to a person over fifty was due to the physical nature of the work,

or that the person may not be up to date with computer based work.

Just under half did not answer the question, maybe indicating that it was

difficult to answer or that realistically there was no preclusion for a fifty

plus applicant. Given the evidence of Platman and Tinker (1998) and the

current labour force participation rates of the over fifties, must lead us to

question whether perhaps  preconceptions about age, which may operate

within the workplace - perhaps leading to discriminatory practices - could

not be conveyed with confidence to the researchers at this stage in the

debate around age legislation.

There was evidence of job typing or of older people preferring to work in

certain areas. Some felt that their older staff were slowing down or getting

tired. Others identified bridging jobs, when nearing the end of career

employment – jobs in which people ‘kept their hand in’ and enjoyed the

more social aspect of work:

“We have advertised in the past for a mechanic and age didn’t
matter, but we couldn’t find anyone of that age who still wants to do
it, because it’s such a physically demanding job, it’s a young man’s
job if you like. Really you know…if you get somebody who’s older
like the yard man or delivery driver or whatever they will take on that
role.” (Male  50-59, General Manager, Transport).

“It’s probably wrong for me to say this in a way, but I don’t think that
there are any older people [in the organisation] who have any great
ambitions, but that may be down to the job role they’re doing, they’re
getting on in years and quite honestly [they have] different priorities
and you know they’ve decided what they wanted to do and they are
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quite happy to come along and get the social environment of work….
get the money….and then go off and do what they want to do.” (Male
40-49, General Manager, Hospitality).

There was a perception however amongst some employers that older

people were perhaps more suited to, or expected to be recruited into

more highly paid or managerial roles:

“I wouldn’t expect an older person to come for a junior designers job,
for one, the wages, they wouldn’t want the wages, so?… and
probably we are a younger industry because of it being designer
lead. If I was employing someone older it would be on a manage-
ment level or an accounts handler level and I wouldn’t have a
problem, whether it was a man or a women and it would be down to
personality, personality and experience.” (Male 30-39, Partner, Mar-
keting).

“I think in certain roles here – in our back operations it’s the salary,
the rate of pay and the job that puts them off,  because if they are
older workers or more experienced workers they’re not going to
want to come in at that level.” (Female  30-39, Personnel Manager,
Business Sector).

Voluntary Sector Organisations

Recruitment strategies highlighted some clear differences between the

recruitment of paid staff and volunteers. According to 49% of the organi-

sations, the best avenue to recruit paid staff was through advertising. The

most effective types of advertising was through the use of newspapers

(local and national), which seemed to be the most popular.

“They generally advertise in (service type) magazine…But they
advertise…on the website and I think they advertise in the Guardian
or Guardian group of papers.” (Female 40-49, Manager, National
organisation/charity).

The practice of word of mouth was often used  as a method  for recruiting

paid staff within the voluntary sector.

“ I think also quite a lot of the people who apply tend to be friends or
relatives of people who have worked for us before…it is the kind of
people who are aware of us already and we try and recruit local
people in the area, its part of the social enterprise stuff, you know try
to give back to the community." (Female 40-49, Manager, Local
organisation/charity).
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Despite newspaper adverts being very popular, one organisation repre-

sentative found this method unsuccessful and had to resort to other

methods that he felt might be less compliant with equal opportunities.

“The last time we advertised in the (local paper) we actually got a
rubbish response, I don’t know if we got anybody coming through
and it was quite expensive…I think we also put up posters and stuff
and in the end I actually used a connection, possibly not in line with
equal opportunities, but from that we actually got more answers.”
(Male 18-29, Development Officer, Local organisation/charity).

For the recruitment of volunteers, organisations deemed external agen-

cies and word of mouth as the most successful way of attracting volun-

teers. Often volunteers had prior experience of being involved in their

communities.

“The vast majority of people will come to use because they are
actively involved in one or more voluntary or community groups
locally and they will know something about us or they will know
something about our (service) already before they come to us.”
(Male 30-39, Director, Local organisation/charity).

Some organisations also identified how service users were often likely to

volunteer for the organisations that have helped them. Knowledge of or

experience of being helped by a voluntary service also drew people into

the sector who had experienced the benefits of their help.

“About 25% of people who come to volunteer have been service
users. So they have used the service, benefited from the service and
thought I’d like to do that, with no intention of getting a job out of it,
but just thought I’d like to do that.” (Female 40-49, Manager, Nation-
al organisation/charity).

Recruitment also took place at related events where literature about the

organisations was given out. Advertising at related events was the other

main method of recruitment used for volunteers.

The sector promoted their voluntary roles as either a leisure activity or as

a work like role. Although the majority of respondents did not target any

particular age groups when recruiting, a number of organisations did say

they were more likely to target the over fifties for volunteers compared to

only 2% targeting this group for paid staff, indicating that older workers
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may be perceived as more acceptable as volunteers than they are as

paid staff in this sector. Similarly, out of those organisations with staff,

78% said nothing would discourage them from employing someone over

fifty, compared to 92% who said nothing would deter them from taking on

volunteers over fifty. Thus indicating a slight difference in attitude towards

people in paid and volunteering roles, and recruitment of people over fifty.

Despite the overall positive attitude towards older workers, there was

some evidence whereby a representative reported she was targeting a

particular paid role towards a younger person, as she did not perceive an

older person to be as suitable.

“I thought actually I might try for a local young person who had
maybe some typing skills and computer skills just to kind of start
them off on the road, because it is only short term. I’m hoping I can
get two years funding for it, but say a lot of mature people want fixed
jobs long term. That’s what I had in my head anyway, perhaps
somebody local who might not stand a chance somewhere else.”
(Female 50-59, Manager, Local organisation/charity).

A slightly more positive attitude towards the recruitment of older people

as volunteers is also reflected in the maximum recruitment ages specified

for this group, which tended to be higher than the ages given for paid

staff.

Over half of the organisations would not regard any applicant as being

too old to recruit to paid employment in the sector. The knowledge of the

sector and how people often move from paid staff to undertaking a

volunteer role in later life prompted this response.

“I just haven’t got any prejudices about older people I think they can
bring a lot of experience…personally, I think older people can bring
a lot to the organisation and probably won’t be quite as [ambitious],
obviously we have people who are quite brutally career focused in
the organisation which can cause problems and conflicts and obvi-
ously we don’t want people wrestling with each other to get to the
top. I generally perceive that not to be the case with older members
of staff, who maybe have had their career or are looking to make
some sort of career set, but gradually.” (Male 30-39, Director, Local
organisation/charity).

In terms of those that did specify an age at which they would possibly

consider someone as being too old to recruit, some organisations were
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slightly more inclined to give an age of between sixty and sixty-four for

females (18%) and males (14%). The age band limit mostly favoured by

approximately 20% of employers in this sector was sixty-five to sixty-nine

for males and females. Only 11% of organisations would consider appli-

cations from people of seventy and over.

The factors, which affected the 70+ age cut off cited for potential staff was

further explored,

“I don’t know, I sort of plucked it out of the air really.” (Female 30-39,
Coordinator, Local organisation/charity).

“Well, are there really many 70 year olds wanting to start work? You
see the reason I am hesitating is…normally the retirement age is 65
and increasingly we are getting applications to extend that beyond
65. So far the applications to do so have been agreed, but it is on a
yearly basis, post-65. But we have (one member of staff) who has
just reached 65 and was actually ill at the thought of having to retire,
he hasn’t had to retire, we have happily kept him on because he is
a really good member of staff, but I saw the effect the possibility of
retirement had on him, it was quite devastating, but then seventy I’m
not sure, it is all relative to your own age you know.” (Female 60+,
Manager, Regional organisation/charity).

Again the notion of physical difficulties was given as a reason for not

taking on an older worker:

“They might be required to do quite a bit of travelling, quite a bit of
work in the evening. So I just feel it might be asking too much of
them, a lot of the physical side to it.” (Female 40-49, Manager,
National organisation/charity).

However, another interviewee outlines the issue of insurance costs from

having paid staff of that age group.

“I think we would recruit up to seventy, so anyone who applied, you
know if they met the person specification would get an automatic
interview and I think generally, we would take them on if under
seventy, but over seventy we would have to refer to head office
because you need special insurance.” (Female 40-49, Manager,
National organisation/charity).

In terms of the volunteers, organisations seemed to be more ‘age-friend-

ly’ in their maximum recruitment ages than for paid staff, with almost three
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quarters of the organisations saying that there was no specific age at

which a man or women would be seen as too old to recruit as a volunteer.

“I think for a volunteer, because they can, there is not as much
expectation of them (like for paid staff). So, for example (volunteers
name) who’s 80, he can be a volunteer for as long as he likes as far
as I’m concerned…when you are a volunteer you can really pick and
choose what you do and there is no pressure on any of the volun-
teers to undertake any of the activities.” (Female 40-49, Manager,
National organisation/charity).

“It is different to staff to be honest. The bottom line is ….the differ-
ence I see is that at 70 for example I would be very happy to do a
voluntary job but I don’t know if I would want to take the responsibil-
ity of a paid job…I am not saying I am right, but I think that, my
thought processes tell me that.” (Female 60+, Manager, Regional
organisation/charity).

As with the paid staff in the sector, the issue of insurance and the

additional cost this may incur was cited as a factor which may affect the

recruitment of an older volunteer.

 “We just have to be careful that for anyone over 70, we take out
additional insurance for them…I mean we’ve not got anyone over 70
on (one particular job role) It’s not because of paying the insurance
as I don’t think it is an astronomical amount and I don’t think it’s a
problem. I think it is more someone getting to 70 and thinking, I still
want to come in, but I would like to do something less demanding.”
(Female 40-49, Manager, National organisation/charity).

With reference to those that did specify an age, 11% of organisations said

that an applicant may be too old if aged between sixty and seventy for

men and women  and 16% of organisations specified an age of seventy-

one and older as too old. One interviewee that said seventy was too old

to recruit, gave the nature of their volunteer roles as a reason.

“I was thinking well physically I mean like (one service area) it is
quite a physical [role], but I mean X is 75 and she works here as a
volunteer about 3 or 4 days a week, but that is unusual I would have
thought and she tells us ‘I’m too old!’ But no one forces her to come.”
(Male 18-29, Development Officer, Local organisation /charity).

Perceptions and assumptions regarding a person’s age and the decisions

on their suitability for employment to paid or unpaid work can be based

upon a whole range of messages from society, through media interpreta-
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tions, previous experience, knowledge of a persons capability and ones

own subjective opinion. Given that this study highlights the double jeop-

ardy of gender and age, it would seem timely to also begin to explore how

cross cutting areas of for example disability and age, or race and age may

impact upon a person life chances. In the face of new legislation many

pre-conceived ideas about ageing and how we view the differences in

age will be challenged. In addition the proposed changes to increase the

pension age to sixty-eight by 2046 will happen in three stages: the first

increase, from sixty-five to sixty-six, will be phased in over two years

starting in 2024, with sixty-eight being reached in the third stage by 2046.

In light of the findings from this study there would appear to be an

imperative for employers to review their current recruitment and advance-

ment policies, instigate all staff into taking up training on the issues of

ageism and how this operates within the workplace.

Recruitment and Retention Issues

Public and Private Sector Organisations

Over a third of organisations were experiencing recruitment problems.

Employers in manufacturing and construction were having the hardest

problem recruiting new staff (45%) whilst the least likely to be experienc-

ing such problems were those in the business sector (29%). The need to

recruit new staff was expressed by over 40% of employers in large and

medium-sized companies and by around 25% of those in small-sized

companies. Hence, recruitment was a significant concern for employers

across a wide variety of organisations and industrial sectors.

In addition to recruiting the appropriate staff for their organisation, many

employers raised concerns over retention levels. Employers from various

sectors were experiencing problems retaining their staff (35% in manu-

facturing and construction, 32% in the business sector and 27% in the

service sector). It was also the case that the larger the organisation, the

greater the problem in retaining staff (42% of large organisations, 30% of

medium-sized organisations and 15% of small organisations).
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Over half of the organisations who were finding it difficult to retain staff

had also operated a mandatory retirement scheme with an average

retirement age of sixty-five. Only 45% offered the option of later retire-

ment and even fewer (23%) gave their staff the option of partial or gradual

retirement, a factor which may influence the current tensions in recruit-

ment and retention. There was evidence, however, of some employers

moving towards a more flexible approach to the retirement process.

“But we’ve certainly been looking at difficulties in recruitment and
retention, about what we do about the recruitment profile there and
seeing if we want to encourage more people to stay.” (Female
50-59, Human Resource Director).

It was also the case that organisations providing flexible work options

were slightly less likely to be experiencing retention problems, perhaps

confirming the possible role of job flexibility in prolonging labour market

attachment.

Voluntary Sector Organisations

Over half of those surveyed from the voluntary sector agreed that they

were experiencing difficulties in recruiting people to the sector as well as

retaining them. These difficulties in retention may be linked to a variety of

reasons. The majority of employers in the voluntary sector (61%) felt that

a paid staff position was more stressful than a volunteer role with just

under a third of employers believing the volunteer role was stressful.

When asked whether they felt paid work in the sector was demanding all

organisations agreed, but only 15% felt that the work of volunteers could

be called the same. It was significant that those who had agreed that the

paid staff roles were stressful, were also those organisations most likely

to have recruitment and retention difficulties.

The commitment to the promotion of equal opportunities within the

workforce whilst actively being pursued, also presented some difficulties

in getting people from minority groups into a post:

“We don’t measure the age, we do ask about disabilities, we do ask
about black, racial minorities, ethnic groupings. We don’t struggle to
get the applicants, particularly from those communities; we struggle
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to get them onto shortlist and those that we do shortlist, for whatever
reason, we tend to find that they just don’t come to the interviews at
all. ….we’ve not got black or racial minorities, no disabled people,
so we are looking at a strategy for trying to attract candidates from
those communities.” (Male 30-39, Director, Local organisation/ char-
ity).

However, recruitment difficulties were related to the nature and require-

ments of the job roles, also included were issues regarding transport and

the difficulties in negotiating the benefits system, were cited as potential

problems the agencies had to face when trying to recruit to the sector

“The people that we are looking for in the staff team have to be
qualified (profession)…[they are] like gold dust at the moment and
they can just pick and choose their jobs, so I think it is difficult,
particularly when I think they are looking for part time staff, because
of people not wanting to go from a lucrative full time job… into a part
time post.” (Female 40-49, Manager, National organisation/charity).

“It is sometimes difficult to recruit staff and a lot of that I think has to
do with transport difficulties and you have to be able to move around
the area really, with ease.” (Female 60+, Manager, Regional
organisation/charity).

With employment being less of an issue than in the past and the issues

surrounding volunteering when unemployed, the vicissitudes of the ben-

efit system appear to hamper the recruitment of volunteers.

“There is not enough unemployment and where there is unemploy-
ment the job centre doesn’t always see volunteering as a plan for
work …we have a number of volunteers who are in receipt of
incapacity benefit who obviously couldn’t do paid work because of
their incapacity…. if they did voluntary work then they could lose
their benefit with the changing legislation. So they become a bit
[less] confident about doing that now.” (Female 40-49, Manager,
National organisation/charity).

The general lack of interest in the voluntary sector was highlighted as a

major reason for under recruitment to volunteering.

“There just doesn’t seem to be that many people interested in
volunteering at the moment.” (Male 40-49, Development Officer,
Local organisation/charity).
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Sector Comparisons

Just under half of the voluntary agencies did not consider that there was

a specific age at which paid staff would be to old to recruit, this figure

dropped to 15% for private and public organisations. However it must be

acknowledged that these views may contradict organisational policy. It

would be possibly naïve to suggest that they do not have influence in the

recruiting process. Additionally, more employers (33%) in those sectors

were likely to be able to cite reasons that may discourage them from

employing older workers than those in the voluntary sector (8%) and were

also more likely to apply age restrictions to certain roles or tasks (17%)

than voluntary organisations (3%).

No differences were found between the various sectors, in terms of

criteria  deemed important when recruiting staff, they included qualifica-

tions, personality, references, employment history and transferable skills.1

It was found that whilst labour shortages were similar amongst all sectors,

employers in the private and public sectors were also experiencing a

combination of skill shortages, recruitment and retention difficulties, with

fewer voluntary sector agencies experiencing them to the same extent.

However the reasons for such difficulties seem to vary between the two

main sectors with the voluntary sector relating their problems of recruit-

ment to high levels of employment and the difficulties of attracting poten-

tial volunteers without tem losing benefit entitlement, as well as a general

lack of interest in the sector.

Whilst measures were deemed to be in place to ensure equality of

opportunity, it was reported that there were difficulties in getting minority

applicants from the short-listing process and into post.

Finally, the demographic changes seem to be beginning to bite, certainly

within the private and public sector agencies, which may be more to do
1 The voluntary sector (VSO) questionnaire did not request information regarding skills
learned in the home, but did use the term transferable skills. Given the low order of
importance found amongst the private and public sector employers (PPE) on the value
of home skills and the higher level of importance attached to transferable skills as
used in both the PPE and VSO questionnaire a direct comparison between the sectors
could not be made.
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with a lack of younger workers in general. It may be the case that

employers would need to re-appraise their policies on flexible working,

as the survey shows, the less flexibility within an organisation the more

likely it is that they will experience problems with retention as well as

labour and skills shortages.

Training and Promotion

Public and Private Sector Organisations

Lack of training amongst the older workforce is an area of research which

has found that fewer people over the age of 40 are either not willing to

take up offers of training or are not being put forward for training (Taylor

and Urwin 2001, Labour force survey 2005).

Overall 64% of employers disagreed with the assertion that it is a better

investment to train younger rather than older workers. When asked at

what age might they consider a person to perhaps be ‘too old’ to train,

less than half of employers said that age did not present a barrier. One in

three did not answer the question. A small number of employers in this

study (7 in total) said that they did not provide training for people past the

age of fifty. Of those that did respond, a small percentage (7%) set a

maximum age of fifty-five for men and 11% of employers said the same

for women. Rather more however set an upper limit of sixty or over for

men (28%) and women (24%) this was especially the case for those in

manufacturing and construction (41% for men and 29% for women) than

for those in the service sector (30% for men and women) and the

business sector (20% for men and women).

The most common reason given for imposing an age limit on training or

considering a person to perhaps be too old to train was in relation to the

return on the investment in training. Despite one company having no

formal age limit on training, employer attitudes could be seen to restrict

older workers’ access especially in areas where training is costly.

“If you had an applicant who was 55 who’d been in X [profession]
the same time as somebody who was 35, I don’t think you’d find
discrimination actually there. But in terms of recruiting in to train,
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basic training, managers would not recruit in at that upper end of the
age group to basic training…they might question even people re-
turning at that age who had been out of the service for a long time…
part of that would be the amount of time you would need to give, the
capacity to catch up… So I think you might find there’d be reluctance
on that front. It wouldn’t overtly be that, it would always be at the
back of the managers’ mind.” (Female 50-59,  Human Resource
Director).

Another employer identified the importance of training for all age groups:

“We provide a lot of training within [name of organisation] regardless
of age or if they’re on a contract or full time - they still get, especially
the statutory training because they have to have that, but they still
get all the basic skills training…everyone goes through that, it’s not
just your full time people. It’s everybody. It’s people from all different
departments regardless of what job they do, there will still be a set
criteria for that job.” (Female 30-39, Human Resource Co-ordinator,
Service Sector).

There was evidence that older and younger workers might find it difficult

in adapting to training, but for different reasons related to their age:

“You get some youngsters who are very difficult to get motivated and
trained and equally sometimes older people can get stuck in their
ways but you know there is an equal proportion of both I think.”
(Male 40-49, General Manager, Hospitality).

When asked at what age might a person be considered to be ‘too old’ for

promotion, 50% said that age was not a criterion for deciding who would

be put forward. Again a considerable number (one in three) did not

answer the question. Of those that did respond, 4% said that men were

too old if they were aged fifty-five. However, 7% said that women were

too old if they were aged fifty-five. Although these are relatively small

numbers they indicate a perception amongst some employers that wom-

en, more so than men, are considered older at age fifty-five (a trend

discussed earlier). However, the majority of employers who responded

(16%) set an upper limit of sixty for men and women. Although there is

some indication of a perception amongst some employers of ageing

being viewed differently for men and women, it remains somewhat

unclear as to why so many employers did not respond to some of the

questions regarding age in relation to recruitment, training and promotion.
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Voluntary Sector Organisations

Some voluntary sector organisations offered several training opportuni-

ties to their paid staff, which were readily available and easily accessible

to them.

“Yes we have a training section…we offer a range…we provide
external training, you know can’t do it for everybody every year… but
there are a lot of opportunities.” (Female 60+, Manager, Regional
organisation/charity).

Some indicated how the annual appraisal process identified key areas

where training could be used to develop staff.

“Everyone has an individual training plan. So they have an appraisal
once a year and at the end of the appraisal there is a section on
training and they say what they would like to do over the next 12
months and they have an individual training plan which links into the
(organisations) overall training plan.” (Female 40-49, Manager,
National organisation/charity).

“Well all staff have personal development reviews…and that’s about
identifying training needs for the individual and the organisation.”
(Male 40-49, Development Officer, Local organisation/charity).

There was however some indication that not all agencies are able or

willing to provide staff training.

“ …some of them do have training built into their contracts and that
is kind of part of my contract as well. Here in the (X) there is not a
great of deal of training. Most of it is on the job, people get shown
how to do things. Some people do a health and hygiene course, or
some go on health and safety and first aid.” (Male 18-29, Develop-
ment Officer, Local organisation/charity).

For the volunteers there seemed to be less training available than that for

paid staff. Although most offered induction training, after that it tended to

be only sporadic opportunities that were available.

“Initially there is an induction with the board …[but] because I
basically do everything here I haven’t got like a training programme
for volunteers because it would take up more time than it would be
worth in terms of what would come back in volunteering. But at some
point I know there could be something like that, if the organisation
grew sufficiently to support that.” (Female 30-39, Coordinator, Local
organisation/charity).
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”Well basically anything that I can get hold of that doesn’t cost me
anything…we don’t have a training budget so to speak.” (Female
50-59, Manager, Local organisation/charity).

There was an assumption that older volunteers may not be receptive to

training and that if provided it may place further expectations on the

volunteer to perhaps undertake more work.

“Well, they don’t mind volunteering but I think they think, “ if I do that
training they might expect a bit more of me and I might be tied down
then”…. and they’ve worked all their lives, so they don’t mind doing
a little bit of voluntary work to suit them and that’s fine by me.”
(Female 50-59, Manager, Local organisation/charity).

Although many voluntary organisations did run training for all their em-

ployees and volunteers, or accessed it from other sources, some organi-

sations in this sector did apply age restrictions to such training

opportunities.

Just under 70% of organisations stated that age was not a factor in

whether they offered training to their staff. Of those who specified an age

cut off around 10% of organisations cited 60-65 as the cut off age point

for women for training, compared to 9% stating the same age for males.

Similarly 9% and 8% of organisations cited the older age of 65-69 for

males and females respectively. However 13% of organisations said that

they felt age seventy and over would be too old to consider a person for

training.

For volunteers within this sector 79% of organisations said that there was

no specific age at which they would consider a person too old to train.

From the remaining organisations 8% specified 55-69 and around 13%

stated seventy and over as being the age at which volunteers would be

too old undertake training.

These results show that voluntary organisations were more likely to apply

age cut-off points to their training opportunities for their paid staff than for

their volunteers. However, there tended to be more opportunities for paid

staff than there were for volunteers in the first place. Of those that did

place age limits on training, gender differences were marginal.
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The training age limits provided a variety of responses from employers,

which varied from full support for training of all ages to restricting training

opportunities, and a perceived lack of interest by volunteers towards

training.

“I don’t think they are ever too old. I mean we have got a volunteer
who is 81…she goes on training days.” (Female 40-49, Manager,
National organisation/charity).

One interviewee that has a training age limit at their organisation high-

lights a perceived lack of return on the cost of training older people.

“I think really it is down to cost. We are a very small organisation;
we’ve got increasing need for accountability…and there is lots of
training that people have to do … I think it is just people who are over
65 maybe, well some people at that age, they don’t want to do any
more training, other people do want to do it, but we are not econom-
ically going to get a return on that really in time.” (Female 40-49,
Manager, Local organisation/charity).

Sometimes the staff/volunteers may hold negative views about opportu-

nities for training, which might inhibit them from taking part, rather than it

being an organisational decision.

“Our oldest member of staff is a woman certainly in her late
50’s…she lacks confidence in her competency skills, but she’s an
extremely good member of staff and you wouldn’t look at her and
think she is that age… Although she would like to learn more things
and have that piece of paper for herself, I think she thinks it’s not
worth the effort really…She lacks the confidence to do [training]…I
think that is related to age and I think that its related to sort of
traditional attitudes really and a mentality of her age group not to do
that.” (Female 40-49, Manager, Local organisation/charity).

It was evident that some organisations in the voluntary sector did limit the

training opportunities for their older paid staff and volunteers an that

some organisations felt that even if training was readily available and on

offer to their older workers, they may not actually want to take part

anyway.

Sector Comparisons

Voluntary organisations were more likely to agree that it is was not a

better investment to train younger rather than older workers, than em-
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ployers in the private and public sectors. They were also more age

positive in their attitudes towards training opportunities, with the majority

of voluntary agencies not applying age restrictions on their workers.

Amongst the two main sectors it was more likely that employers in the

private public sectors would apply age restrictions and were more likely

to set this at sixty years and under, compared to the voluntary sector who

tended to set them at sixty years and over.

Given the age profile differences between the sectors with the voluntary

sector having almost half of their paid staff over the age of fifty, and the

private and public sectors having less than one quarter of their workers

over fifty, this may then account for the slight differences in age cut offs.

Whilst training policies are partly informed by the profile of the workers

and the needs of the organisation, there is now a need to re-appraise

such policies to ensure the new age legislation is complied with. Age

restrictions for some areas of employment can be justified but when

evidence as found by Platman and Tinker (1998) and labour market data

suggests that age restrictions are not solely based upon rational decision

making, then the findings from this study would indicate that age restric-

tions based upon a variety of reasons, impact upon the older worker and

discriminates against them taking up opportunities to engage with training

and advancement. If they are not too old to work then they should not be

too old to train.

Retirement and Pensions

Policies and attitudes towards retirement varied between the different

types of organisations involved in the study. In identifying whether organ-

isations had mandatory retirement ages or offered flexible retirement

options it was possible to gain insights into the attitudes and viewpoints

held by employers towards employment exit and age. Narratives around

gender and retirement offered some valuable insights.

Public and Private Sector Organisations

Just under half (47 in total) of employers had a mandatory retirement

scheme in place. Of these, 76% set a retirement age of sixty-five for men,
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while 63% had the same for women. A notable proportion of employers

(13%) did not know the average age at which their staff usually retired.

Those that did specify an age said that male employees usually retired

between sixty and sixty-five years of age while female employees retired

earlier, usually at age sixty or under. However, there was some evidence

of flexibility in both the nature of retirement and the retirement process

with 38% of employers offering the option of later retirement and 27%

offering partial or gradual retirement (for example, a reduction in working

hours). Rather more (41%) however offered voluntary early retirement,

which ranged from fifty to sixty-five years of age. In terms of later

retirement, a third of employers operating such a scheme did not set a

maximum retirement age (preferring instead to consider it on a case by

case basis) 47% set an upper age limit of between sixty-five and seventy,

and 1 in 5 employers allowed their staff to continue working after seventy

years of age. Although there was some indication that this might alter in

response to the proposed rise in the state pension age,

“The way the company describes it [retirement age] …is, that’s the
mandatory age [65], but we’ve had a lot of people asking about
continuing to work until they’re seventy and I’m sure the figure will
change. But it’s just at the minute that’s the way the company is kind
of geared up for the pension and those things, but with increasing
pressure and I’m sure possibly with the help of some legislation it
will change.” (Female  41, Human Resource Manager, Manufactur-
ing).

Some employers said that staff wanted to retire early because of burn out

or the pressure of a senior role, or that they wanted to spend more time

with the family or travelling. But there were just as many employers who

said that staff wanted the option to work beyond the normal retirement

age or scale down into a less stressful and strenuous job role.

“We’ve got two managers of that age group who have been here for
a long time. One since she practically left school, one for a good few
years and both of them have asked to be relieved of their duties as
managers and want to wind down. So they’re coming towards
retirement and don’t want the responsibility… I think that’s what a lot
of people think as well. I think some men and women may seize the
opportunity for the last five years to push their pension up, give
themselves a bit of a challenge, but some are winding down and
thinking ‘I don’t want to be bothered anymore’.” (Female 30-39,
Personnel Manager, Business Sector).
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“We don’t have a fixed [retirement] age…the approach was very
much, to some extent, me going up to them you know when they got
to the [state] retirement age [and asking] ‘are you continuing?’ and
they all positively said ‘yes, we would like to continue’ and that was
the end of that.” (Male 40-49, General Manager, Care Sector).

One organisation’s retirement policy allowed its staff to work beyond the

normal retirement age, but applied certain conditions to the extension:

“We do allow people to stay on past sixty-five. They don’t have to
finish then, but we look at what their shifts will be, what days they’re
looking at and they have to have like a doctor’s check every year,
just to make sure, you know, that it not affecting them.” (Female
30-39, Human Resource Co-ordinator, Service Sector).

Another gave the option to stay on, for some employees but not others:

“We have a retirement age of sixty so most people on pension
scheme retire…but our oldest member of staff, we’ve just had
someone retire. He was actually the Chief Executive and so he was
a little bit older. He was sixty-five. You tend to get that  when people
are in executive positions, they tend to stay on that little bit longer,
it’s usually agreed that they can.” (Female 30-39, Personnel Manag-
er, Business Sector).

Many employers had a positive approach to retirement, offering succes-

sion planning, exit interviews and pre-retirement rundowns, where six to

seven months before retirement staff drop a shift and then five months

before drop two shifts and so on to help them prepare for retirement.

There was also evidence of people moving into transitional jobs within the

same company, allowing them to combine elements of work and retire-

ment, or to revise their work pattern and move to part time work. The

desire to retain experienced staff was often a determining factor in

whether flexible retirement was provided. As one employer put it,

“if you’ve got somebody who is here five days and you can keep
them for three, you might as well keep them.”  (Female 30-39,
Human Resource Co-ordinator, Hospitality).

Large and medium-sized organisations were more likely to have a man-

datory retirement age in place (65% and 62% respectively) than small

organisations (19%) but there were no significant differences in relation

to the size of the organisation and whether they offered later or partial

retirement. Large organisations were however more likely to offer volun-
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tary early retirement (57%) than medium and small organisations (27%

and 38% respectively) despite the fact that they were also more likely to

be finding it hard to retain staff.

Employers in manufacturing and construction and the business sector

were more likely to have a mandatory retirement age in place (55% and

59% respectively) than those in the service sector (27%). There was no

difference in relation to whether they offered later or partial retirement,

although employers in the business sector were slightly more likely to

offer later retirement (44%) than those in manufacturing and construction

(30%) and the service sector (30%) demonstrating a more flexible ap-

proach to retirement. It is of interest to note that employers in the

business sector were also the least likely to be experiencing labour and

skill shortages.

Employers in construction and manufacturing identified some practical

issues and problems in organising later retirement:

“I think in an industry like mine or this manufacturing site it’s not as
easy as some places because the work is hard on an older frame.
We’re the first place I’ve ever worked in where we have limited
amounts of things that you can offer just because…we’ve had some
people move into more office based work in say quality or in the
planning area. But if you think about the fact we’ve only got 40
people or heads that work in that [area] anyway and you’ve got 360
people working in [the factory] it’s limited chances… for some
people it really isn’t what they want to do. They’ve worked all their
life perhaps in the [factory] and an office based [job] just isn’t [for
them] - it’s very different.” (Female  41,  Human Resource Manager,
Manufacturing).

In the past, manual employees retired either before or at the state

pension age, when they could no longer physically do the job, or at least

were not expected to be able to do so. Those who needed or wanted to

continue working found it difficult to find a new career on account of their

age and lack of relevant experience. More recently however, the ‘bridge’

job following the end of career employment has become an important

resource for the displaced older worker. But the bridge job is largely a

phenomenon of the service sector where maturity is seen as an advan-

tage and hence retired manual workers tend to be confined to the option
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of work in the retail or service sector or non-employment. Yet one

employer argued that given imagination and foresight, the concept of the

bridge job could be applied to manufacturing, preventing older people

leaving jobs they loved.

“Rather than have to go out or feel as if they wanted to go out and
have a little job in X [well-known supermarket] or something like that,
why not have a [pause] little job or less hours in the business you’ve
worked in for so long, and you know just come in for so many hours
in a week? So that could work.” (Female 41, Human Resource
Manager, Manufacturing).

In order to find out employers’ own attitudes towards retirement, we

asked them at what age did they think the state pension age should be

set. 49% of employers felt that the state pension age for men should be

around sixty while 57% felt that it should be around sixty years of age for

women. Hence there is some support amongst employers for an equalis-

ing of the pension age to sixty for men and women. The government’s

favoured option of extending the pension age to over sixty-five years of

age was supported by only 7% of employers. Female employers were

more likely to feel that the state pension age for men and women should

be sixty whilst male employers were more likely to say that it should be

over sixty years of age.

The majority of those interviewed supported the idea of a ‘flexible decade

of retirement’ (Schuller and Walker, 1990) and more choice in the retire-

ment process.

“I just think that you’re forcing people into something… everybody is
saying you should raise the retirement age to 70 and allow people
to work till then. Well I don’t think that you should be forcing people
to do that. I think it should be a choice that you can retire - I don’t
know how they’re going to work the pensions out and everything
else but retire between a given [age] …that is my personal opinion.”
(Female 30-39, Personnel Manager, Business).

Voluntary Sector Organisations

In the voluntary sectors it was found that a quarter of the organisations

had mandatory retirement ages for their paid staff. The majority of which

set them at sixty-five for both men and women, with only one organisation

indicating the age of seventy for all. A few who had paid staff applied
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mandatory ages at their organisations said that these were just contract

standards, but that they could be flexible with these.

“All our employment stuff was done by an agency,  contracts and
stuff…they slotted sixty-five in as a kind of standard, I don’t remem-
ber it ever being discussed as an issue. I think it was only when
completing your questionnaire I looked at that standard and realised
that we did say sixty-five. .. I don’t know,  it wouldn’t be a hard and
fast rule - you know if somebody was getting to sixty-five, could
certainly do a couple of years more, it wouldn’t be an issue to us.”
(Male 30-39, Director, Local organisation/charity).

Reasons for not having mandatory ages were offered.

“I just think it is something that is being kept open, it has always
been policy really that people should work as long as they want to
or need to, if they are healthy and able to carry on the role.” (Female
40-49, Manager, Local organisation/charity).

“I don’t know, it is just not there. People tend to just you know, the
last manager retired when she was 60 but that was her choice. I will
probably retire…when I can, and I’m looking forward to it. It is up to
the individual really. I think if people want to stay on beyond the
retirement age then it will be discussed because we do pay pen-
sions and things but as I say I don’t think the issue has arisen.”
(Female 60+, Manager, Local organisation/charity).

Of those that had mandatory ages for paid staff, only 4 out of the 11

offered the opportunity for later retirement and two of those had maximum

ages of seventy or seventy-five.

“Normally the retirement age is sixty-five and increasingly we are
getting applications to extend that beyond sixty-five and so far the
applications to do so have been agreed, but it is on a yearly basis,
post sixty-five... Opinions have definitely changed because I had a
member of staff who had stayed for one or two more years and he
was sixty-seven and an extremely valued member of staff. He was
actually forced to retire…it actually changed the way round of
thinking because his loss was suffered and we have not done that
since.” (Female 60+, Manager, Regional organisation/charity).

The same number of organisations also offered partial and early opportu-

nities to retire, with one having a minimum age of fifty. In terms of the

actual ages paid staff tended to retire from this sector, they were more

likely to give sixty as the average age for female paid staff to retire (67%)

than they were for male paid staff (10%), who they felt were more likely

to retire from their organisation at sixty-five (72%).
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Only one organisation had a mandatory retirement age for volunteers,

which was the same for both men and women. This was due to insurance

being too expensive for older workers and not wanting to have to ask

people to leave when they were no longer capable. A third of organisa-

tions did not feel that there were specific ages that their volunteers tended

to retire, for both males and females. Of those that did specify an age,

these were the same for males and females, with 43% stating under the

age of sixty-five and 26% over the age of sixty-five. Some reasons for

volunteers retiring tended to be due to ill health, family commitments or

just feeling as though they were too old to continue working.

Organisations tended to feel that retirement should be set at sixty or

under for females and between sixty-one and sixty-five for males. This is

in stark contrast with the current white paper, which is expected to back

calls for a staged increase in the state retirement age to sixty-eight by

2046 (Turner Report 2006).

Sector Comparisons

Although PPEs were twice as likely to have a mandatory retirement age

for paid staff than VSOs, there was no difference in the mandatory ages

that were set.

There was no significant difference between employers and voluntary

organisations in whether they offered later retirement, partial retirement

and voluntary early retirement. Both types of organisation tended to find

that male staff retired later than female staff, although the average

retirement age given was slightly higher in voluntary organisations.

Attitudes Towards Older Adults

This section explores the perceptions and attitudes held about older and

younger workers and volunteers. Finally we will consider what organisa-

tions perceptions are of the motivations and benefits of working with older

people.
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Public and Private Sector Organisations

Generally employers in the PPE held very clear views about their older

workers: the majority (88%) thought older workers had as much to offer

as younger workers, 82% did not feel older workers should step aside for

younger workers, and 3 in 4 employers did not think that older workers

should be the first to be made redundant. A notable proportion (36%) did

however suggest that it is perhaps a better investment to train younger

rather than older workers.

The interview data confirmed the traditional stereotypes of older people

as being trustworthy and reliable  Older workers were viewed positively

in respect to their life experience and mature perspective. They were also

thought to play an important role in nurturing and supporting younger or

inexperienced staff. Another area in which older people were viewed

positively was in terms of dealing with the public – that older workers have

greater interpersonal skills and credibility with customers. Typical opin-

ions included:

“Older workers are more confident. They will come to you, whereas
the younger ones will tend to either group together and discuss it or
not say anything to you if you go and ask them. Whereas an older
person won’t have any issue with coming and telling you…it will be
done in a nice way. It’s just confidence with life really.” (Female
30-39, Human Resource Co-ordinator, Service Sector).

“I’d say the strengths of an older person is they’ve got a better
understanding of life in a way, it sounds a bit crazy, but they can deal
with the younger fella’s … better…sort of understanding, because
like [pause] they accept it sometimes better than the younger fellas
- the younger fellas get a lot of ribbing [hassle], whereas an older
fella will take people under their wing a little bit, and give them some
good solid advice because he’s been there and done it basically.”
(Male 50-59, General Manager, Transport).

“I think it’s a good thing in a lot of ways to have older people working
here in as much as that when the public come in, their perception of
them is ‘well this guy’s an older guy he’s not a fool’.” (Male 50-59,
General Manager, Transport).

On the other hand, there was some limited evidence that older workers

were viewed as more resistant to and less willing to adapt to change and

new technology than their younger counterparts. One employer argued
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that older workers were not aware of new computer technology and

hence priority was given to the recruitment of younger workers:

“I wouldn’t expect someone 40 plus, definitely 50 plus to come and
sit in here tomorrow and have a clue about any of the software. I’d
expect a lot of older people now to be able to use computers but PCs
not X so a lot of them will never of heard of the software we
use…and so, yes, it would be a case of…if I wanted a junior
designer I’d go for a person late teens, early twenties.” (Male 30-39,
Partner, Marketing).

Other negative stereotypes were discredited. Overall employers believed

older workers to be no less flexible or committed than younger workers.

There was however ambiguity with regards to absenteeism. Some em-

ployers felt that older workers were more likely to be absent from work

due to an age-related decline in health. However, others felt that older

workers were less likely to be absent from work on account of their strong

work ethic.

“If you look at our sickness and attendance you’ll see that the
younger workers let us down far more than the older ones. I think it’s
generational.” (Female 30-39, Personnel Manager, Business).

Generally speaking most employers had a positive view of older workers

with 63% of employers stating that they would not be discouraged from

employing older workers, however around a third of employers did agree

that they could be discouraged from employing older people for a variety

of reasons which have already been identified/discussed.

Voluntary Sector Organisations

Voluntary sector representatives were asked their opinions on the differ-

ences between younger and older workers (paid and unpaid) in relation

to their experiences at their organisations. Around 7 in 10 of organisa-

tions said that they did not prefer to work with younger rather than older

paid staff or volunteers. The majority preferred to employ older workers.

However, they were more likely to say this in relation to the employment

of volunteers (75%) than paid staff (60%). Just over half (51%) of organ-

isations felt that older paid staff tended to stay in their jobs longer than

younger ones, however only 37% felt that older volunteers did. An
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increased sense of commitment was cited as a reason why older people

tended to stay with their organisations.

“The older ones tend to be more committed, perhaps because they
have got the time. They would be involved in other activities in their
community and they volunteered to join… because they want to and
they are committed to their community. Whereas the younger ones
will be the ones who have got day jobs who have been pushed into
it because their bosses said you need to (volunteer).” (Male 30-39,
Director, Local organisation/charity).

Although the majority of organisations thought that older workers had

more to  offer than younger paid staff, there was unanimous agreement

in response to paid staff, compared to 84% of organisations who thought

this in relation to their volunteers. Three quarters of the voluntary organi-

sations did not think that it was a better investment to train younger than

older paid staff and volunteers. Similarly around three quarters did not

think that older paid staff or volunteers were less likely to take up training

opportunities than their younger counterparts. Extracts  from interviews

outlined how any differences within their staff and volunteers were de-

pendent on personality, not age.

“There are people that you consider responsible people…it is just
how you know people and it is not necessarily about age…But that’s
just about knowing people, that’s personality more than age I think.”
(Female 30-39, Coordinator, Local organisation/charity).

Confidence levels of younger and older people were also discussed,

however opinions differed depending on the organisation

“[Older volunteers] are confident on delivering the service, but also
confident on asking for support and not feeling embarrassed if they
don’t know something…I think probably the younger volunteers who
have not been in a working environment for a long time, sometimes
think “oh I am asking too many questions” and they will all think I’m
stupid, or I’m asking too many questions and they’ve already told
me. Whereas the older volunteers will just say I know you’ve told me
this before but I forgot, because they have learnt that it is the best
way from their experiences in the workplace.” (Female 40-49, Man-
ager, National organisation/charity).

However, another viewpoint identified the lack of confidence of older

volunteers when discussing the generational differences.
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“A lot of it just depends on the people themselves, I mean you can
make very vague generalisations. Obviously there are some cultural
differences,…X  for example who I mentioned before, she doesn’t
feel very confident with users, but then some of the other staff don’t
either.” (Male 18-29, Development Officer, Local organisation
/charity).

Voluntary sector employers were more likely to give older workers the

following role types: roles with responsibility (89%), customer service

roles (88%), problems solving roles (83%) and simple, but important

tasks (80%). However, only just under half of the organisations said that

they would be likely to give older workers physical roles (48%).

Whilst voluntary organisations tended to have a positive attitudes towards

their older workers, it was evident that the strength of these attitudes

differed in relation to the paid staff and volunteers. Although organisa-

tions demonstrated more positive attitudes towards age in the recruitment

of volunteers than they did for paid staff, it was also shown that organisa-

tions felt that older paid staff, rather than volunteers, were more likely to

have more to offer and to stay in their roles for longer, than their younger

counterparts.

Perceptions of Work Capabilities of Older Adults

Public and Private Sector Organisations

The beliefs held by private and public sector employers about older

workers were, on balance more positive than negative - yet some tradi-

tional stereotypes held firm. Perceived strengths and weaknesses of

older employees were expressed, for example, employers were con-

cerned about the ability or the willingness of older workers to adapt to

change and to accept new technology, but felt that older workers were

more reliable and slightly easier to get on with than younger workers.

Interestingly, however, one in three employers felt that there was no

difference between older and younger workers. This age neutral ap-

proach was a strong feature of the interview data.

“I would always try and look at the individual because you can get
really hard working, very conscientious young people, but you can
get a lazy young person as well, “I want to come in at 9 and go at 5
and take my money, and I don’t want to do much for it”. But equally
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I think that older people can be the same. I genuinely believe that.”
(Female 53, Human Resource Manager, Business Sector).

Related to the above is employers’ support for a mixed age workforce.

Employing older people was a way of achieving the right balance be-

tween youth and maturity:

“I’ve had reports that the environment is nicer, and the mixture of
ages as well. Where they [younger staff] were initially quite sceptical
of older people joining the workforce,  you know [now] they actually
have quite a laugh with them and they’ve got lots of tales and they’ve
added something…the mixture means that you haven’t got … lots of
the same age say competing - it balances it all.” (Female 41, Human
Resource Manager, Manufacturing).

The age of the employer representative who responded to our question-

naire was found to be positively related to the beliefs held, in that the

older the employer the more likely they were to rate older workers more

favourably than younger ones. For example, 70% of employers aged fifty

and over felt that older women were more effective at their job; this

compared with 56% of employers aged 40-49 and 20% of those aged

under forty who generally felt there was no difference based on age. A

similar trend also emerged in relation to older men.

One employer suggested that older workers were no more difficult to train

than younger ones, but may lack confidence in their ability to embrace

new technology. This was based on or related to her own experience of

being of an older age group.

“The only thing I think that we’re [50 plus] slightly disadvantaged with
and it’s our own fault, is that we don’t sort of embrace new technol-
ogy very quickly [laughing]. I go to X [younger colleague] ‘Help!’ I
think younger people pick things up like that much more
quickly…but that’s my fault because I know I could master it…I think
we do that to ourselves because I can remember - it was only when
I changed jobs and this sounds awful, it was only probably ten years
ago and I went to another company and they put a computer in front
of me and I thought, ‘oh my…’ I didn’t even know how to switch it on,
but now I’m fine with them and I’ve realised that if you’re frightened
of something, tackle it.” (Female 53, Human Resource Manager,
Business Sector).

Perceived differences between the sexes was evident in that women

aged fifty and over were viewed rather more positively than men of the
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same age group (this in spite of the fact that, as mentioned earlier,

employers felt that women were perhaps too old to recruit at a younger

ages than men). Employers were more likely to feel that older women

were more flexible in their approach to work, more reliable, more willing

to take direction and less difficult to get on with than men of the same age.

How much this may be attributed to perceived feminine attributes - caring,

empathy - or the perception of ‘women’s work’, which is traditionally more

‘qualitative’ or ‘softer’ in nature was unclear. Yet women were also

thought to be less resistant to change and better able to accept new

technology than men. On the other hand employers were more likely to

feel that men aged fifty and over learned more quickly than women of the

same age group. However, there were no perceived differences found

amongst the employers in terms of productivity rates between men and

women.

Small organisations tended to hold more favourable beliefs about older

workers as compared to medium-sized and large organisations. For

example, 59% felt that older men were more effective at their job than

younger workers. This compared with 39% of medium-sized organisa-

tions and 14% of large organisations that tended generally to feel that

there was no difference based on age. A similar trend emerged in relation

to older women. One possible explanation is that employers in small

organisations tended to have more personal contact with staff (at all

levels) and that those in direct contact with a known older employee are

perhaps more likely to hold more favourable (and non-stereotypical)

beliefs about people in the fifty plus age group.

“The last guy we had, he had a little part-time job as a caretaker and
he left us to go full-time because obviously he liked the caretaker
job. But he was exceptional, as you do find older people, because
prior to that we had another older person doing the job and we had
no complaints whatsoever.” (Male 50-59, General Manager, Trans-
port).

Voluntary Sector Organisations

The qualities the older worker brought to the voluntary sector tended to

be interpreted as experience, knowledge, patience and dedication to their

work.
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“I think that older people do have a lot to offer and I think they can
be more patient and dedicated, probably because they have the
knowledge and the experience of life.” (Female 40-49, Manager,
National organisation/charity).

“Life experience definitely, and I think they are quite calm, they are
more laid back…they are settled and have a caring attitude really…it
is natural and I think by the time you get to over 50 then …you have
got quite a lot of experience in that and you can relate to others.”
(Female 60+, Manager, Local organisation/charity).

Peoples’ experience was also particularly related to their careers. It was

felt that many older people might have moved on from their ‘career’ and

into the voluntary sector, where they were able to pass on this specific

experience.

“Some of them have relevant experience. They have previously in
their professional careers been involved in things which often were
much bigger than this.” (Male 18-29, Development Officer, Local
organisation/charity).

“I think they are just quite nice to have, they play that role that they
have obviously got life skills, they’ve got knowledge of life and they
are quite willing to impart and share that knowledge with other
people.” (Female 40-49, Manager, National organisation/charity).

With particular reference to older volunteers, availability was defined as

a quality unique to this age group, which was an asset to their organisation.

“Well one of the big benefits and the most obvious one is availability.
Availability is a massive thing for volunteers because you have got
to be available and obviously a lot of older people have got pensions
and are not actually having to go out to work to bring in an income
so they do have the time and if they are reasonably healthy and
have an interest in the work that we are doing they have more
opportunities than many younger people.” (Male 18-29, Develop-
ment Officer, Local organisation/charity).

“Because a lot of them, you know, are retired or semi retired, they’ve
got the time. Probably one of our best volunteers is retired and he
takes on an enormous amount of work, you know, he really does.”
(Female 40-49, Manager, National organisation/charity)

It was also suggested that older volunteers tended to be more committed,

which was again associated with them having more time on their hands

in the first place.
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“I suppose commitment, they would be the ones that turn up for
meetings perhaps more than the ones that have got day jobs or at
school or whatever… They will have a much broader knowledge of
their community because the majority of them will have lived in it all
their life and that’s why they are interested in doing something for it.”
(Male 30-39, Director, Local organisation/charity).

In relation to the paid staff only, one interviewee identified stability and

reliability as qualities unique to their older staff.

“I think they add stability to the workforce, I think certainly people
who have stayed sometime with us it adds stability…They have
good sick records, they don’t go off sick at the drop of a hat.”
(Female 40-49, Manager, Local organisation/charity).

All did not mirror this perception, some felt that older paid people brought

no particular qualities, that it was down to the individual to bring the skills

required for their particular role.

“I think they would just bring the skills they were employed for I don’t
know that people would necessarily think ‘oh look that’s an older
person’.” (Female 30-39, Coordinator, Local organisation/charity).

Those surveyed were more likely to consider women over fifty as being

as capable of all types of work, adaptable and able to show initiative. In

addition they were also considered to be knowledgeable and experienced

and very reliable, instead of complaining they tended to get on with the

job and repaid their employers with loyalty. Men however whilst having

similar traits, but to a lesser extent, were considered by more of the

employers to be extremely reliable.

Older Adults’ Motivations and Benefits of Work

The motivations and benefits of working in the voluntary sector were

explored for paid staff and volunteers aged fifty plus. It was found that

generally employers were more likely to feel that older volunteers needed

to have a higher number of personal motivations for them to work in the

voluntary sector than older paid staff. However, the actual motivations

stated by the organisations were similar for both the older paid staff and

volunteers. The majority of organisations felt that both were motivated to

work in the sector by the need for something to commit to, to meet people
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and make new friends, to give something back to the community, to help

others and as a result of a personal interest in the particular group or

organisation. Just under half of agencies with paid staff stated that

motivations to work in the sector may be due to training and educational

advancement and career development as well as the take home pay.

Motivations for volunteers was felt by around a third of the representa-

tives to be  for career or education opportunities.

Perceptions of what actually motivates a person to offer their time freely

as a volunteer was explored amongst those in the sector. Some employ-

ers felt that older staff came to work in the voluntary sector for a ‘nice’ job

with little stress or pressure and because they no longer needed a decent

wage, as they may have done previously. The desire to undertake work

in the communities in which they lived was a strong motivator for some

coupled with the social interaction gained from working with others.

“But also you are giving something back to society by working for a
charity.” (Male 30-39, Director, Local organisation/charity).

In addition to monetary incentives, the challenge of  being busy, having a

structure to the day, was also given as a motivation for older staff.

“Obviously they get the cash at the end of the month, they get out
and about rather than being at home all day, they like the challenge
of it, you know,  yeah I’ll take that on.” (Female 40-49, Manager,
Local organisation/charity).

In terms of the older volunteers, the motivation to ‘give something back to

the community’ after one’s main career, was cited by many within the

survey.

“I think it is giving back really, giving back stuff to the community that
you have, the fact that we offer a service to the community…a lot of
the people that volunteer and work here have been through difficult
times in their own lives and so it is sharing that experience and
wanting to empowers others.” (Female 60+, Manager, Local
organisation/charity).

The other most cited motivation for older volunteers was the social aspect

of voluntary work.
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“There’s the social interaction, the you know, the action and debate
and discussion with people, sharing their ideas, a lot of motivations.”
(Female 40-49, Manager, National organisation/charity).

Another employer outlines the importance of social interaction and

highlighted how people also needed to have interaction with others, to

gain some space for themselves thus avoiding the isolation of being

alone or just with a partner.

“For some of them it is something to do to get out of the house, you
know to stop them being lonely… wanting to keep busy and keep
their brain ticking over instead of stagnating at home... there is also
wanting to get out from the other retired person, partner, get away
from them (laughs) which sounds silly but is actually quite true…its
socialising…it is a social event for them as well.” (Female 60+,
Manager, Local organisation/charity).

Two other motivations attributed to the older volunteer were the need for

structure in the day after employment and the ability to build up confi-

dence from voluntary work.

“When you work for a number of years in whatever job it is a big leap
to go to retirement which sometimes doesn’t appear to offer any
structure and I think what it offers for older people to come here... is
that structure to the day after retirement.” (Female 40-49, Manager,
National organisation/charity).

“I suppose (one volunteer) has gained a lot of confidence over the
years, she is just an ordinary mum and I think she has gained a lot
of skills…that has boosted her confidence to do a job and other
things. For the others I think it is just more strings to their bow.”
(Female 40-49, Manager, Local organisation/charity).

Some employers felt that motivators to do voluntary work were nothing to

do with age but stemmed from perhaps an inherent desire to undertake

such work for a variety of reasons, not associated with age.

“There are different things that motivate people and I don’t think it
makes much difference how old people are… I don’t think its partic-
ularly related to age.” (Female 30-39, Coordinator, Local
organisation/charity).

“I think its the same as anything, what has age got to do with it, the
same as anybody else.” (Female 60+, Manager, Regional
organisation/charity).
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The employers in the voluntary sector felt that both the paid staff and

volunteers over fifty benefited from their work in the voluntary sector in a

variety of ways,  they built confidence; kept their brain active; achieved

mental well being; established a sense of purpose; provided opportuni-

ties to gain new skills; enjoyed their work; and gained personal satisfac-

tion from their role. Additionally, the majority of organisations felt that

volunteers also benefited from being able to socialise with others and

feeling good physically. The benefits of volunteering are given in the

following extracts:

“I guess it’s a sense of involvement…I think it keeps you, being
active actually keeps you younger and fitter…and I think being
involved as a volunteer keeps you positive.”  (Male 18-29, Develop-
ment Officer, Local organisation/charity).

“Certainly the women that I was talking about before she is just a
very active person for her age, you know and she only works part
time, 16 hours a week. But you know she will take on a lot in that.
She is just very motivated she has got lots of energy and lots of
experience and she has a very calming kind of influence.” (Female
40-49, Manager, Local organisation/charity).

The ‘feel good factor’ of working in the voluntary sector was also men-

tioned as a benefit.

“There is a buzz, sometimes you can feel very pressured as an
individual working here, but then (a service user) will leave with a
smile and that is good to see. So you get pay back in that, it is not
why you do it, but there is that outcome from it that you end up
feeling good.” (Female 60+, Manager, Local organisation/charity).

Mutual benefits were apparent for both the organisation and the volun-

teer.

“All our volunteers say they benefit, they would say you know it is
very much a two way process and they get as much out of it as they
give to it.” (Female 60+, Manager, Regional organisation/charity).

The voluntary sector representatives recognised that older workers had

distinctive reasons for joining the voluntary sector, as well as personally

benefiting in ways that are exclusive to this age group. The motivations

and benefits for older workers in the voluntary sector were unique to this
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sector, due to the personal and worthwhile nature of the role, which would

not exist in the public or private sectors.

Sector Comparisons

Issues regarding recruitment criteria, perceptions of age and assump-

tions attached to age, figure quite prominently in the study. There also

appears to be a different ethos operating between sectors which perhaps

is illustrated by examination of the profile of workers as well as the

attitudes employers have on issues of age, gender, training opportunities

and  flexibility of work patterns, all of which will be further examined in the

discussion.

Higher Education Sector

To investigate the views of key decision makers within the recruitment

sectors of higher education, personnel within twenty-three universities

and two colleges of higher education completed questionnaires. Views

and experiences on the admissions process and in particular about how

admissions for mature students over 50 were handled, how they felt their

students were supported and what specific barriers potential students

may face in accessing higher education were explored. Unlike the em-

ployers in the private public and voluntary sectors the recruiters were not

interviewed. The recruiters held a variety of job titles within the university,

but all had responsibility for recruiting to their courses, through activities

which included taking part in the reading of the UCAS forms, talking to

potential students on open days and conducting interviews. The recruit-

ers’ views and perceptions are their own and are not to be viewed as that

of the institutions in which they work.

The recruiters were representatives of a wide range of courses spanning

vocational and non-vocational degree routes. Many of the courses that

the recruiters had responsibility for offered full and part time opportunities

to study for diplomas or degrees, while less than half offered foundation

degrees or diplomas. Four out of ten offered modular degrees or diplo-

mas, however only twenty percent offered the flexibility of open or dis-

tance learning.
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The marketing of the courses generally adopted the more conventional

methods of Open or Experience days. Almost three-quarters of the

respondents took part in recruitment fairs and most used university

literature to feature their courses. Direct contact with schools and colleg-

es was used by just over half of the recruiters. Only 20% of the recruiters

were involved in outreach work within their local communities, and a

similar number placed their advertising literature within community and

public service establishments, e.g. medical centres and libraries. Other

methods identified were through partnerships with industry and the use

of the Internet.

Some differences were found in the activities regarding recruitment

between male and female personnel. Women recruiters were more likely

to form partnerships with local schools, undertake outreach work or

advertise within the community. Men in general, were less involved in

these activities. Interestingly those recruiters who had not been involved

in wider recruiting methods were also those most likely to report that they

did not have any applicants aged fifty or over in their last admissions

intake. However, this may be as much to do with the popularity of the

course with younger applicants as it may be influenced by the ratio of

applications to available places, thus the need to promote to a wider

audience is not undertaken.

The marketing strategies are shown to be different amongst the universi-

ties with some engaging with local communities, and most using the

traditional methods to market their courses. However the advantage of

community engagement provides the potential older student with oppor-

tunities to engage with academics and institutional literature on a more

informal basis earlier on along the pathway to higher qualifications. Such

communications are vital, in that they break down barriers and present

an opportunity to become more informed, or less deterred from making

the decision to enter higher education. This kind of approach is felt to

benefit those who may either have had poor experiences of the education

system, been deemed as failures, or ‘turned off’ education earlier in their

life.
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Recruitment

Obtaining a place on a higher education course was very much depend-

ent upon qualifications, with over ninety percent of recruiters stating that

formal qualifications were important. However, only a third of recruiters

felt that the decision to offer a place to an older applicant would be based

upon normal entry qualifications. Sixty per cent stated that they would

arrange interviews and a small number would request a sample of written

work to be submitted. When the recruiters were asked about the impor-

tance of vocational qualifications, there was somewhat less agreement

with only six out of ten believing that such qualifications were important,

and nine believing they were of no importance. Given that many courses

openly state that they welcome the mature student and that many stu-

dents prefer to study for vocational qualifications1, the recruitment criteria

used for some courses may imply that despite achieving such a qualifica-

tion, some older applicants may not have the opportunity to gain a place

in higher education, on a course or in a locality of their choosing.

Apart from formal qualifications other factors are also deemed to be

important in the recruitment process albeit to a lesser extent. Recent

experience of study may give an indication of a person’s ability to under-

stand the level of commitment needed to enter higher education. Trans-

ferable skills or work experience, may give an advantage to an applicant

who may not have the required formal qualifications but who may, during

interview, elucidate their capabilities to strengthen their application. Evi-

dence often gleaned from the UCAS form can disclose some useful and

relevant information from which a recruiter can gauge whether the appli-

cant may be a suitable candidate for a place on their courses.

We asked the recruiters which of the following occurrences, disclosed on

an application form, was felt to be important in the recruitment process.

1 The points scoring system allows the same equivalence to be reached as for A level
qualifications
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Table 4 - Importance of Skills/Knowledge for Recruitment
Numbers  (n = 25)

Evidence of recent study 19

Personal statement 16

Transferable skills 15

Experiential learning 14

Work history 13

Skills acquired in the home 0

Given the general agreement that experiential, transferable and work

experience were all viewed as important, by the recruiters, they to, along

with the employers from the private and public sectors did not recognise

the skills used within home to be of any value in the recruitment process.

The reason for this needs to be understood within the context of what has

been traditionally described as women’s work, undervalued by society,

and is manifested in lower rates of pay within the sectors where women

tend to find employment. Notwithstanding this, in order to accomplish a

smooth running home demands competency in a variety of skills ranging

from managerial decision making, as well as coping with the physical and

emotional needs of others. The lack of recognition of some of the valua-

ble skills obtained in other areas other than qualifications, or work expe-

rience is disappointing, yet understandable, given the lack of

formalisation or measurement of such skills.

Personal Attitudes

Recruiters were unanimous in their agreement that age was not a factor

when offering places in higher education although one did point out that

teacher education did have an age bar. Therefore, whilst age was not a

factor, whether a person was, in their opinion, ‘too old to study’, revealed

a slightly different picture. Eleven of the recruiters said they would never

consider anybody to be too old in their evaluation of an applicant. Some

said it would depend on the applicant and several did not respond to the

question. Of those that did offer a possible age, the highest age was

ninety, the lowest age was fifty-five, whether this age was aligned to the

previous student loan cut off point or teacher training age limitations was
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unclear, however it does indicate that some recruiters would consider a

persons age as a factor in recruitment. Reasons given for possibly

rejecting an older applicant ranged from ‘the student having unreal

expectations’, to them being ‘overqualified for the course’, which are

reasons unrelated to age specifically, but arguably could be applied to

any applicant.

Around a third of recruiters felt that applicants having clear plans for the

future was important with some also feeling that employability after study

was important in the admissions decision. Certainly some courses clearly

recruit for specific employment areas such as social work or teaching, but

employability may not be an older applicants criterion for study at the

higher level, perhaps preferring to study for the sheer enjoyment of

learning.

Personal qualities of the applicant had an important bearing on the

recruiters decision making. However only nine of the recruiters felt that

personality was important, which contrasts with the views found amongst

employers. Recruiters stated that mature students over fifty brought to

higher education a unique blend of special qualities, including knowledge

and experience as well as wisdom and maturity. Interestingly, almost all

the recruiters felt that mature students over fifty were reliable and commit-

ted and displayed good interpersonal skills, which are not necessarily

descriptors of a particular age group but can be viewed as qualitative

evidence of the way in which mature students over fifty have conducted

themselves at university. Interaction in lectures and good communica-

tions skills in tutorials were mentioned as very positive features of having

older learners within the lecture group.

Whilst acknowledging that the recruiters may not have prior knowledge of

the exact routes mature students may tend to take in higher education,

the recruiters were asked what type of courses they felt mature students

may opt for. Most recruiters thought that many older women would be

drawn to the humanities1. Science based subjects were thought to be

more popular choices for men than women, as were vocational degrees.
1 Academic subjects united by a commitment to studying aspects of the human condi-
tion
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Recruiters believed the least popular courses for the women would be the

physical science or maths based courses and the least popular for men

would be biological or chemical sciences.

The traditional polarisation of women into work aligned with the humani-

ties, e.g., the caring, service sector, shows that at the lower end of the

spectrum this work is characterised by poor pay and part time work, but

offers a flexible enough choice for women to juggle work and caring

responsibilities. It is interesting to note then, that when mature women

applicants make a career choice it seems to be into avenues that are

similarly aligned to the humanities.

Perceptions  of and Attitudes towards Mature Students
over Fifty

The main motivators ascribed to older applicants accessing higher edu-

cation, was perceived by the recruiters to be mainly non-job related. This

may indicate that many of the over-fifties applicants were in transitions,

for example they may not be in a specific job role or wishing to improve

on their current positions, or that they may desire to study for the enjoy-

ment of learning.

The recruiters felt there was a wide range of reasons older applicants

may have for wanting to study at higher education level. Over half of the

recruiters felt that  students over fifty had a desire to access higher

education was not job related. All felt that the main motivators for mature

students was a particular interest in the subject and an enjoyment of the

learning process. Applicants viewed higher education as a new challenge

with over three quarters of recruiters endorsing this. For some applicants,

entering higher education was perceived to fulfil a need for social contact,

especially for older women. Having work related experience in a related

subject area was given by a third of the recruiters as a key motivator to

study, (for example an applicant working on a Sure Start programme,

may wish to further their understanding by studying for a community

studies or social policy based degree). Recruiters felt that it was twice as

likely for men to want to study at higher level for job-related reasons and
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that that this was driven by a desire for career change, whereas for

women the motivations were thought to be from the need to enhance an

existing career.

 Figure One - Recruiters’ Perceptions of Older Adults’ Motivators
for Undertaking Higher Education

Support for the Mature Student

Once the older applicant enters higher education the complexities of

managing study with home life requires compromise and planning (Reay

2003). The support strategies undertaken by universities are designed to

enable the student to have a smooth transition into H.E. regardless of

age. There are however examples of how the needs of mature students

have been identified and translated into university policy and practice in

an effort to integrate all students from a variety of backgrounds.

Just over half of recruiters deemed that the awareness of the needs of

mature students at their university was good, with three quarters stating

they provided good academic support to mature  student over fifty.

However the knowledge of or the provision of literature or study skills

materials aimed at supporting the students was somewhat less than

good. Ten of the twenty-five respondents stated that their department did

not provide introductory or study skills classes for their mature students.

Less than half stated that their school or department provided special

literature, for example, ‘notes of guidance’ for their mature students,

several were unsure and only five stated they did provide such literature.
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Very few knew whether there was a mature students union or society or

whether their institution had a mature student’s advisor. In terms of

childcare the majority of the recruiters stated that childcare facilities were

available, but again there was uncertainty as to whether this childcare

could be extended to grandparents with caring responsibilities.

The recruiters knowledge of the services that did exist in their universities

was patchy, with male recruiters far less likely for instance to know about

the existence of mature students advisors.

Prior to the implementation of the 2006 legislation on age, the recruiters

were asked about whether they felt there was a need for a particular

focus to the legislation to protect mature students. Out of a sample of

twenty-five, eleven felt there was no need and ten thought that the

legislation should cover all students regardless of age.

Perceptions of the barriers to higher education

The recruiters were asked, what, in their opinion, would constitute a

barrier for older men and women wishing to access higher education. The

recruiters taking part in this study were very clear in what they believed

to be particular hurdles for older people, in accessing higher education.

Over three-quarters of the recruiters believed the financial considerations

were the most likely to be viewed as a potential difficulty for all older

applicants.

Eighteen recruiters believed that self confidence was an issue for both

men and women. Three quarters of the recruiters felt that the weight of

family responsibilities, were heavily skewed towards women with none of

the recruiters citing this as a barrier for men to deal with. The adjustments

people would need to make to their lives in order to enter higher educa-

tion and the resultant study time required were considered as adjust-

ments, which may for some, be prohibitive. Just under half of the

recruiters (45%) felt that some students over fifty might feel too old to

undertake study at this level. A fifth of the recruiters felt that competing

with younger students was more of an issue with men than it would be for

women.
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Recruiters were asked to comment on what they felt the perception was

amongst older men and women about higher education in general and

whether they felt that age may go against them. A quarter of the recruiters

believed that women would feel as though they may perceive their age to

be a discriminatory factor in accessing higher education, whereas a third

of recruiters said men felt the same barriers existed.

Whilst many recruiters felt their institutions capability of supporting the

mature student was good, at the school or department level their support

for the older learner seemed to be less robust. This may indeed be

reflected in the comments made during interview from some who felt

‘overwhelmed’ and ‘like a fish out of  water’ when entering higher educa-

tion. This would suggest that in some cases extra effort needs to be made

to welcome, support and allay the fears of the older learner. Clearly some

schools and departments had produced support materials designed

specifically for the older learner but generally this was not the case for all

those universities who responded.

New Labour’s policies were intended to address neo-liberal concerns

about the welfare state; although neo-liberal solutions had been rejected

in favour of a “third way” they were strongly influenced by amongst others,

Mead and Field. The government’s welfare reform package was premised

on a conception of citizenship that emphasises equally the importance of

“entitlements” and “obligations”, especially the obligation to work. This is

reflective in much of the rhetoric of New Labour whereby the demands of

modern society can only be met by partnership between both the state

and its citizens. But do they propose different partnerships for different

citizens in a period in which there appear to be serious implications for the

economy caused by labour shortages?  If we look at policy directed at

lone parents as an example the provision is clearly aimed at getting

people into work, for example New Deal for lone parents (NDLP),

 “The responsibilities of individuals who can provide for themselves
and their families to do so must always be matched by a responsibil-
ity on the part of government to provide opportunities for self ad-
vancement.”  (cited in Lavalette & Mooney, 1999).



Gender Discrimination and Ageist Perceptions - Final Report 2006

97

The same case for self advancement should be made for potential older

learners, now faced with similar policies to return them into ‘work’ or the

voluntary sector. Negative experiences of the men and women during

their school years coupled with for women their familial obligations to

support the family, had in this survey made women feel less able. Ageist

perceptions had clearly been internalised by some in the sample. and not

only amongst women, but a notable proportion of the whole sample cited

‘feeling too old’ (see following section) as a barrier to re-entering educa-

tion. It seems that combinations of past experiences of schooling, feed

into lacking of confidence or self efficacy. The perceptions of cost associ-

ated with fees and the prospect of loans also serves to turn the potential

older learner off. Those who have the confidence, time and financial

capacity to support themselves will do so, leaving the rest to ponder what

might have been achieved with very few questioning a system which in

the past allowed so many of its young people to fail (Reay 2003).

A universities commitment to widening participation can be measured in

how well they are perceived to be inclusive in their local communities.

Perceptions of university places being aimed at young people, serves to

create a divide between the generations and perpetuates stereotypical

assumptions. What is required are clear lines of progression from which

older men and women who take those small tentative steps back into

learning for pleasure or for advancement can feel empowered to believe

in their own ability to achieve to the limits of their potential.
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CHAPTER FOUR
INDIVIDUALS

Profile of respondents

In this section we have outlined the profiles of the individuals who took

part in the research. These were men and women who were previously

involved in, or were working within the public and private sector, or

working as either a paid worker or volunteer within the voluntary sector.

In total, 1035 people over the age of fifty completed a questionnaire, with

57% being between fifty and fifty-nine years and 41% sixty years and

over. Over one third were currently working, 20% were voluntary workers

and 29% were economically inactive. There was a general balance

between the number of males and females in the sample, women (57%)

and men (43%). Most of the sample described themselves as white

European (96%) with 4% from ethnic origins.

The geographical spread of the sample was varied having more partici-

pants from the north of England (54%), 17% from the Midlands, 20% from

the South and 10% categorised as UK (not England). The types of school

attended by the sample illustrated that 43% had been to a secondary

modern school, 31% a grammar school and 18% a comprehensive

school. Less than 5% had attended a private school.

The education level at which people ceased their initial education varied:

40% had only reached lower school level (14/15 years) and 27% high

school, followed by 12% reaching both further or higher education and

only 8% sixth form or college level. 54% of the total sample had since

returned to education at some stage in their lives.

Education - Experiences, Opportunities and Barriers

Further information from a smaller sample was obtained from 650 re-

spondents, and 13 interviewees. These are outlined in the following

sections.
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Returning to Education

Just over half of the sample (51%) had returned to education on at least

one occasion including a notable proportion of those with few or no

qualifications (39%). This figure rose to 54% for those educated to GCSE

level or equivalent, 64% of those initially educated to degree level and up

to 81% of those with professional qualifications. These figures were

comparatively static between men and women.

Educational Attainment and Employment

Educational attainment did appear to have a relationship with the types

of employment the respondents were involved in. Generally, those with

low educational attainment were likely to have previously worked in

elementary or unskilled jobs, whilst those with higher qualifications were

to be found concentrated in managerial and professional occupations.

Further to this, the majority of respondents who were economically

inactive at the time, reported holding few or no qualifications.

Demand for Higher Education?

One in four people (28% of the total sample) said that they would like to

study at HE level. Whilst this does not necessarily mean they have the

intention to do so, it does nevertheless illustrate the potential interest and

possible demand for higher education that may exist.

Men were more likely to want to study at HE level (32%), than women

(23%). The younger end of the cohort were also more likely to want to

study at HE (33% of those aged 50-59, compared to 17% of those aged

60 and over). The difference is more pronounced when the age groups

are broken down; with 34% of 50-54 year olds and 33% of 55-59 year

olds; this compared with 25% of 60-64 years olds and 11% of those aged

sixty-five and over. There was also a gender difference between the age

groups, with relatively equal proportions of men and women aged sixty

and over wanting to study at HE level (18% and 17% respectively).

However, more men than women aged 50-59 said that they would like to

study at HE (38% compared to 28% of women).
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Barriers

The barriers that respondents considered would hinder their access to

further educational opportunities were not mutually exclusive. Indeed,

57% indicated that multiple barriers were barring access to education,

with notable differences between males and females’ pattern of re-

sponse.

Table 5 -  Barriers to Education
Barrier % indicating influence

Finance 52

Lack of formal qualifications 25

Lack of self confidence 22

Adjustment to study 17

Too old 32

Age discrimination 10

Women were more likely to report a lack of self-confidence (28%) than

men (17%) and were also more likely to cite finance as a barrier (61%)

than men (46%). However, men were more likely to feel that they might

be discriminated against because of their age (13%) than women (7%).

Current Educational Status

Almost 10% of the sample were currently undertaking study at some level

with 91% of these being part-time. Indeed, available time appeared to be

an influencing factor here, with study most prevalent amongst retired

people (30%) followed by the economically inactive (16%) and those in

work (9%).

Women were more likely to take up study (20%) than men (13%). Those

who were single or divorced were also more likely to take up study (50%)

than those who were married or living with a partner (14%) and it was

most popular amongst younger rather than older age groups (10% of

those aged 50-59, compared to 26% of those aged sixty and over).
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Those who had returned to education in adulthood were significantly

more likely to be involved in education at age fifty and over (59%) than

those who had not (11%). There was no significant difference in relation

to the initial educational attainment of those who were studying, although

the pattern to emerge was that those educated to further and higher

levels, were the most likely to be doing so now.

The type of study undertaken included vocational and non-vocational

courses spanning a wide variety of subjects and disciplines. Nearly one

quarter (23%) were undertaking IT related courses, especially the Euro-

pean Computer Driving Licence (challenging the negative stereotype that

older people are unwilling or unable to adapt to new technology). Seven-

teen percent were studying vocational qualifications (for example,

NVQs), with modern languages and arts and social sciences also proving

to be popular.

The majority of the sample (51%) were studying both accredited and

non-accredited courses at community level, whilst relatively equal pro-

portions were studying at Further Education (FE)  level (25%) and HE

level (23%). Those who were at the older end of the cohort (those in their

sixties) were more likely to study at community level (64%), than those at

the younger end (those in their fifties) who were most likely to study at FE

level (31%).

When asked what prompted them to return to study, 21% said that family

(usually a partner or children) persuaded them, however it did also

appear that a life event had been the original trigger to return. For

example, 41% indicated retirement had been this trigger, with 18%

suggesting ill health was the initial prompt. Other triggers included be-

reavement (5%), unemployment (12%) and redundancy (15%). This

indicates that labour market detachment through redundancy, unemploy-

ment or retirement provided the impetus for some to return to education.

Of those made redundant, 41% had considered study straight away, 12%

had considered study less than six months after redundancy with almost

half (47%) returning to education between six month and two years after

being made redundant. This perhaps suggests that for some, time on



Gender Discrimination and Ageist Perceptions - Final Report 2006

102

ones hands could be filled by undertaking some form of educational

course, or the realisation that re-skilling or upgrading their qualifications

was something which had to be undertaken fairly swiftly as 41% of the

sample considered study immediately after being made redundant. The

same proportion however who had not considered returning to education

until at the earliest six months to two years later may signify a failure to

secure employment or employment of at the same rate of pay or quality

as previously enjoyed.

Those who had experienced compulsory redundancy were more likely to

consider study straight away (47%), than those who had experienced

voluntary redundancy (31%) who were most likely to have taken up study

after more than 2 years (39%). It was notable that those who had

experienced compulsory redundancy were more likely to study to in-

crease their employability or for career development (43%) than those

who had experienced voluntary redundancy (35%) who were most likely

to study in a non-job related area (65%). This would confirm the finding

(from the employment sector of the research) that those who had experi-

enced compulsory redundancy were more likely to want - (or need) - to

return to work, than those for whom redundancy was voluntary.

Overall 61% of the sample were studying in a non-job related area, 22%

wanted to acquire qualifications for progression or re-establishment in an

existing career and 17% wanted to acquire qualifications for a change of

career. Those who were working at the time were the less likely to study

in a non-job related area (23%), than those who were economically

inactive (50%) and retired (93%).

In terms of the respondents’ age, the younger end of the cohort (those in

their fifties) were equally as likely to want to acquire qualifications for a

change of career (34%) and to study in a non-job related area (34%),

whereas those aged 60 and over were much more likely to want to study

in a non-job related area (86%). Other motives included having a special

interest in the subject area, and the enjoyment of learning (both of which

were rated important by 90% of the sample). Eighty percent felt the desire

for new challenges was important, 63% were interested in the social
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aspect and meeting new people and 52% said that they wanted time to

do something that was just for themselves. The desire to contribute to

society and the community was rated important by 52% of the sample,

while 42% rated the status acquired from qualification as being important.

Those who were economically inactive were more likely to rate social

contact as important (69%), than those who were economically active

(48%). However, those who were economically active were more likely to

rate status from qualification as important (73%), than those who were

economically inactive (29%). Again the picture for the retired community

is one of ‘learning for learning’s sake’, for interest and recreation rather

than working for educational attainment. Those aged sixty and over were

more likely to say that social contact was an important motivation (67%),

than those currently in their fifties (57%) who were more likely to rate

status from qualification as being important (57%), than those aged sixty

and over (26%). The following interviewee recalls how social support and

bonds were formed between  fellow students:

"We used to have study groups in each other's houses and the
phone would ring all the time, you know ‘what are you doing for
this?', ‘How can we do this?’. And I'd phone them up, but everyone
was absolutely loving it … and it takes up your whole life, it's not
like…it's unlike anything else really." (Male 60 +, retired).

Constraints

The most frequently indicated constraint was trying to combine studying

with other commitments (39%), followed by the financial cost of study

(28%), lack of confidence (23%) and the demands of study (24%).

Availability of choice in study areas was mentioned but by less then 1 in

10. In terms of age, 12% said that age as a feeling of being too old to

study was an issue, while only 6% mentioned, age discrimination as a

constraint. Younger age groups however viewed finance as a constraint

to study (39%) more so than older age groups (19%), this possibly

reflecting the fact that those in their 60s tended to study at community

level where courses can sometimes be provided free of charge. Lack of

confidence and a feeling of trying to catch up created a feeling of

despondency in this interviewee:
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“I've been on a computer course, but it's only the Learn Direct one
so I feel that the barriers are obviously my skills aren't up to date,
you get a lack of confidence as well because you realise that
everybody else is up to speed on computers and things, and when
you've been out of the full-time workforce for any length of time, you
do loose your confidence and, you know, it's hard.” (Female 50, job
seeker/volunteer).

Those in their fifties were generally less confident about studying than the

over-sixties. Younger age groups also had greater concerns about the

demands of study and, interestingly, also were more likely to suggest

they were too old to study. Indeed, this younger group also appeared to

have less confidence in their ability to learn. These interviewees recalled

how failure to achieve at school was in a way expected, and this resulted

in limiting the choices that were open to them:

“But you know, about …school when you left, no one expected you
to…you never got any qualifications, and there were no O' levels on
offer… after you failed the eleven plus, it was just - you left with…the
most you could hope for was a reference and in my case it was two
sentences.” (Male, 65).

“I was in the C stream so my expectations or the school's expecta-
tions of me was not [good] …I wouldn't be suitable for going onto
further education or anything like that. My only choices were to work
in a factory or shop work you know that kind of work.” (Female 55,
early retired).

“I always felt that I had failed really because when I took the 11 plus
I had an interview to go to the grammar school and I didn't pass. You
can imagine the first couple of years of my schooling, I probably felt
quite a sort of failure really.” (Female 54, returned to work in her
forties).

For some the prospect of returning to education was viewed with some

trepidation:

“I haven’t studied since I was fifteen, and the thought of going
through all that is quite daunting. I mean I will be OK once I do it, but
the prospect is quite daunting.” (Male 55, paid staff, voluntary sector).

As might be expected, those who had returned to study after the initial

school period found the adjustment to study easier to cope with and were

also more confident in their ability to learn.
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“I always knew I wasn't thick like, but I just hated maths and that so
when I was 36 I did three O' levels on a correspondence course and
I just got one you know of the three at a very low level. I was a bit
like Rodney from 'Only Fools and Horses' you know one ‘O’ level
[laughing]. But I think if I'd have failed that I may not have gone on,
but I took the other two again and then the following year and I got
them.” (Male 60+, retired).

When asked about the advantages or disadvantages of study after

middle age the responses included: keeping the mind active – that taking

up study helps you remain physically and intellectually active; the pleas-

ure and enjoyment of learning; the need to keep up with new technology;

to broaden the mind; to enrich their life; for emotional and social develop-

ment; and to increase self-confidence. A number of people wanted to

prove that they were still capable or to prove something to themselves.

Some felt that being older allowed them to bring a mature approach to

study and that it actually might be easier this time around. Others wanted

to increase their employability or to further their career.

When asked about disadvantages of study, answers ranged from adjust-

ment to study; ill health; financial cost incurred, that it perhaps takes

longer to assimilate information ‘brain not what it was’; time constraints

and family commitments. Seven percent had taken up study to increase

their employability but were veering towards the idea that study after

middle age is not as profitable because of the age discrimination they

expected to face when looking for work or the lack of jobs available.

Finally, 4% said that negative cultural perceptions about age and learning

were at the back of their mind or had impacted on their study in some

respect.

Examination of qualitative data highlighted a myriad of influences that

impacted upon learning and educational choices and decisions. For

example, a key issue here was that education and/or study were just too

expensive. This ranged from not being able to afford to access H.E. due

to student loans not being available to the over fifty-fives, to not being

able to afford locally based courses, offering, for instance basic foreign

language skills. The marketing of Higher Education was also of some

concern with some institutions thought of as being exclusively aimed at
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younger people and not valuing the life experience gained by prospective

older students. Whilst this in some ways suggests institutional failings in

widening participation amongst older learners, the barriers were some-

times much more blunt. As one interviewee noted.

“….then a course came up in X [another college] so I thought I’ll try
there so I rang up and by then I think I was 49 or 50 and he (tutor)
said. ‘How old…can I ask you how old you are?’ I said, ‘I’m 50’ He
said, ‘Won’t you feel stupid in a class of 16-19 year olds?’.” (Female
50+, unemployed).

Whilst of course such discriminatory remarks may be contrary to institu-

tional policy, they do demonstrate how individual prejudice and/or attitude

may undermine any good work that may be have been done in making

educational opportunities more accessible.

In this case the interviewee also highlighted how her confidence had

been extremely dented by such an attitude and this was a constant

theme running through the interviews. It was not necessarily the ability to

deal with the intellectual demands of higher or further education or a

locally based course that was causing reluctance to access such cours-

es, although this was mentioned, but it was also the ability to deal with

other, maybe hidden, pressures. For example, as pointed out by one

interviewee who had witnessed the difficulties other women had encoun-

tered whilst undertaking a degree herself, that working, home life and

studying present hidden pressures, interacting within home life creating

tension and pressure upon some women.

“I think what happens is, especially if their family is still at home, and
especially if they’ve got a man, the old fashioned ideas come back
in again…I should be there to put the tea on, I should make sure the
washing is done, and then if I’ve got any time I will go and do that,
she doesn’t think about the man going to the pub in the night and
the kids going out.” ( Female 54, unemployed).

One must recognise however that it does not necessarily mean that

family members are deliberately standing in the way of opportunities, but

that social influences run deep. Family members, whilst on one hand

lauded as being supportive and encouraging, may be, in some ways,

complicit in failing to break down barriers.
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Conversations also tried to determine what the initial motivations for

study may have been with the reasons centred on three themes. Firstly,

the need to re-train after redundancy, secondly, for reasons of increased

social contact, and thirdly, for reasons of personal development.

“Because I was the oldest  person doing my final …this diploma I
have done…my tutor said to me ‘why are you doing it’, because I
was already qualified but I just wanted to get in there, renew it all
and find out what else is going on, she used to say to me ‘you are
so brave’, and I used to think, ‘is it because I am older’, you know,
what the bloody hell is she doing this for?” (Female 57, volunteer).

Of course these motivations are not necessarily mutually exclusive and

one may facilitate the other. However, what was clear, and somewhat

supported by quantitative data, was that accessing education and/or

training more often than not, was a reaction to a life event. For some it

was to gain skills after redundancy, for others it was just to keep some

social contact after stopping work, whilst for others it was to maintain

companionship after bereavement.

Regardless of the initial motive to access education, what emerged from

the data was how an initial introduction to education was able to foster a

desire to undertake more, and that small, manageable steps, within the

context of extended support networks, helps to mitigate some of the

effects that lack of confidence may bring. The comment below gives an

example of these dynamics at work.

“Then, all very slow steps…I did a couple of A’ levels…and then I
did a further education teacher’s certificate... then I applied to the
open university and did a humanities degree… I suppose I was into
my fifties then.” (Male 60+, retired).

Indeed, as stated by another interviewee.

“It was just that once I got the bit between my teeth about education,
I went mad and I just I mean I got loads of stuff.” (Male 60+, retired).
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Emerging picture

The picture to emerge thus far from the data is that in many ways the

world of education replicates the world of work in that men and women

are guided into educational avenues reflective of gendered presump-

tions. Further to this, both internal and external barriers co-exist that to

seek to dissuade many from taking the important initial step back to

education/training. These initial steps cannot be underestimated and

both sets of data clearly highlight how confidence, ambition and efficacy

may be enhanced through the achievement of clearly reachable educa-

tional goals. Service providers do need to take this into account and

ensure they market themselves accordingly.

Learner typology

If we were to categorise those who are studying, five groups could be

said to have emerged from the data.

 Highly educated and motivated people who have become serial

learners, dipping in and out of education throughout their life.

 Those who have returned to education to get back to work or to

become job ready after a period out of employment, and have

enjoyed or achieved something from their studying.

 Those who enjoyed learning at school but did not get the oppor-

tunity to pursue it earlier on and left school unqualified.

 A smaller group who have found themselves out of work at 50

and need to retrain or re-skill in a new area.

 Those who have opted for community based training for reasons

of personal growth and/or social contact.

There will of course be some blurring of the edges here, but what is

apparent from the data is that, with the exception of the first group,

education was seen and acted upon as a reaction to some kind of life

event. That rather than being proactive in terms of updating skills and

knowledge, a majority of the cohort waited for, in the main, a negative life

event, and used education as an antidote to that.
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We do have to think about this however in the context of modern employ-

ment practices, whereby employees are in some ways expected to

regularly update skills and knowledge so as to keep pace with technolog-

ical progress and the changing world of work. This in itself may be a

concern, in that if education is seen as an antidote to a problem, rather

than something done in tandem with employment, many who have been

reluctant to update their knowledge may find the skills they have relied

upon thus far, are now redundant and outdated at a  time when they are

needed most. This may not be so much of an issue for people close to

their retirement, for as the data demonstrates, as this time approaches,

ones motivation for education tends to change. However, it is worth

considering two points; firstly, those who have some experience of post

compulsory education are more likely to access education in later life and

secondly, the well-being fostered through continuing social contact un-

doubtedly aides health into retirement, the challenge must be to ensure

education is continually accessible and relevant and that stereotypes,

along with discriminatory institutional and personal practices are continu-

ally monitored and challenged.

The following sections are based upon data collected from 1035 men and

women over fifty.

Past Employment

This section explored the experiences of people in their past employ-

ment. It delved into whether past employment had any impact on how

they viewed their position today1.

When the samples were asked about their previous employment, 9% had

come from a professional background, 35% had been involved in mana-

gerial or lower professional work, 32% in non-manual skilled work (such

as office work), and 25% in lower skilled roles.

Differences between the participants’ current employment situation and

socio-economic group can be seen in the table below.
1 Two datasets were used to inform this section, as such some of the results present-
ed are not for comparison between sectors but to provide information only
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Table 6 - Current Employment Situation
Socio-economic  Voluntary Sector Working in Public Volunteers  Not Working
Group  Paid Staff or Private Sector
Professional Level 10% 7%   16%  6%

Management/Lower  48% 31%   43%  24%

Professional Level

Non-Manual Skilled 27% 35%   26%  34%

Lower Skilled 15% 27%   15%  36%

Across all the participants the volunteers were the most likely group to

have been of involved in previous work at a professional level.

Generally men (43%) had previously been more involved in lower skilled

work, compared to only 16% of women surveyed. Whilst 43% of all

women had previously worked in non-manual skilled work, the figure for

all men was just 16%. However similar numbers of men and women in

this study had previous experience of working in both professional and

managerial/lower professional levels.  These results suggest that gen-

dered job roles do still exist in society especially within the lower socio-

economic levels such as non-manual and lower skilled, however with

regards to the higher levels such as management and professional

gender differences are less evident.

The voluntary sector participants were asked which sector they had

spent most of their employed life in. The results for both the volunteers

and paid staff can be seen in the table below.

Table 7 - Past Employment: Voluntary Sector
Sector Type   Paid Staff (%) Volunteers (%)
Public Sector   28   46

Private Sector  34   49

Voluntary Sector  37   5

It can be seen that for the paid staff in the voluntary sector, their history

of employment was fairly evenly spread across the three sectors. Howev-

er, for the volunteers, very few (5%) had previously worked within the

voluntary sector and had mostly been involved with the private and public

sector (n= 398).
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For women it was found that a quarter of the paid staff had previously

been employed in the public sector. With regards to the male participants,

just under half of the paid staff had formerly been employed in the private

sector, whilst one fifth had previously had some voluntary sector history

(19%).

The majority of those who had worked in the private and public sectors

participants (83%) had worked in more full-time than part-time roles

(17%). In terms of gender, 28% of women surveyed had previously most

regularly worked part-time, compared to only 2% of men surveyed. There

were also differences between women who took part in the survey.

Women at the older end of the cohort (those in their sixties and over)

were more likely than those at the younger end (those in their fifties) to

have worked mostly part time, although the difference here was not

statistically significant (n=650)

Over half of the females working or volunteering in the voluntary sector

had in the past tended to have worked in environments which had more

women than men as employees. Men currently working or volunteering

within the voluntary sector had in the past tended to work in environment

where there were more men than women. The survey showed that just

under a quarter (22%) of voluntary sector paid staff that had said there

when in the past they had been employed in workforces they had

experienced ageist attitudes, however those that had worked in environ-

ments which had more older than younger workers or in a gender

balanced environment had not experienced such attitudes.

Just under half of the paid staff (47%) agreed that the promotion opportu-

nities in their past main employer did become less accessible to them

after age of fifty, compared to just over a third (37%) who felt the same

for training opportunities. This indicates that older staff had been viewed

as less eligible for promotion and training as they passed fifty, or perhaps

even younger.

 It was found that those who had experienced ageist attitudes and age

discrimination in their past employment and agreed with the statement
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“as you get older you have less choice in your career and employment”,

was only slightly influenced by whether in the past they has worked in

predominantly younger environment (70%), even for those who had

worked alongside more older people in the past (62%) felt the statement

to be true.

Whether people have less choice in their careers as they get older was

explored in the survey. Male paid staff in the voluntary sector were more

likely to agree (90%), than the female paid staff were (78%). Interestingly,

those who felt that their employers had more younger than older workers,

or an even gender balance, were most likely to agree that you have less

choice in your career with age.

Employment History

From the interview data it is clear that the world of work was a very

different place then to what it is today. Men and women in their fifties and

sixties are a unique group in that they have grown up and grown older in

a period marked by social and economic change. In the economic boom

of the late 1950’s and 1960’s Great Britain was the ‘workshop of the

world’ (McDowell, 2001) dominated by its industrial and manufacturing

employment. Young people at that time entered a new era of economic

growth and expansion. Unemployment was generally low and people

grew up with the notion that work was secure and accessible – it was

there for those who wanted it.

“When I left school it wasn’t a matter of whether you’d get a job, it
was a matter of what job you’d get. I hadn’t got a clue and then I
went on holiday for a week and I thought I’ll get a job when I come
back and I walked around to the trading estate… I saw this factory
there for tailoring and so I went into tailoring. I did that for two years
and thought, I think I’ll go and do something different…and went out
in my lunch hour and got a job as hand sander in a factory and that
led to an apprenticeship.” (Male 66, retired).

Volunteering History

 The majority of volunteers in the sample had volunteered before in some

capacity. Just under a third of the paid staff were also currently involved

in voluntary work. Those with private sector backgrounds were the least

likely to have had any history of volunteering. However, people who had
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worked mainly in the public sector were more likely to have volunteered

than those from the private sector.

For some their first period of volunteering began with their involvement in

giving their time to particular groups, often this was through some form of

involvement the group had with their children. From this they had pro-

gressed

“….mainly with children, play schemes when my children were
there. I got involved with this committee, I was there, I got
involved...then I moved…If people know that you have done that
they ask you to do the same and then I got pulled into (organisation
name).” (Female 62, Volunteer).

“I had been involved in volunteering at an earlier stage in the life
cycle when you have kids, I did things with the scout movement that
sort of aspect, but other than that I don’t think I would describe it as
volunteering.” (Male 61, Volunteer).

Women and Work Patterns

As Maguire (1995) observed, where women once left work upon mar-

riage, the present situation is one where the majority of women leave

work upon the birth of a child and return to work after basic maternity

leave. Hence there are some older women who left work as soon as they

got married or had children and there are some women typically in their

fifties who left work upon the birth of a child, returned to work and worked

(mostly part time) between the births of subsequent children. While the

pattern is undoubtedly different for single and divorced women, the point

made is the same, namely, ‘the younger the woman, the more paid work

she is likely to have done and the better qualified in formal terms she is

likely to be’ (Groves, 1993: 43). Thus, prevailing attitudes and expecta-

tions especially about women’s role in employment have influenced the

female cohort at different points throughout their working lives.

“think what happened when I was younger you left your job and your
children were your life you brought them up sort of thing it was a
different attitude more traditional.” (Female 60, full-time carer of
grandchildren).
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“I think it's probably the norm for the woman to go back to work
whereas when I had my first child it wasn't, it was more normal to do
what I did [break in employment].” (Female 56, working full-time).

These next two examples are of females who spent time out of employ-

ment to look after their family and home, after which they changed their

career paths to be different from what they had done before.

“I had my children…I got married…to be honest because of my work
experience I had hated all the jobs that I had had, so I was quite
happy to be at home and be the housekeeper and the mum…It is a
sessional thing I do now…it can be any number of days a month.”
(Female 62, volunteer).

Intermittent work patterns in the past served to reduce the opportunities

for women once they re-entered the workforce. As the employers have

shown in this study

Experiences of discrimination because of gender race or disability were

not unusual. Indeed the period was characterised by the sex-stereotyp-

ing of jobs, whereby the majority of women were channelled into female

dominated occupations like teaching and shop work – ‘women could do

office work, nursing, teaching, but definitely not engineering or working

on the roads’ - or were located at the lowest grades of the sectors in

which they worked. As one woman put it.

“There was a lower expectation of women actually progressing up
the ladder. Women generally had to work twice as hard as men to
achieve particularly the higher positions within the system and there
was a cultural expectation that really it was the man who worked
and provided and really women would work for a number of years
until they got married and settled down.” (Female 50-54, working
full-time).

Some women had to be proactive and fight to enter jobs that were

previously closed off to them. One such woman applied for a job in her

chosen career, only to be rejected and told that it was a “male-only”

position.

“To do the actual job I do now, I had to wait for the Equal Opportu-
nities Bill and then re-apply, because they [employer] didn’t take
notice of me the first time. I applied for my first X,  and I was told that
it was a male only job, and then I applied again and they said ‘no’
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they only employed men. I’m going back a long time ago - anyway
they only employed men and then I reapplied when the Equal
Opportunities Bill came in which must have been in the [pause] 70s.
I wrote out a written application and attached a copy of the Bill.”
(Female 50-54, working full-time).

During some of the interviews various employment related transitions

were discussed. One interviewee identified how it was a total career

change for her to go and work in the voluntary sector, having always

worked for private sector employers.

“When I was young…I went into (private sector employer) and I
stayed there for 10 years …I got a little bit fed up of that and then I
had a total career change and I went work for (voluntary organisa-
tion). I had done some work in the community, you know, voluntary
work myself, so I had a little bit of background and that’s where it
came from there…It was one of those government programmes that
finished. The organisation said they didn’t want to lose me so they
bought me in. and because of my administration background they
started to train me as a (current role) and it all stemmed from there.”
(Female 58, paid staff voluntary sector).

Another interviewee indicated how he had worked in the public sector

until he moved into voluntary sector work, his motivation for this being his

altruistic religious beliefs.

“I started…in local government for 14 years…and left that as that I
felt that was what god wanted for me and I found myself involved in
founding  (voluntary organisation) in Liverpool and I was with them
for 10 years…although I am not directly involved with them now I still
act as a consultant for them.”  (Male 58, paid staff voluntary sector).

Following redundancy some found work in their later years within the

voluntary sector.

“I had a few different sort of jobs… I got a job with (private employer)
and that was, I was in (that) for 20 years…I stayed with (private
employer) because I couldn’t afford to do anything else you
know…[they] were offering voluntary redundancy to people when
they reached the age of 50 and I thought it was quite a good deal,
so I thought, yeah, now is my chance to move, I had been wanting
too for ages so… its something to remember that once you get
married and you have got a mortgage and a car, you can’t afford to
mess around, you are stuck….then I came into this work and that’s
it, fine you know, Child is grown up, wife is fine, she’s not working
she’s retired now and basically mortgage is paid and I’m waiting until
I retire now.” (Male 61, paid staff voluntary sector).
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With a history of private sector employment, a move into the voluntary

sector provided a safety net at a time when work was hard to find.

However the short-termism contract culture of the sector, in that jobs are

often created following  funding brings about a certain degree of insecu-

rity which the older worker can sometimes find difficult to accept, follow-

ing the era when there were “jobs for life”.

“Right up to the early 80’s I worked for a (private company)…The
factory closed down due to the redundancies… all the factories
were closing down at the particular time and I was out of work more
or less for about 2 years. I just happened to see a job…I took it on
the basis that it would do until I found a proper job, which would be
again in industry because that was my background …then an
opportunity came up in (within previous employer)…and I kept doing
that basically until the opportunity to come and work here…I think it
is generally people who are at the bottom end when it comes to
seeking employment can very often find work here [in the voluntary
sector] because it is not the highest paid work…There is that
instability about it…I think nowadays there is not that climate that
people are thinking I have a job for life, you know what I mean. If you
get a job for a couple of years I think you are doing well. So I think
people have come to accept, you know that there isn’t permanent
employment. I think it is more a case of people at our age having to
catch up and accept that, I think young people already see that.”
(Male 50, paid staff in voluntary sector).

Women’s progression in the workforce has been slow to filter through,

with many still banging their heads against the glass ceiling, some are

now facing the silver ceiling of ageism. However enlightened the follow-

ing two interviewees may be, the evidence from research continues to

highlight the gender and age disadvantage experienced by older people

in society,

“When I was a child and was growing up mothers and women were
housewives - and then they were managers! - and it only takes a few
generations for this integration to take place. I think we’re in that
[transition]. I don’t think it’s happened yet to its full potential, but I
think it’s on its way.” (Male 55-60, working full-time).

Supporting the belief that women are moving into managerial positions

in the middle years this interviewee explains how although quite daunt-

ing especially when taking on a new managerial position, she was fully

supported by her boss.

“I just decided to change direction a year ago because I'd been with
[previous organisation] for 18 years...I saw this job advertised and I
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just read it, read it in the window and I thought I could do that. It was
just a spur of the moment thing seeing that advert. I had thought
about moving on, well I can't at my age - I'll be here till I retire  [I
thought]. When I say that, I thought, its worth a try and I did…I
wouldn't say I have said I'm ambitious,  in the past I think that I just
got to the stage in [previous organisation] where you could do the
job with your eyes closed. You go on automatic pilot. The chief
executive said ‘I thought you'd be here till you retired’ and so did I,
‘but if I don't do it now maybe it won’t wait till I'm over 60,  its going
to be even harder’, … he was very pleased for me and very support-
ive.” (Female 58, change of career at age 50).

The experience of this interviewee contradicts the stereotypical age

assumptions held by some of the employers interviewed in this study and

the more generally held beliefs about women’s lack of managerial

capabilities.

Past Experiences of Discrimination and Impact

Within the context of past employment this study explored the extent of

perceived discrimination in different employment sectors and examined

the impact and experiences of discrimination through the eyes of the over

fifties. Of the 1035 people surveyed, a significant proportion (22%) said

that they had experienced age discrimination previously in their career.

While slightly fewer, but nevertheless a notable proportion (13%), said

that they had experienced gender discrimination. Significant relationships

were found between these experiences and other variables or criteria

identified from the survey research.

Age Discrimination

We wanted to determine if and how people’s experiences of discrimina-

tion varied across age and gender. In general men were more likely to

have reported they had experienced age discrimination in employment

(28%) than women (17%). Within the experiences of those now working

as volunteers, it was found that women were twice as likely as men to

have reported discrimination based on their age. There was also variation

across age groups in that those currently aged 50-59 were more likely to

have experienced age discrimination previously in the work history (25%)

than those aged sixty and over (18%). The difference was more marked

for those who were currently economically inactive, with 33% of people

in their fifties reporting experiences of age discrimination, compared to
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20% of people in their sixties. For those people currently employed we

found not statistical significance between the respondents’ age and

whether they had experienced age discrimination.

When people have had gaps out of the labour force they were more likely

to have reported experiences of age discrimination (24%), compared to

people who had full and continuous patterns of employment (16%). This

may suggest that the cumulative effect of, gaps out of work, missed

opportunities, as a result of breaks, coupled with unfair treatment regard-

ing their age (which for many women meant re-starting work at lesser

positions than they may have previously been able to command) had a

long term profound effect, extending far beyond the actual events, thus

impacting upon a person’s future career or work status. How far such

recollections had been influenced by, perhaps, possible dissatisfaction in

their current employment or being out of work, is obviously uncertain yet

the evidence offered during interviews outlines clear occurrences of age

discrimination in past work histories.

Age discrimination was found to operate when people were younger,

sometimes straight after leaving school and again later in their lives, for

some, as early as thirty years of age. For age discrimination at a younger

age, this was dismissed by some of the sample as being negative

treatment, especially amongst those who entered into manual labour

occupations after the initial schooling period, where it was said they got

a ‘bit of a hard time’ from older employees. Although, this was accepted

by most as being part and parcel of a male-orientated work environment,

it was a period in which they could look back on and perhaps identify it

as a learning process and a kind of initiation into adulthood; for age

discrimination in later years the sample, in hindsight, viewed this more

seriously due to the placing of limitations on opportunities and the subse-

quent impact this had on their life chances. Some interviewees felt that

they had experienced discrimination in terms of the pay they received,

whereby organisations based the pay scales on age rather than experi-

ence. Hence we can trace back to some ageist practices that have

largely been played out in the labour market. Our understanding of age

and adulthood may be defined, to a large extent by how labour market
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practices were able to determine both the age of adult status and the pay

and rewards that went with it.

“One time there weren’t opportunities to train for promotion, no.
When I worked in [public sector organisation] you were twenty-eight
before you came on full money. So if you were looking to get married
or anything before twenty-eight, forget it, you know. It was crazy.”
(Male 60, retired after redundancy).

More common was age discrimination, that was levied at some people

from thirty years onwards, through the use maximum age limits in job

adverts, which usually meant that a person was too old to find work as

early as age thirty. There were also examples of ageist attitudes operat-

ing within the workplace. As one interviewee understood it, age discrimi-

nation has always been a part of the workplace culture, and as such it

was accepted as an inevitable part of growing older in employment.

“I remember when we went for a night out, the younger people that
we had trained were coming up, I was now part time, they were now
full time. We were in a restaurant and I sort of came in slightly later,
and I remember (colleagues name), who I had know for some time
[say] ‘ oh,  you are over there with the oldies’ and then  she was like,
‘oh I am sorry, I am sorry’ and I was [saying] ‘ yeah you are right’…I
remember being her age and doing it [myself]. That was
interesting…you see there was no age discrimination then... it was
just the way it was, there wasn’t a label or a word for it, that’s the
difference.” ( Female 55, Volunteer).

Situations arose in which access to training opportunities was based

upon age. Assumptions were made about perceived learning capabilities

and mental acuity. The reinforcement of negative messages can bring

about self doubt as outlined in an earlier section, this interviewee reiter-

ates a similar sentiment,

“I think for somebody of my age, you sometimes get a lot of ageism.
I used to work at one time for (public sector employer) in the
enquiries department and I had to go for… training… for that…All I
kept getting told was that ‘we wont expect you to be able to do this
because you are an older person’ and although they had this policy
of non-ageism, no prejudice, it kept on getting dropped in the
conversation… I enjoyed the job and I enjoyed the people I was
with, but I always felt I was the oldest. I might have only been the
oldest by five years, but I didn’t feel as valued there…I was about
fifty-two, but I did feel old. I mean I didn’t feel old before I went to
work there…The training put years on me… I even put a complaint
in about [it] - I mean she was a lovely girl, but she kept bringing up
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this thing, about, well because you are older and fair enough I
maybe wasn’t as fast, I had never been great at geography but I
mean I had only been there three months and I got the employee of
the month, so I wasn’t that bad.” ( Female 58,  paid staff voluntary
sector).

Subjective decisions based upon a person’s age are often couched in

terms of the economic benefit or payback period the trainee may have

within the company, and as such are misjudged, as the literature has

shown workers who have considerable length of service are more likely

to repay their firm with loyalty, unlike younger workers who move on with

the training certificates acquired elsewhere in their back pockets. This

interviewee illustrated how, when in his forties he was sidelined for

training and those younger men who had been more successful in

accessing training invariably moved on.

“The equipment was actually getting very hi-tech… and they felt that
it was not cost effective for me to be trained …they  had a retirement
age of sixty… they probably thought…it would have cost them,
probably years of training and for only ten years possible return and
they probably … [thought] it was not worthwhile you know…In the
end…you could see the younger people, people in their thirties and
that , sort of moving on [leaving]  … you could see the hesitation,
obviously, in your managers,  well is it worth putting me,
(participants name) onto this because he is approaching fifty?”
(Male 61, paid staff voluntary sector).

Several older volunteers had been displaced from the labour market

whilst in their fifties, and reported prolonged periods of unemployment

which they laid firmly at the door of age discrimination in recruitment and

selection. Constant failure to break through this barrier had left some

feeling as though it was futile to try, as they felt they were considered by

employers to be  ‘too old’ for work and hence they stopped looking.

“Well yeah I have [experienced discrimination] actually when I think
of it now of being too old for work. When I was at the peak of my
career (40-50 years old)…I was probably thinking of looking round
for other work and found out that they wouldn’t take you on over a
certain age and so instead of pushing…I just gave up and just
thought, well if that is the case I will stay in the job I have got…I just
found it at the time very difficult and just kept coming across closed
doors in that respect.” (Male 62, Volunteer)

“[When I applied for a management role] I felt very disappointed and
very hurt because I was told I hadn’t got the job. When I went (left
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employment) it came out, that the people said no they wouldn’t give
it to me because I was too old at fifty-three, because they expected
somebody younger because …they wanted to it run for x number of
years, so I didn’t get it… I was disappointed, but afterwards I thought
well that is life.” (Female 62, Volunteer).

However, on the whole, volunteers and paid staff in the voluntary sector

were  least likely to have reported experiencing age discrimination in

previous employment (8% and 10% respectively) than those from the

public and private sectors (24%). When employed staff in the voluntary

sector had previously worked within the private sectors (24%) they were

more likely to have experienced ageist attitudes, than those who had

previously worked in public and voluntary sectors (10% for both). Taken

together, this may suggest that more age positive approaches are adopt-

ed by the voluntary sector.

Gender Discrimination

Compared to age discrimination, there were much clearer differences

between the numbers of men and women who reported gender discrimi-

nation earlier in their career. As might be expected experiences of gender

discrimination were more prevalent among women (18% of all women,

compared to only 6% of all men surveyed). As with age discrimination,

the tendency to have perceived gender discrimination was stronger

amongst the younger end of the cohort, particularly those in the 50-54

age group. One possible explanation for this trend is that profound

changes regarding women’s employment and equal opportunity legisla-

tion, during the last thirty years, impacted greatly on this group, simply by

virtue of the fact that these women were more likely to have grown up and

grown older under these changes. They witnessed the challenges, then

and now, of gender inequalities being brought before the courts, provid-

ing a drip feed of evidence reinforcing the experiences of those who had

faced the gender hurdles associated with maternity, promotion, and equal

pay.

Gender discrimination was more keenly felt among women from the

public and private sector who had previously taken time out of the labour

market for childcare (72%, compared to 27% of those who had not taken

time out of the labour market). Many of the women interviewed had
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confronted classic gendered discourse about motherhood, the care of the

family and their role within it. It was felt that employers at that time

(1960’s, 1970’s) thought women were only interested in work until they

got married or had children,

“Just after I was married I went for a job and it was an internal
promotion and it was between me and two men. Both of the men
were the same age as me, they were less qualified than me, they
had a worse sickness record than me, because I was always careful
or conscientious about my days off, so on paper it looked like me.
But at the interview, this man said to me, this is the gods honest
truth, he said to me, ‘you’ve recently been married?’ I said ‘yes’. ‘So
you’ll be having children in a few years time?’ I said ‘no, I don’t
intend to have any children for a long while yet’ ‘But you will be
having children?’ It was an assumption he made without me saying
anything. I didn’t get the job, one of the men got the job, but I was
so angry because I knew why they hadn’t given it to me.” (Female
55, working full-time).

“They [employer] said, ‘no I must have known [that I was pregnant]
and that I was taking the place…that I was just messing around,
because it takes you a few weeks you know to get trained …so they
just said, ‘you must have known you were pregnant’ and I said, ‘well
I didn’t’ and they said, ‘well we’re terminating your contract’.”
(Female 58, carer of family and home).

Other people gave examples of negative gendered stereotypes that they

had experienced during their working lives. One woman told how sexist

‘jibes’ and ‘jokes’ had become a part of her everyday existence.

“I was whistled at I think every day I came to work and not just by
the students, there was a lot of sexist banter and comments, nothing
specifically insulting, but just low level boring crap, you know
(laughs) and you can’t be bothered to respond to it on a daily basis
so it just becomes part of your daily existence.” (Female 50, paid
staff, voluntary sector).

There were also examples of women in the 1970’s, who had taken

advantage of the new legislation and had fully supported the women’s

liberation movement,  – they were the first to ‘break though’ and establish

themselves in formerly male-dominated jobs, yet found themselves fac-

ing a new set of hurdles along the way. One woman recalled the trouble

she had in being accepted in her post in an institution which has had a

long history of male domination, the message conveyed back to her was

that she was easily replaceable,
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“When I went into X it was 1976 so it was just after the Equal
Opportunities, but you know some people had claimed... for discrim-
ination … I mean if I’d claimed for some of the things that were said
to me when I went, and the way we were treated, because we were
women, not by all of them, some of them were brilliant, but some of
the things that were said, you could have taken them to a tribunal.
But at the time you didn’t realise, you’re only young and you felt that
if you stepped out of line that would be it, because they could do that
at any time… just say that you’re not suitable, and they didn’t have
to give you an explanation.” (Female 50, job seeker).

Time taken out of the labour market to have and raise children had a

profound impact on the availability of opportunity and choice once women

returned to work. Although most of them returned to their previous

employer they had fewer years of service (compared to men and to single

women) in which to progress and move up the career ladder. For those

women who entered the job market at the time it was not only their

gender and family status that conspired to discriminate but their age also,

despite only being in their thirties.

“I was 36 years old and believe it or not, seventeen years ago they
used to put on the notice board in the job centre [pause] they used
to type it out [job advertisement] on a little postcard, so they would
put something like, ‘18-30’ and they would actually put that
on…(pauses…the numbers of jobs, jobs I could have done quite
easily… receptionist jobs, answering the telephone … that would
have got me back into the workplace and I could have coped with
that.” (Female 55, working full-time).

There were also examples of the negative effect that a double jeopardy

of gender and age discrimination can have upon an individual. The two

examples of double jeopardy cited below are quite different in that one is

the experience of a man and the other of a woman, yet both felt that they

were discriminated against because of their age and gender in respect to

their past employment.

“[My past employer] got a new area manager who decided they
didn’t want older managers, she said, didn’t want male managers
and I was told,’ I’m getting you out because you are an older person,
I don’t want you you’re male and you’re over 40, you’re out’, and so
they put me through 9 months of hell because I wouldn’t
leave…when I left I was about as low as you could get…I don’t think
I have been treated like that any other time in my life, that was
horrendous…she would tell me you are going, I don’t want you here,
you are too old and you are male you are going…The pressure was
unbelievable, it wasn’t good. I mean it was a gradual thing but at the
end of it I felt totally devalued, no work, no value, no nothing… I was
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so low it was unbelievable and even now I am not as I was
before…still not totally come back, I don’t think I ever will, it
scars…and that was all because I was too old and the wrong sex.”
(Male 55, paid staff, voluntary sector).

“I have also been referred to, even in my later years, as 'eye candy'
or we have got to have bit of glamour at this meeting, (participants
name) will you come along?... which is all very nice in one way, but
you know if I wasn’t … presented in that way, what would [I be] the
office croney? It is just not a very valuable way of assessing
people’s abilities I think.” (Female 50, paid staff, voluntary sector).

The psychological impact of discrimination

A spectrum of emotions related to the discriminatory experiences suf-

fered were apparent amongst the sample They ranged from feelings of

being hurt, upset, anxious, depressed, frustrated and angry at being

denied the opportunity to be able to show employers what they had to

offer. For some people their self-esteem and self-confidence had also

taken a pounding. Such experiences and the internalisation of negative

messages provoked feelings of frustration thus lowering expectations for

advancement in a situation in which they had little control or alternatively,

deciding to concentrate on other aspects of their lives, over which they

could exert some control,

“I think at the time it just made me work harder. I feel I had to work
twice as hard, but I think it made me a little bit introverted as well
because you were frightened to discuss how you felt with other
people and you (women) were in a minority…I suppose at the time
because I was younger and it was a career I’d always wanted, it
made me stronger but I also think that when my family came along,
I had someone else to consider, so it was a disadvantage. I used to
take things to heart and that is why I thought in the end, ‘oh, I give
up’. I think if I hadn’t had any one else to consider I’d have dug my
heels in.” (Female 50, job seeker).

“I remember coming home and saying to mum, ‘I’m thirty six and I’m
written off already - I can’t believe it’. And I didn’t feel old, but it made
me feel worthless.” (Female 55, working full-time).

Gaps Out of the Labour Market

Overall, 74% of the sample had experienced periods of their life where

they had found themselves without paid employment. As would be

expected significant differences occurred between men and women with

females being far more likely to have had these periods without employ-
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ment (84%) than males (60%). There was little difference in terms of

periods out of the labour market regardless of what their current status

was and for whom they worked, with around 80% to almost 90% of

women and between 60% and 71% of men having a period out of the

labour market.

Within the volunteer group the average age was much higher than in the

other groups 75% of males and 70% of females being over 60 years of

age. Significantly male volunteers were less likely than other males to

have had periods out of work (33%). However given the older age of the

volunteers it could be argued that the differences could be explained in

terms of the changes in labour market conditions that have occurred

since the 1970’s and onwards, being largely reflective of the times in

which many have worked,  when many men were fortunate to have held

a job for life.

To explore these gaps out of work in more detail we need to investigate

what the reasons for these were. For the individuals from the public and

private employment sector (n=650) women were much more likely to

have taken time out of employment for childcare (65%) and unpaid

domestic work (20%). On the other hand, men were more likely to have

been out of work because of an unforeseen circumstance such as

redundancy (57%, compared to 30% of women) and unemployment

(41%, compared to 16% of women).

Similarly for the paid staff from the voluntary sector (n=187) men were

seven times more likely to have been out of work due to unemployment

or redundancy (70%), than women (10%). Men were also more than

three times as likely to give sickness and disability as their reason for

being out of employment (14%) than women (4%). However, women

were far more likely to be out of the workforce due to personal commit-

ments and choice (such as child rearing or looking after the family or

home) (87%) than men (16%).

These relationships were also evident for the volunteer sample whose

average age was slightly older than the other groups (n=198). The
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majority of female volunteers gave child rearing as their reason for their

longest period out of employment (64%), compared to only 4% of males

and 9% of females gave looking after home as their reason compared

with none of the males citing this reason. Men however, were more likely

to give redundancy (39%), sickness and disability (27%) or unemployed

but looking for work (12%) as their reason for time out of work, than

women (8%, 9% and 2% respectively).

With regards to the reasons that people gave for having been out of work,

differences were apparent between the paid staff from the voluntary

sector and volunteers1. Male paid staff were more likely to have had

periods out of employment due to unemployment or redundancy (80%)

than male volunteers (52%). However male volunteers were more likely

to have had time out to look their after family and home (20%) or due to

sickness and disability (28%), than male volunteers (5% and 15% re-

spectively). There was no significant difference between female staff and

volunteers and their reasons for periods out of employment.

It was found that for those from the PPE strand, women with children

were those most likely to have had a break in employment (93%) than

women with no children (69%). For paid staff in the voluntary sector, the

relationship between having had children and the reasons for periods out

employment was explored. Those that did have children were much more

likely to give personal commitments as their reason for time out (72%)

than those who had not had children (16%). However, those without

children were more likely to have been out of work due to unemployment

and redundancy (59%) or sickness and disability (24%), than those who

had children (24% and 5% respectively). These differences applied to

both men and women in the same way. There was however, no signifi-

cant relationship between gender, periods out of employment and wheth-

er a participant had children, amongst the volunteers.

1 The participants from the PPE strand cannot be directly compared in the way that
voluntary sector paid staff and volunteers have been in this paragraph. This is due to
the PPE survey enabling participants to choose more than one reason for their gaps
out of employment, compared to the voluntary strand surveys which only requested
one reason for the most recent period without work.
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The lives of women have changed dramatically over the past 20-30

years. Perhaps one of the main changes is the rise in economic activity

levels among women, as they have moved closer to those of men. Yet

when the women from this study were first starting out, it was relatively

unusual for women to return to work immediately after having children.

Some women become ‘homemakers’ doing valuable unpaid work in the

home. Other women returned to work part time employment, which

allowed them to combine paid work with the care of children.

“I worked full-time when I left school, never had any qualifications or
anything like that, and then I stayed in work until [pause] I think I was
having my son at the time. I never went back to work after that when
I had our X [name of son] he’s my oldest, but I never worked then
until my second son came along and he was ten.” (Female 50-54,
working full-time).

Most women did not regret taking time out of employment to have and

raise their children, although it was acknowledged that a break in the

career might have adversely affected their opportunity for promotion.

“I have no regrets for that time [career break]. There is kind of a
debate going on isn't there about career women who stay at home
and I think it's a decision for each woman. But I certainly have no
regrets for those years - I don't see them as wasted and I'm glad I
took the time.” (Female 56, working full-time).

“I prefer working part time but the problem with part time work is that
it can be difficult to move up. Basically if I wanted a promotion I’d
have to go full time, which is…I think that it is one of the problems
for older women, for women in general because I think a lot of
women try even though my kids are older now I mean my youngest
is 14 I still want to be there sometimes when she gets home from
school. I still want to be there if she wanted help with her homework.
I still want to be there if she wants a shoulder to cry on.” (Female
50-54, working full-time).

The most likely group of the paid staff in this sector to have had periods

of their life without employment were those who felt that their career had

peaked under the age of thirty or over the age of fifty, those who felt that

their careers peaked between the ages 30-40 and 40-50 were less likely

to have had time out (71% and 69% respectively). Furthermore the latter

two groups, those who felt their career peaked between 30-40 and

40–50, were more likely to have time out due to unemployment and

redundancy (40% and 34%) than those who felt they peaked under thirty
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or over fifty (17% and 24%). Holding off a career because of other

priorities was a theme which emerged during the interviews.

“I mean I suppose the gender issue comes in with me at my age
now, where at times in my career I have worked part time and I have
done, perhaps not had the career I might have had because of not
wanting to at that time. So I have almost trodden water you know for
reasons, well for personal family reasons really and that is why I am
ready now to come forward, does that make sense? I am later than
other people because of the things that have happened to me in my
earlier life." (Female 53, paid staff, voluntary sector).

Men and women who had previously most regularly worked in manual

skilled occupations were more likely to say that they had been out of work

due to unemployment and redundancy (40% and 62% respectively) as

compared to those from non-manual skilled occupations (19% and 28%

respectively). This is perhaps to be expected given the gradual and

persistent decline in traditional manufacturing, which has occurred

across the UK. Those most likely to have been without work due to ill

health or disability were from unskilled occupations (26%), the least likely

were from professional backgrounds (10%). Those most likely to have

taken time out of work due to a personal commitment (i.e. childcare) were

from non-manual skilled (64%) and unskilled (37%) occupations; the

least likely were from semi-skilled (17%) and manual skilled (15%).

Paid staff in the voluntary sector identifying themselves as non-manual

skilled, were the most likely to have had periods out of employment

(85%). Those who felt they were lower skilled were the least likely (69%),

with around three quarters of both the managerial/lower professionals

and professionals having periods without work (79% and 73% respective-

ly). Those paid staff that felt they were of a non-manual skilled level were

the least likely to give unemployment or redundancy as reasons for their

periods out of work (18%), compared to  managerial (30%), lower and

manual skilled (35%) and professionals (36%).

Similarly, the most likely to have had periods out of work for personal

commitments were also those of non-manual skilled level (78%), followed

by managerial (68%), then professional (50%) and the least likely being

those of a lower/manual skilled level (48%). Paid staff from professional
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and lower/manual skilled backgrounds were more likely to have been out

of work due to sickness and disability (14% and 17% respectively) than

those from non-manual skilled and managerial backgrounds (5% and 2%

respectively).

With regards to the volunteers, those who classed themselves as non-

manual skilled, were the most likely to have had periods out of employ-

ment (77%) and professionals were the least likely (43%), with just over

half of the lower skilled and managerial/lower professionals having peri-

ods without work (54% and 55% respectively). With regards to the

relationship between the reasons for gaps out of employment and socio-

economic group, the volunteers displayed similar trends to the paid staff

in the voluntary sector.

Paid staff in voluntary sector had spent most of their employed life in the

voluntary sector and were the most likely to have had periods without

employment (86%) compared to 80% of those from those working in the

private sector. Those least likely to have had time out of employment

were those with public sector backgrounds (61%). The public sector also

showed itself to be the most stable environment, with only half of the

volunteers who had previously worked in this sector having periods

without employment. This may indicate the lack of security of associated

with the contract culture, due to short-term funding and short contract

lengths. However, both the voluntary and private sectors seem to offer

less job security than the public sector, which had the least number of

people with gaps out of work.

Redundancy

A third of the sample had experienced compulsory redundancy (36%),

this was experienced more so by men (43%) than women (30%)

(n=1035). Whilst the number of people who experienced redundancy is

high it should also be remembered that it was perhaps quite likely that

this age group may have had more experience of redundancy in particu-

lar periods in their lives, due to the economic downturns during their

working lives and that for some, the experience had been repeated on
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more than one occasion. Thus the extent of redundancy found in this

group is not a major interest but how that experience has impacted upon

them throughout their lives.

Just under half of the sample (46%) had experienced redundancy in their

work history. In terms of the nature of the redundancy, 36% had experi-

enced compulsory redundancy while 11% had experienced voluntary

redundancy. Men were more likely to have experienced compulsory

redundancy (43%) than women (30%). They were also more likely to

have experienced voluntary redundancy (16%) than women (8%). Age

also played a part. Those aged 50-59 were more likely to have experi-

enced compulsory redundancy (40%) than those aged 60 and over

(30%). However, no significant relationship was found between age and

peoples’ experiences of voluntary redundancy.

In terms of occupational background, those who placed themselves at

managerial/lower professional level were the least likely to have experi-

enced voluntary redundancy in their lifetime (8%), followed by profession-

als and non-manual skilled (11% for both). The most likely to have

experienced voluntary redundancy were those from lower skilled back-

grounds (18%). There was no significant relationship between compulso-

ry redundancy and occupational background, although professionals

were the least likely to have experienced it compared to all other levels.

It was also noted that those who achieved in higher education in their

initial education were the least likely to have experienced compulsory

redundancy, than any other education age level (e.g., ages associated

with the end of elementary, secondary or further education). This is

perhaps to be expected given the strong association between education

and employability (mentioned earlier).

Redundancy experiences of those currently working in the voluntary

sector

Those volunteering or currently working in the voluntary sector were

asked to give specific information about their past experiences of redun-

dancy. There were some clear gender differences in the paid staffs’

experiences of redundancy. Of those whose main employer had been
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different to their current one, over half of the men had been made

redundant in the past (52%), compared to just over a quarter of the

women (28%). With regards to the nature of the redundancy males were

more than twice as likely to have experienced compulsory redundancy

(48%) than females (21%). Similarly, the males were more than three

times as likely to have experienced voluntary redundancy (20%) than the

females (6%).

Paid staffs’ employment histories could also be related to experiences of

redundancy. Those with public sector histories were the least likely to

have experienced compulsory redundancy (16%), compared to those

who had worked mostly in the private and voluntary sectors (37% and

33% respectively) with similar trends amongst the volunteers who had

experienced redundancy, again supporting the previous section in which

the public sector appears to be a more secure working environment than

the voluntary and private sectors.

Of those who experienced compulsory redundancy under the age of

forty, all said that the experience was a negative one. However, of those

experiencing it aged 40-49 only 20% said it was a negative experience,

followed by those aged 50-59 (27%) and those 60 plus (25%).

Some paid staff interviewed felt that their redundancy was a positive

experience and had no problems accessing more paid employment.

“In some ways I saw it as an opportunity and obviously it was a need
for money so you had to weigh one side against the other so there
was a downside to it, in that I had lost the security of quite a good
income, and …again because I think because I was young, I was
28, rather than now, I saw it was in some ways positive because it
gave me a chance perhaps to move on to do something different.”
(Male 50, paid staff, voluntary sector).

Despite having favorable attitudes towards their redundancies some felt

their situation was made more difficult at work due to the inflexibility of

management; redundancy was a way out of a difficult period.

“It came about because we had a change of (manager) and the
outgoing (manager) was on cruise control to retirement, but the
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person who replaced him told me quite openly that she didn’t like
women with children and she didn’t feel I gave 100%... I came back
from maternity leave…I went back to work and I had engaged a
nanny to look after our little boy, who didn’t turn up on the first
morning, and that is a total childcare nightmare and there is literally
nothing else for it except for me to phone up my partner who was
already at work and say look you are going to have to take the day
off and come back. The sorting out took about an hour so by the
time I got to (work) I was an hour late, I had phoned to say that I was
late and I had said why and when. I got there this women was
standing there with her arms folded and as I got in the door she
started ranting at me and I thought OK, great welcome…then the
voluntary redundancy opportunities came up and I felt that was my
way out. So it was my choice but it was also a set of circumstances
that clearly indicated one way rather than another." (Female 50,
paid staff, voluntary sector).

A lack of appreciation and the feeling of being willed out of the organisa-

tion was apparent here,

“It was a totally negative experience. I had worked there for 25 years
full time and I worked for two and half years part time and I think I
was always, well you know we had assessments every year and I
think I was well thought of and yet when the redundancies came
round…I felt that they grabbed my redundancy with both hands and
I have said it to many people I think once I said I was interested in
redundancy, showed that interest, and asked what the figures would
be, it was just then, out the door (X name) and no questions asked,
that is how I felt, very, very, hurt." (Female 54, paid staff, voluntary
sector).

This leads us to question whether the negative effects of redundancy are

compounded by age. One of the main aims of the research was to know

more about how people over fifty had fared in the job market. It is

generally accepted that displaced older workers were much less likely

than displaced younger workers to be re-employed quickly and that they

had a high probability towards taking on part time work and experiencing

reduction in waged income (Chan and Stevens, 2001). Relatively little is

known, however, about what happens to a person immediately after they

have experienced or been made redundant or the effects of job loss on

a worker’s self esteem and life satisfaction as well as their employment

and retirement decisions.
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Redundancy experiences for past or present workers in the private and

public sectors

Forty-seven percent of the sample in the public and private sectors (n=

650) had experienced job loss at age fifty or over. The majority had left

employment because of an external cause beyond their control, for

example a business or plant closure or the restructuring of an organisa-

tion. Of these, 47% had experienced compulsory redundancy, 29% and

24% preferred not say whether the redundancy was compulsory or

voluntary. The majority of people who had experienced compulsory

redundancy had previously had a period of long-standing employment in

one job or job type. Of these, most had been made redundant by a

technical or manufacturing firm. They recognised that profound changes

to the UK economy that had taken place over the past 20-30 years that

had made their industry vulnerable and unstable. In this respect, they

placed their redundancy in the context of the demise of the primary sector

and manufacturing. Compulsory redundancies were, in most cases,

across the whole of the workforce, at all levels within the organisations,

taking the form of closures, take-overs and major layoffs.

 “It’s only in the last two years now that I haven’t worked much you
know because the engineering is all finishing now. It’s all getting
made abroad.” (Male 55-60, unemployed).

Men were more likely than women to have experienced redundancy at

age fifty or over (64% of all men, compared to 36% of all women

surveyed). This is hardly surprising given that redundancy affected a

significant proportion of manual employees (59%). These are typically in

manufacturing in which men have, traditionally, been over-represented,

many of which have collapsed in recent years. However many other

occupational groups had also been hit by redundancy. Overall, 39% of all

professionals and managers had experienced redundancy at age 50 or

over, 35% of those from non-manual skilled occupations and 55% of

those from semi-skilled or unskilled occupations.

Clearly redundancy has no boundaries: it can affect all grades of staff, to

varying degrees. Some clear trends were apparent, compulsory redun-
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dancies were higher amongst those who had experienced redundancy

from manual occupations (63%, compared to 45% of those from semi-

skilled occupations). In contrast, voluntary redundancies were higher

amongst those from semi-skilled occupations (55%, compared to 37% of

those from manual occupations).

Those who had experienced compulsory redundancy were more likely to

interpret the experience as negative. It was noted that people felt more

positive when they were informed of a possible job loss prior to their

redundancy and when they had an element of control and choice over the

management of their redundancy. It was also the case that those who

had experienced redundancy - especially compulsory redundancy - were

more likely to feel that they had been discriminated against on account of

their age (60%, compared to 40% of those who had not experienced

redundancy). This would suggest that the over fifties were the main target

for redundancy, often believing that their age was proffered as a reason

to ‘step aside’ for younger workers. Hence, the targeting of the over fifties

for redundancy was seen by this group as the least controversial and

more socially acceptable option for selection. This vision is, of course, at

odds with the ethos of the forthcoming age legislation, where decisions

based upon age alone would constitute a civil offence.

The interview data highlighted a myriad of ways in which people reacted

to redundancy. Some were ambivalent – they had to weigh-up the

advantage of a relatively attractive redundancy package against the

disadvantage of leaving a job they enjoyed. One woman explained how

she had to trade off the enjoyable social aspect of work for a relatively

generous redundancy payment. For her, ill health was also a factor.

“I liked the [name of company] where I was working at the time I
really did. But I think that if I hadn’t of got out when I did, I’d still be
working there for less money, being ill and maybe there till I retired
type of thing. So I think what I did, I did at the right time.” (Female
54, job seeker).

Yet whilst some drew beneficial advantages from redundancy, because

it created an exit route out of employment or meant early retirement from
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a job that they did not like or were dissatisfied with, others were upset and

angry that they had been made redundant.

Although many were expecting the redundancy, it was still a shock when

it happened. Those in their fifties felt particularly vulnerable – many felt

that their redundancy status left them trapped between being, ‘too old’ to

find work but ‘too young’ to retire an intermediate status found in previous

studies (see Casey and Laczko, 1989). For most people, job loss at age

50 or over meant a long duration of unemployment or permanent exclu-

sion from the labour market.

“I’d say I’m frustrated. Because obviously, as I said before, I’ve got
to work because I’d have nothing to live on otherwise. But it’s just
going out there and finding it. I’ve been to all the agencies but
nothing seems to be coming from it.” (Male 54, job seeker, experi-
enced redundancy).

“I was made redundant years ago and what I found, it puts a lot of
pressure on you. Your wife has got to work and you’re sitting there
trying to get work.” (Male 55-60, working part-time, experienced
redundancy).

Age as a factor in redundancy

It was clear from the interview data that age had often been a criterion or

factor in the redundancy “they [employer] were targeting the over 65’s at

first and then targeting the over 55’s to go out”. Again, the suggestion was

made that the over fifties were an easy target because of their mid to later

stage of their working life. Age was a factor in the decision making by

those facing voluntary redundancy. Several interviewees felt a certain

amount of pressure to leave the company in return for a redundancy

payment or pension package that was attractive for long-serving staff.

The vulnerability of their future job role, declining health and the instability

of the pensions industry were also cited as important factors.

“They [over fifties] felt as if they had to go because I got the feeling
at that particular time last year that the pensions didn’t seem very
stable if you remember and they still aren’t now, you read how
people with their pensions - the money they’ve lost is just unbeliev-
able.” (Male 55-60, working part-time).
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“Well I was there for 25 years as I say, … I’m not in the best of health
and I told my wife and my family and they said, ‘I think you should
pull out’. Because they [company] were going to review the redun-
dancies in two years time anyway and they [family] said, ‘you’re
getting what you’re getting now plus your pension’. They said, ‘in
two years time you know you might come out with nothing after all
those years service’. So we had a family discussion and decided
that I’d take it.” (Male 54, job seeker, experienced redundancy).

Similarly others worked alongside younger men who had young families

and a mortgage, with fewer years of service, redundancy for them would

represent very little in terms of remuneration. One respondent with four

children told of how he had been handed his compulsory redundancy

letter, only to find the next day that his colleague, in the same department

had applied for voluntary redundancy, the respondents ninety days

notice was withdrawn. The colleague was older, had paid off his mort-

gage and decided to take the voluntary severance package. The re-

spondent felt his own position, known by his colleague played a part in

that decision.

Current Situation

In terms of their current situation, 47% of those who left work because

of redundancy were re-employed, with slightly more women than men

finding work, 28% were retired, 18% were unemployed and the remain-

ing, 7% were economically inactive (not actively seeking work). The

proportion of those in the category of retired was relatively similar to

those who did not leave work because of redundancy (28% and to 24%

respectively). However, dividing the sample into groups aged 50-59 and

60 and over, a difference is revealed. Over 13% of those who had expe-

rienced redundancy were now early retired (retired at 50-59 years old)

as compared to only 2% of those who had not experienced redundancy.

This is a particularly interesting finding. It could be due to the lack of

personal expectations about the likelihood of finding alternative employ-

ment and/or age discrimination in the job search process. Alternatively,

it could reflect a decrease in the desire for work amongst this group,

with people ‘opting out’ through personal choice (Pinch and Mason,

1991).
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The younger ends of the cohort (those currently aged 50-54) were more

likely to have returned to work (57%). Return rates for those in their

sixties were substantially lower (30%). As expected, those experiencing

ill health or a disability had less opportunity to return to work. Educational

attainment also affected the probability of employment, those with higher

educational attainment (but not a trade qualification) were more likely to

return to work than those with lower educational attainment. Those with

trade qualifications were only slightly more likely to return to work than

those with low or no qualifications (43%, compared to 36% respectively).

This was probably due to the fall in the demand for former manual

employees with experience in (for example) building and construction.

Re-employment

The respondents were asked how long after the redundancy did they

consider work. Almost three-quarters of those made redundant began to

look for work or were re-employed straight away, 15% started looking for

work less than 6 months after redundancy and the rest (12%) had a break

before they considered work, extending from more than six months to 2

years or more. The length of time was dependent to a large extent, on

their personal circumstances; those who were better off financially were

more likely to take a major break from employment as were those who

had a long history of full time employment with their previous employer.

By contrast, some, especially those who were single or divorced began

to look for a job straight away or before, during the period of their

redundancy notice. This was a particularly stressful and difficult situation

to be in,

“I thought I’ll take three months out, have a good relax, just pot about
the house for three months then start looking for work.” (Male 54, job
seeker, experienced redundancy).

“I knew this [redundancy] was going to happen in September and in
October I started scanning the papers, various professional journals
and asking people and started to apply. I had an interview in the
January at which I was unsuccessful because at that stage I actually
hadn’t done my interviewing skills and just then started to apply,
apply, apply, but it was very demoralising because I was applying
for all these jobs, I was still doing my work and still trying to prepare
for the redundancy and it was really bad.” (Female 50-54, working
full-time, experienced redundancy).
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The number of women who returned to work full time was almost equal

to the number of women who returned to work part time. However the

majority of men returned to work full time rather than part time. The type

of redundancy experienced (i.e. voluntary or compulsory) also affected

whether the respondents returned to full time or part time employment.

Those who had experienced compulsory redundancy were much more

likely to return to work full time (39% compared to 14% those taking

voluntary redundancy). In contrast, those who had experienced voluntary

redundancy were more likely to return to work part time (22%, compared

to 10% those who had experienced compulsory redundancy). The rea-

sons for taking up part-time work were wide and diverse. They included

elements of choice and necessity, namely, ill health, additional income

(from private pension or redundancy payment), personal preference or an

inability to find a full time job. Increased care commitments also featured

highly amongst the female interviewees. One man had chosen part time

employment to free up more time to concentrate on other aspects of his

life. He wanted a less stressful and strenuous job role that would carry

him though until retirement.

“Now I mean could have got another factory job, but I thought I don’t
want that you know I’m 58 this year… I love my holidays... We went
away four times last year, so you know…this job that I’ve got… it’s
a little cleaning job, just in you know a bingo hall picking up the
papers, throwing them in the bin bags. It suits me. It’s an easy job.”
(Male 57, working part-time, experienced redundancy).

In terms of the type of work undertaken, over a third of respondents (35%)

were re-employed in professional and managerial jobs, followed by

non-manual skilled (27%), semi-skilled (12%) and unskilled and below

(16%). Only 9% were re-employed in manual skilled jobs, despite the fact

that 58% of those from manual skilled backgrounds had left work in their

fifties because of redundancy). This may indicate that former manual

employees have not wanted or been able to find work in the same sector

or in a similar occupation. As Pinch and Mason (1991) noted, the chances

of finding work in the same or similar occupation would also depend upon

the number and type of job opportunities available in the area. In addition,

ill health can reduce the appeal of heavy- manual labour work.
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There was also evidence of diminished income following re-employment

after redundancy. Of those who returned to employment, approximately

60% had taken a reduction in their annual income. It was found that 62%

of respondents currently earned a low income of under £15,000, com-

pared to only 39% who had earned this figure in a previous role. However

only 11% currently earned £25,000 or over, compared to 30% who had

earned this amount previously. Although, of course, it is hard to tell from

the data whether people have moved into better or worse jobs for

example, whether they had been forced to take a pay cut or chosen to

scale down or move into a less demanding job role.

It was also the case that displaced workers were less likely to be em-

ployed in higher level occupations (for example, 34% were currently

employed in professional or managerial occupations, as compared to

43% of non-displaced workers). There was a disparity in pay whereby

displaced workers tended, generally, to earn less than non-displaced

workers (62% under £15,000, compared to 48% non-displaced workers,

27% earned between £15,000 and £24,000, compared to 36% of non-

displaced workers and 11% earned £25,000 and over, compared to 16%

of non-displaced workers). It is difficult to make any definitive conclusions

based on average income levels because of the vagaries of employment

types, industrial sectors and regional differences.

There were no significant differences when it came to opportunities for

training for workers previously made redundant, although displaced

workers were slightly more likely to have ‘never been offered training’

(26%, compared 19% of non-displaced workers). It is also of interest to

note that displaced workers were more likely to have reported experienc-

ing age discrimination in their current job role (18%, compared to 8% of

non-displaced workers). This may mean that they have moved into

sectors in which discrimination is more prevalent, or that they have

internalised the negative effects of their job loss and have become more

aware of possible acts of discrimination.

These results have shown that experiences of redundancy vary consid-

erably and are interpreted in a variety of ways. For some, redundancy



Gender Discrimination and Ageist Perceptions - Final Report 2006

140

can be a relief from a job that they had wanted to leave or were dissatis-

fied with, or comes at an appropriate time of life for those nearing

retirement and able to take advantage of early retirement packages. On

the other hand, it can be a traumatic event, resulting in self-doubt, feeling

that they may be to old to find work, unwanted, inadequate and insecure

especially when the awareness of the lack of re-employment opportuni-

ties begins to manifest. Losing ones job also affects confidence and self

esteem, as work routines are lost alongside the social support and

camaraderie once enjoyed.

Unemployment and Barriers to Employment

One of the aims of this study was to identify the experiences of the over

fifties relating to unemployment and what barriers, if any, they faced in

gaining entry into the workforce. In addition the study focused upon what

happens to people post redundancy.

An association was found between redundancy and employability. Ap-

proximately 18% of those who left employment because of redundancy

were currently unemployed, compared to only 8% of those who left

employment because of a different reason. Of those who had experi-

enced redundancy and were currently unemployed, 95% wanted to

return to work, compared to only 29% who had experienced redundancy

and were currently economically inactive (but had other responsibilities

e.g. carers of family, or were permanently sick or disabled). However we

do not have enough detailed information to tell how many of those who

were early retired or economically inactive, had previously been unem-

ployed following the redundancy. In addition, it is unclear as to whether

their decision to not look for work or to stop looking for work was taken

out of choice or necessity. For example, access to a private pension or

redundancy payment can reduce the appeal of continued work after

redundancy. Alternatively, the ‘discouraged worker effect’ or the belief

that there is no work available can push a person into early retirement.

Age discrimination can also make a person withdraw from the job market.

It is also difficult to tell how many people who were currently economically

inactive planned to return to work at some point in the future.
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As expected, the desire for work was strongest among those currently

unemployed, with over half (54%) of those who were sick or disabled

similarly expressing a desire to be employed. The majority of non-work-

ing 50-54 year olds claimed they would like a job (78%), this compared

with 67% of 55-59 year olds, 39% of 60-64 year olds and only 10% of the

over 65’s. The desire to return to work progressively declined as people

got older.

Perceived Barriers to Work

Those who wanted to return to work were asked what they felt held them

back. The most frequently cited barrier was not being able to find suitable

work (work that people are able and willing to take) was cited by around

40%. Common barriers holding people back included, lack of formal

qualifications, ill health and competition from younger people for work.

As regards to age, there was a firm belief that age discrimination may

intensify the job search and some felt they were, or would be seen as

being perhaps too old to return to work. Indeed multiple barriers were

identified as creating a complex matrix of internal and external hurdles for

people seeking work to overcome with between 6% - 15% identifying

several barriers including lack of self confidence, depression, lack of

qualifications, ill health, inability to find work, and age discrimination

compounded by their own feeling that they may be too old to start work,

with men more likely than women to feel that there were no jobs available

for them.

In terms of the respondents’ age, the tendency to report barriers to work

tended, to be stronger amongst the younger end of the cohort (those in

their fifties), although equal proportions of respondents of all ages cited

age discrimination as a barrier (25%). With the exception of ageism,

experiences of other forms discrimination in the work history did not

appear to affect their perception of gaining work in the future. However

three-quarters of those who cited age discrimination as a barrier to

gaining employment stated that they had experienced this form of dis-

crimination at some point in their work history.
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Similarly, 64% of people who cited depression as a barrier felt that they

had experienced age discrimination at some point in the work history.

Although, it is impossible to tell from the statistical data, how many of the

barriers overlap to lead ultimately to permanent exclusion.

Interviews took place with fifty men and women over the age of fifty,

providing detailed information on the interplay of barriers faced by people

trying to access employment. Age discrimination featured highly amongst

the barriers encountered.

“It was hard as I was not getting jobs, negative experience really as,
well I am now 55 years old so people perceive you as old, but I don’t
feel it, but when looking for work you are confronted with it really."
(Male 55, paid staff, voluntary sector).

“I was looking for another full time job…I kept coming across all
these brick walls you know and I begun to realise that there were
really not many full time jobs available and my age didn’t help,
because I went to interviews for things and I thought this isn’t real,
because you read about it in the papers, not getting taken on
because of your age, but until it happens to you.” (Male 62, Volun-
teer).

“I worked for thirty years with X (Blue chip company), I worked my
way up in that time from a packer to a quality planning engineer…
after I got made redundant and started to look for work I was
surprised that I was not getting any interviews. How can it be that
one week you are a valued member of a team for a top company
and the next week no one wants you? It had to be my age, simple
as that…the company once did an age audit and found the average
age of their workforce was around mid forties, so they actively
pursued a recruitment drive to target younger people. They eventu-
ally lost experienced workers – now look at them, they lost their
place in the market." (Male 54, public sector worker).

“I had an interview which was unsuccessful and I was very, you
know [depressed]…three weeks later, another post with (voluntary
organisation) came up and I applied again and I didn’t get it again…
I can’t understand why I was called in for that second post if there
was something glaringly bad after the first interview, surely I
shouldn’t have been short listed for the second post and I was quite
distressed about that, knocked my confidence and I did wonder
again whether it was an ageist thing but I just don’t know." (Female
54, paid staff, voluntary sector).

“I don’t know whether it was because I’d been away and out of this
country or whether it was my age, but I found it difficult and I’m still
finding it difficult to get work. I just seem to get part-time work…I
didn’t think I’d have any problem at all, no, but I did you know. I got
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a short term contract at [name of company] for six months and then
after that I couldn’t get any work, so I did some temp work.” (Female
50-54, student).

Gaps in employment highlighted amongst the women in the sample had

tended to create major barriers for them when trying to access work.

Their gaps in economic activity were largely due to maternity, child care

and family commitments. The typical male pattern of employment is

usually fluid, uninterrupted and clearly defined whilst the typical female

pattern of employment is broken and reduced on account of women’s

childcare and domestic work (Warren et al, 2001). It was not surprising

therefore that several of the women were looking for work because their

children had recently left home or gone to university. These women had

found that their role within the home had changed, giving them the

opportunity to participate in employment. Other women were undergoing

major life transitions: divorce, separation, returning home from living

abroad, wanting work to top-up their pension or pursue a long-held career

ambition. It was felt that a break in employment was held against them,

or interpreted as a lack of commitment, showing poor motivation or an

unwillingness to work. Being a mother or caregiver was often referred to

as a “job in itself”, work that entailed skills in negotiation, adaptability and

control – skills which were overlooked by an employer.

“But you see you can start a job and do these NVQs, but nobody
gives you an NVQ for being a mother…I mean you know a house-
wife, a manager, you’re budgeting for a things or when a problem
comes up, or you’ve got sickness in the house, your children are ill,
or you’re off to hospital or whatever you’ve got to think on you’re feet
a lot of the time.” (Female 50, Job Seeker).

In addition the interviewee highlighted how none of the above skills

equated to formal qualifications:

 “I enjoy meeting people and helping them sort out their problems
and that, but for anything like that you need qualifications.” (Female
50, Job Seeker).

Being detached from the labour market had created a huge void in

computer based knowledge, in which a multitude of new ways of working

had taken place:
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“…and it’s the computer side of it because the technology, then,
there was no such thing as e-mails and…you had to type up your
own work, there was no word processors, things like that have
changed and I think that’s what’s holding people like me back, you
know.” (Female 50, job seeker).

Although gaps in employment can impact on women whatever their age,

it was felt that the length of time out of work was often compounded by

age, meaning that older women tended to be those more harshly affect-

ed. This had the effect of lowering their self-confidence and expectation

about finding suitable employment. For women who had been away from

the labour market for some time or who strongly identified with a role in

the home, the transition was particularly difficult.

“There are women I know from [area in city] and you’ll find that that’s
their community, their boundary, and you’ll find that they won’t cross
that boundary, they won’t venture out. If you’re our age and like
they’ve had… no income or their marriage had broken down or
whatever, you’ll get some who haven’t done well in their education
for example, who are frightened because that’s their safety net, do
you understand what I mean?” (Female 57, job seeker).

“I think  when you have been out of the jobs market as well, you
know intermittent, it becomes really difficult, especially at my age.”
(Female 55, job seeker).

“If qualifications are low or skills are out of date, confidence drops
even further. I feel that the barriers are obviously [that] my skills
aren’t up to date. You get a lack of confidence as well, because you
realise that everybody else is up to speed on computers and things
and when you’ve been out of the full-time workforce for any length
of time, you do lose your confidence and you know it’s hard.”
(Female 50, job seeker).

For those who had experienced compulsory redundancy the desire to

work was higher than for those who took voluntary redundancy and/or left

employment because of different reasons. Not being able to find work

given as an explanation of the barriers to returning to work, and was

higher for those who had experienced redundancy (49% compared to

36% for those who had not experienced redundancy). A perceived lack

of formal qualifications was cited by 34% (compared to 17% not experi-

encing redundancy). Another significant barrier was the threat of compe-

tition from younger people cited by 21% (compared to 15% not

experiencing redundancy). A notable proportion (18%) cited age discrim-
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ination as a barrier to re-employment (compared to 29% not experiencing

redundancy). In addition, those who had experienced redundancy were

more likely to feel that they were, perhaps, ‘too old’ to return to work

(23%, compared to only 10% not experiencing redundancy). This tenden-

cy was stronger amongst younger respondents, particularly those aged

50-54.

The view from interviewees that there was no work available, or that work

was difficult to come by was widespread among the redundancy group.

It was said to be a difficult time with work drying up or disappearing - low

labour market demand was thought to affect displaced younger workers

as well as older workers, with  both age-groups sharing a disadvantaged

location in the labour market related to their relative youth or their maturity.

“I’ve got three lads and lucky enough they’re all working now but
sometimes they’ve been out of work because they can’t get a job,
except a couple of weeks here and there and a couple of days. I feel
sorry for them.” (Male 55-60, unemployed).

There were other structural and economic factors e.g. the downturn in

manufacturing employment, which often affected whole families.

“…in fact my father and my brother and myself were all unemployed
at the same time, which was deeply depressing. We all went to sign
on the same day at the same time; it was a bit like the Royle family
only without the humour and the smoking. My mum was the only
employed person in the family so that was pretty grim.” (Female 50,
paid staff, voluntary sector).

Those who had served for a long time in the same job or job type tended

to feel that their expertise might not be as desirable as it had been in the

past. There was a sense that jobs were more available to those who

possessed a broad range of skills or skills that were in short supply.

 In addition, the research to date has found that men who have spent the

majority of their working life, in work that is construed as masculine and,

in the main, carried out by men (i.e. iron and steel production, shipbuild-

ing) often experienced a reduction in their social worth if they were unable

to do or find work in the same or similar area (see for example, Grimshaw

et al, 2002; McDowell, 2000). Yet this was not the case for the majority of

people in our redundancy group. Some were continuing to target the
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so-called ‘traditional’ sectors or blue-collar work because they identified

with it and it was familiar to them. Others were slowly realising that the

availability of this type of job was restricted. Many were willing to take any

available job even if it was low paid, temporary or insecure. The reason

for the differences observed, included elements of choice and necessity.

Some people felt that they had made an economic contribution to society

through their many years of hard work – they were now more willing to

consider the type of work where required skills could be accessed at a

low cost. Others were actively pursuing work in,  for example, the service

sector because it was a growth area or because it displayed a more

positive approach to the employment of older people, or because it

provided flexible work - which gave them more choice over how they

could spend their time outside of work. How people left employment

seemed to have an effect on the income they were able to command in

future employment. For example, those who left voluntarily or were happy

to leave tended to have higher levels of income and had more choice in

the decision to leave. Those who were forced to leave tended to have

lower levels of income and had less choice in the decision to leave.

Those interviewed felt that age discrimination had a role to play in terms

of the number and type of job opportunities available. Age was often cited

as the main reason why some older people felt that they were the least

likely to find further employment, although it should be noted that some

people were highly sensitive to age-related issues or simply perceived

discrimination when it was not there. It was also the case that age

discrimination could be extremely difficult to detect, especially in its more

subtle and unspoken forms – as one respondent put it:

“People have said to me that they felt discriminated against because
they are older. It’s a very personal thing you can only really say how
it affects you…I mean I’m sure that if they are not the best candidate
they might then take umbrage because they thought it was an age
thing and it mightn’t be anything to do with that at all.” (Female 54,
working full time).

“I wouldn’t say directly but I got the feeling that, you know, you write
after jobs and you know. ‘sorry we can’t take you on’. They don’t
specify why. They can’t really, can they? They just can’t do it.” (Male
55-60, working part-time, experienced redundancy).
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Those suffering from ill health were at a heightened disadvantage. Age

discrimination intersected and interacted with ill health to form a double

whammy. (White and Loretto, 2004).

“I don’t know whether it’s age. Maybe it’s because I’ve got the health
problem? Or … I don’t really know. Maybe my face doesn’t fit? Who
knows? They [employer] may get first impressions of you and say.
‘don’t want him’. I don’t know why they don’t want me? But I mean
that’s what I’m surmising. I’m not saying it’s true. I’m only surmising
that you know. I mean no one knows what you’re thinking [directing
question to interviewer]. The same as you don’t know what I’m
thinking you know what I mean. It’s just… [pause] I don’t know
whether there’s an age barrier or what. But I’m 55 next month I’ve
still got at least 10 years work left and even though I say it myself
I’m a good worker. Health wise as long as I’m healthy enough I’d be
prepared to work for as long as I can because I’ve still got like
however many years on the mortgage. I mean obviously I get my
state pension when I’m 65, but I would sooner be working personal-
ly. But unfortunately there’s nothing out there. You get promised all
kinds, but nothing comes of it. It’s been, what now, 14 months?”
(Male 54, job seeker, experienced redundancy).

“Well my ex-partner he’s worked all his life in [name of organisation]
err took a heart-attack because they nearly worked him to death,
came out of that. In my eyes he went back to work a bit too soon,
but you know what men are like. He goes back to work and gets a
job as X in a well-known place. He was there for nearly three years
it was just a bit too much so he came out of that job and because he
wasn’t feeling too good he went on the sick and he’s now just gone
on to that job seekers thing and he’s finding it really hard. He just
thought he’d walk from one job to the other because of his experi-
ence, but he can’t and he’s just…they (employers) either don’t
answer him or he’s getting refused. And the minute they find out he’s
had health problems, the heart attack a couple of years back, they
don’t want to know.” (Female 54, job seeker).

Age discrimination in recruitment was also cited as the reason why very

few people thought that they would find a suitable work or why they

applied for ‘inferior’ jobs or jobs that they were over-qualified for. One

interviewee explained how discrimination can undermine a person’s

confidence, causing them to be self-limiting or self-deselecting, or put

themselves down or undersell themselves.

“I think I got a couple of interviews but just didn’t get anywhere with
it, but by that time my confidence was really knocked. I wasn’t
performing very well because usually I can get interviews no prob-
lem and if I do get an interview I’m not saying I’d get the job, but
coming back again now [pause] it took me a long time and it
knocked my confidence a lot…I went for an interview, the person
there fed back to me,… she said that…I’d sort of given negative
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answers. I seemed to be identifying problems rather than solutions
so I must have had a negative turn of mind then…I’ll undersell
myself and I’ll go for jobs that are less than £30,000 and I shouldn’t.”
(Female 50-54, student).

“…. I mean some of the jobs that I got offered were diabolical, you
know, I wanted to do what I was doing…and then they start offering
me all kinds of silly jobs, you know which I would have just probably
found boring you know, like repetitious.” (Male 62, paid staff, volun-
tary sector).

There was also the perception amongst the sample that employers

regard specific jobs as being more suitable or appropriate for older

people wanting  work. These jobs tended to be sex-segregated, entry-

level work in the retail or service sector and included, customer care,

hospitality, cleaning and caretaking. There was evidence that employers

adhered to the stereotypical image of the older woman working for pin

money or the older man looking to wind down to retirement. While this

may be the case for some people, it is certainly not true of all. The

stereotyping or typecasting of older people into particular types of work –

typically part-time and low-paid can have the negative effect of limiting or

restricting the range of job opportunities for this group. For example, older

people tend not to be considered for jobs that are traditionally the

preserve of younger people – “a younger person’s role”.

“It’s the language as well, ‘’office junior’ well I think I could be trained
up…but then again if you’re over 21 they’ve got to pay you a certain
wage haven’t they. I think I’d like to work in a solicitors you know I
think that would be quite good because I’d know a lot about criminal
law but you think oh ‘office junior’ they’d laugh at you if you turned
up, ‘I’ve come for the office junior job’. But how do they know? I
might make a great office junior but it’s what you expect out of it all
isn’t it?” (Female 50, job seeker).

“I think basically they [employers] feel that a lot of older women who
have got family and kids are working for what they class as pin
money… and just something to do and to keep them occupied
because they’re bored basically. I think that’s how they see us,  I
mean I’m divorced now and there’s a lot of women living on their
own but still getting paid this pin money wage, which is quite hard to
live on if you’re on your tod.” (Female 50-54, working full-time).

It is hardly surprising then that many people expected to face age

discrimination in some shape or form. Their biggest concern was how

employers came to choose who they hired. Several felt that the request
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for information on age on an application form could prejudice or influence

an employer regardless of whether that employer expressed a commit-

ment to the employment of older workers.

“they could paper sift anyone over the age of 40 or 45 they don’t
want and so you end up in the bin, you haven’t even had a chance
have you?” (Female 50, Job Seeker).

As a result, many people changed their job search strategy – deliberately

targeting and applying for jobs in growth areas or where there were

shortages of younger people, or jobs in which life experience and maturi-

ty are regarded as an advantage.

“I suppose nobody ever turned round and said ‘no Mr X you’re too
old’… because I was careful not to apply for jobs that specified …
well they didn’t actually [specify] age groups, but you could tell really
by reading the advertisement what kind of person they were looking
for. So because of that I didn’t perhaps put myself in a position
where I might have been discriminated against.” (Male 55-6, work-
ing full-time).

“What I tended to do, I think what I tended to do was to try and avoid
putting my age down because I know that I don’t look, you know,
that old – you know what I mean – I can get away with it. But I know
other people who have lied about their age to get jobs.” (Female
50-54, working full-time).

This interviewee chose to apply for a job as a support worker in the

knowledge that there were shortages in the area and that she knew she

would not be discriminated against on the basis of age.

“I went after this particular job knowing, that because it was for the
over 50’s, that if I went for an interview they wouldn’t possibly
discriminate against me because of the nature of the work that I’d
be doing and they’d probably be more amenable to someone who
understood the situation, so that’s why I did it.” (Female 50-54,
working full-time).

Another interviewee who had been long term unemployed intended to

apply for a job that positively discriminated in favour of older people.

These types of jobs were commonly referred to as ‘older persons’ jobs’.

“I was reading this morning or yesterday in the news that X
[supermarket] are taking on over 5000 over fifties so I wouldn’t mind
applying for one of them.”  (Male 55-60, job seeker).
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However rejection from such ‘exemplars’ of good practice in the employ-

ment of middle-aged and older people was extremely difficult to take,

leaving one respondent feeling that re-employment was difficult if not

impossible.

“I’ve applied for X and X [supermarkets] and what’s the other one
down the road there err the big one [self-question] X [supermarket]
and I’ve had no luck there. I think it’s my age. I know the girl next
door’s daughter she works in X [supermarket] and she said it
shouldn’t be the age because they have women of 60 odd and 70
odd working there. But I got a letter off them - unsuccessful.” (Male
54, job seeker, experienced redundancy).

There was an overwhelming sense that older people have a lot to offer

an employer but were not being given the opportunity to prove their worth

or showcase their talents. The out of work over fifties in our study were

keen and eager to work. Many had dependent children to support or were

single or divorced. It was felt that employer prejudice prevented the

majority of older people from regaining a place in the labour market or

ushered them into work that was unsuitable, temporary or inferior. The

waste of talent of people in their fifties and sixties was a common theme

in the data.

“I feel a lot of older people have got an awful lot to offer and what
happens is I think their experience of life is overlooked and the fact
that maybe they can pick things up quickly. I find, and I say it to
myself all the time, ‘well if only I could get in a place and they
showed me exactly what to do, then I’d pick it up no problem’. But
it’s actually going in with that bit of paper, which obviously a younger
person will do because they’re taught computers at school.”
(Female 50, job seeker).

It is clear from the data that job opportunities for older workers were

constrained. Many people recounted both external and internal barriers

to work, some of which appeared insurmountable, undermining their

confidence and sapping self-esteem. Yet support for this group was felt

to be lacking. In general, voluntary and community projects were rated

favourably. Most people felt that they did a good job of encouraging

displaced older workers and providing age-sensitive support. By contrast,

commercial or state sponsored projects (recruitment agency, job seeker

system) were rated less favourably. Many people who were on the job
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seeker system recalled a sense of exploitation – that they were merely a

number or a statistic or that they were being past from pillar to post, out

of one scheme and into another.

“See they move you on from like a job search thing, which then
you’re not classed as unemployed but you’re still not working. But
you’re getting moved from different areas in a section - you’re sick,
you’re not unemployed. See if they put you on like a work related
scheme, you’re not classed as unemployed then until you go back
on to the job seekers allowance. To me it’s just juggling the figures.”
(Male 54, job seeker, experienced redundancy).

“In fact there’s only one agency who got me a job and I was
fortunate that I didn’t sign off [job seekers allowance] because the
job was suppose to be permanent, but became temporary and all I
got out of it was one day because they said, ‘we only wanted you for
one day’. Now if I had signed off [unemployment list] I’d have lost all
my insurance and everything just for one day because it happened
to my mate. But if I’d had signed off I would have lost everything. Its
rip off. You see the agencies don’t worry about you. They’re paying
you what? Five or six pounds an hour but they get about nine
pounds for you.” (Male 54, job seeker, experienced redundancy).

“I took a job at the council it was a scheme, I thought there might be
a job at the end of it, but soon realised we were just doing work on
the cheap. I did not need job skills training – I knew about comput-
ers, I had a good job before I was made redundant… they paid us
about £130 a week. I decided to take any job to get out of it, I got a
part time job in the civil service and from that moved on to a full time
job in a different department.” (Male 54, employed, public sector)

Some people felt that they were being shepherded into insecure or

temporary work. They found this extremely demoralising given their level

of past experience.

“But… there just doesn’t seem to be anything [jobs] about or its just
one weeks work…that’s no good to me. I want full time work or
nothing, or even part time leading to full time you know. I wouldn’t
mind that, but I couldn’t be going like from one job to another job all
the time. That’s just no good to anybody.” (Male 54, job seeker,
experienced redundancy).

There was also an issue with the benefit system.

“I came out of there [job centre] and cried. I thought how am I going
to manage on the money because I literally got £X on Monday,
which is from the work I did from November and December because
I didn’t have my register in - I have to get my register in on the X of
the month if I want the money for the end of the month - its ridiculous
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and I get £X from the Job Seekers while I’m not [doing sessional
work] so how am I suppose to pay the bills?” (Female 56, full-time
carer of family and home).

“My mate got one day [temporary work] and he was on the disability
[incapacity benefit]. He’s younger than me. He’s only 40 odd but
he’s had three heart attacks and he went to an agency even put his
P45 in, signed off the sick…he was on the highest rate you can get
[on the sick] and he said, ‘I’m starting work’. Okay. They signed him
off. He got one day. They [employer] said, ‘that’s it, you’re finished’.
Now he tried to get back on the sick but they wouldn’t let him
because he signed himself off." (Male 54, job seeker, experienced
redundancy).

In addition, a number of people who had left work because of redundancy

were shocked to discover that they were unable to claim Job Seeker

Allowance if they had accessed their private pension. This it was felt was

particularly unjust since most had made lifelong contributions, including

economic, to society and hence they should be treated with respect and

consideration.

“But my kick back was that when you go to claim something [after
the redundancy payment] they say at the job centre. ‘you’re not
allowed anything because you’re on a private pension’. So then
you’re left to live on the money that you worked all your life to get
then. I thought that was quite wrong that. But no one states that.”
(Male 55-60, working part-time, experienced redundancy).

“But the redundancy came and I went to sign on and its: ‘you’re not
getting any money’. I’d been out of work three months then. …I can’t
claim a penny off anyone because I get a monthly pension off the
company and it’s worth more than the job seekers allowance so I
mean, I had murder with them [job centre]. I said. ‘I’ve worked all my
life and you’re saying I’ve got to live off my own money?’ They said.
‘yes’. Which to me is a bloody disgrace. You know I’ve never been
out of work since I left school.” (Male 54, job seeker, experienced
redundancy).

Current Employment

Of the total 1035 respondents, 62% were currently in paid employment,

including 18% within the voluntary sector, 20% were volunteers with the

final 29% being economically inactive. In terms of the types of employ-

ment performed, 9% could be described as professional, 30%

managerial/middle management/supervisory, 30% non-manual skilled
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with 28% lower skilled. In terms of gender no recognisable differences

were found with either professionals or middle management but women

were much more likely to be unskilled non-manual than men, (43% and

16% respectively), with this trend being reversed in consideration of

unskilled manual. This of course on one hand may be related to the

nature of the organisations involved, (for example the focus upon volun-

tary organisations), however it could also be reflective of the nature of

men’s and women’s work. Regardless of the cause it does suggest that,

given occupation was linked with educational achievement, those with

higher levels education are best placed to challenge such stereotypes.

In consideration of whether one worked as a volunteer or not, what did

seem to have influence was indeed ones age. Those over sixty years

were significantly more likely to be volunteers then those aged 50-59

years. This does suggest a particular dynamic may be at work, and this

will be examined presently within the context of motivations to, and

benefits of, work. However, the voluntary sector may have a fundamental

difference in terms of the relationship it may have with many of its

workforce. Our data shows that the majority of the paid workers within the

voluntary sector had a connection with the sector prior to their employ-

ment, thus suggesting a different dynamic may be at work. Also our data

suggests paid workers in the voluntary sector generally feel more positive

about their work than those in the public/private sectors. That being so, it

does seem sensible to examine the two groups independently to examine

what the differences may be and how we may pinpoint best practice.

Work-Life Balance: PPE

Fifty-two percent of those who work, or had worked in the public and

private sector were economically active at the time. The majority (40%)

of those currently employed were concentrated in professional, manage-

rial or supervisory occupations and roles, while 32% were employed in

non-manual skilled occupations with the remaining 27% were relatively

evenly spread out amongst manual (8%), semi-skilled (10%) and un-

skilled (10%) work. That the majority of people surveyed were employed

in professional, managerial and supervisory occupations is perhaps to be

expected given the association between seniority and age.
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In terms of hours worked, whereas 17% of respondents had previously

worked more part time than full time hours, this figure has now risen to

32%. Interestingly, there had been a marked increase in part time work

amongst men (20%, compared to less than 3% earlier in their career).

That said older women were almost twice as likely as older men to be

working part time (42%, compared to 2% respectively). This raises a

number of issues. The demand for part time employment might increase

progressively with age, and thus some people might choose to combine

elements of work and retirement. On the other hand, some people might

be forced into part-time work because of ill health or disability, redundan-

cy, early retirement or the unavailability of full time work. Hence the

growth in demand for part time work may include elements of choice and

necessity.

From the interview data there was a clear demand for more flexible forms

of working.

“I’ve been working since I was 15 and that’s coming on 35 years,
that’s a lot of work, that’s a long working life and now I’d rather do
less work perhaps 3 or 4 days a week.” (Female 50-54, student).

“I mind my grandson a couple of afternoons a week and I’ve also got
another granddaughter…I’m going to be here whenever I’m needed
because I enjoy doing that really as well. I would need to work ... but
to work twenty-five hours gives me the best of both worlds really …”
(Female 50-54, working part-time).

Indeed, an increasing number of middle aged and older women have

specific care responsibilities for older (parents, spouse or partner) as well

as younger (children, grandchildren) family members. As Yeandle (2005)

pointed out, the period between 50 and 75 is complex and diverse. Some

people experience bereavement and loss, as well as the departure of

grown-up children. Many other people become parents or grandparents.

Over a third of grandparents help out with the care of their grandchildren,

either regularly or occasionally. As the people in our study have shown,

modern grand-parenthood can be both a pleasure and a joy whilst at the

same time being an increasingly demanding role with many trying to

juggle the twin pressures of work and family life. One respondent enjoyed

taking care of her grandchildren – it was a role that she felt was deeply
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enriching, but she also felt a sense of exploitation by government and

society.

“…a lot of my generation are starting to do unpaid work looking after
the grandchildren because you feel responsible, you have to give
them a helping hand, rightly or wrongly, and some children expect
their parents to reduce their hours perhaps, if they’re working full-
time to make sure that their child is looked after.”  (Female 55,
working full-time).

“I think the government plays on us…at the end of the day they’re
stopping us from working because they know it’s costing too much
to put their babies into nursery.” (Female 54, job seeker).

The comments above suggest that these women were making decisions

that still reflect caring responsibilities, even though the detail of that

responsibility may have changed over the years. So in some ways the

greater flexibility gained from part-time work, is both a consequence of,

and a precursor to, care provision. Regardless however of the reason for

the take up of part-time employment, we found that right across our

sample the respondents were more likely to be working part-time now

than previously. Indeed, the incidence of part-time work, we found,

correlated with age, rising fast after 55 years, again after 60 years and

again after 65 years.

This gradual withdrawal from the labour market may have mixed bless-

ings. On one hand it may provide a soft landing into retirement, thus

being part of a pre-planned exit strategy. Equally, it may be that given the

financial pressures of family responsibilities may have diminished, time is

taken for oneself. On the other hand, some of the evidence above

suggests that not all may welcome such a transition. That the responsi-

bilities many women feel they have in terms of care provision does have

influence upon the work patterns they follow. It is interesting to note that

whilst there is a significant increase in male part-time work, non suggest-

ed this was a consequence of care provision. This is not to say men do

not become involved in providing care, clearly many do, but the pressure

to actively accept less hours, and consequently, less money, to provide

care for others is perhaps not the primary motivation.
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When looking at this pattern of part-time work, one does have to consider

the organisational structure of the workplace one may be employed in.

That is, can one be employed there part-time or not? We found that men

tended to work in male dominated organisations, in terms of numbers,

whilst a similar pattern emerged with respect to women. Whilst it is

impossible to say if such organisations were actively sought that allowed

part-time work, our findings did indicate that the organisations men

tended to work in were not as orientated towards part-time work as the

organisations that were female dominated. There are of course sociolog-

ical and cultural explanations for this, but, put simply, the opportunity for

women to work part- time in their normal place of work is greater than that

for men. We have to remember here that twice as many women worked

part-time as did men, and therefore it does follow that more women have

the opportunity to provide care, regardless of the motives or influences.

This balance may be redressed by a change of organisational cultures,

but this will be examined elsewhere.

Training and Promotion: PPE

In terms of training, the vast majority (71%) of those currently employed

had received training in their current job role. Of these, 65% had received

training in the past thirteen weeks, whilst 35% had a least been offered

training in the same timescale but had declined the offer. Interestingly,

twice as many women had declined their training opportunity than men

however, but little difference was found between those who had taken it

up.

This may be encouraging on face value, however qualitative data provid-

ed a somewhat different picture. Many interviewees felt that employers

were more willing to train younger rather than older workers. That said,

basic or statutory training was readily provided and on an equal opportu-

nity basis, but , access to additional training or training for career progres-

sion was considered to be more limited or provided in an ad hoc manner.

Plenty of evidence surfaced of indirect discrimination in the form of

training provided on a pot luck basis or “names out of a hat.” However,

as one respondent put it, “I often wondered whether my name was ever

in the hat”. Others did not consider they were encouraged to participate
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in training and were defiantly not encouraged to pursue it. The assumed

pay back period in investment in training was often given as the reason

why older workers were overlooked in terms of training, in spite of the

evidence that older age groups exhibit lower turnover rates as compared

to younger ones. Nevertheless this overt discrimination was evident, and

indeed was seen to be so.

“As far as going to university and getting other qualifications within
my line of work, it was said that it’s not really worth it for people who
have only got a couple of years left because if you’ve got it, you’d
only be doing it for another four or five years. So that is ageism isn’t
it? That is direct ageism.”  (Female 50-54, working full-time).

This quote above is of course unambiguous in its message in that this

interviewee feels she would not be given the opportunity to progress

because of her age and the pay back time mentioned above. Discrimina-

tion can also be subtle, in that some may accept the status quo, without

questioning the rationale for it, or indeed the consequences. For example:

“Personally there isn’t a problem with the company I’m with now. But
again if you’re looking to train people with a view to gaining from the
training as a company,  somebody who is in their 50s maybe isn’t
going to want to be that flexible,  maybe isn’t going to want to take
on a long-term view that the company wants, and so by virtue of
that, I feel that training can be a problem.”  (Male 55-60, working
full-time).

Whilst these comments provide some evidence of the way in which work

based training and/or educational opportunities are denied, they have to

be seen within the context of how older workers viewed their promotion

prospects. Clearly, if they are not seen to be accessible, then the motiva-

tion to access avenues that may lead to promotion will understandably be

lacking. Also, past experience will be an influencing factor and this is

supported when one considers that those who had experienced age

discrimination in the work history were more likely to think they received

fewer opportunities for promotion in their current job role (60%) than

those who had not (32%). This may be that they are just aware of the

nature of discriminatory practices a little more, or it may be that, as with

the quote above, they understand the experience of it.
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Nevertheless, some interviewees told of people in their organisation who

“won’t put that extra bit in” because there is not considered to be any

point, mainly for some of the reasons outlined above. For women espe-

cially, there was a ‘glass ceiling of age’ (Itzin and Pillipsin, 1994) which

accounted for the under-representation of women in general, and specif-

ically older women, in senior management. Even in workplaces where the

majority of employees were women, those at the very top were usually

male. Successful women were thought to have achieved because they

“played the game a little bit more” or “acted like men” or because they fit

the male culture of management.

What came through clearly from the qualitative data was that there was

an accumulation of negative treatment and/or missed opportunities, for

both men and women, but women more so, resulting in many individuals

being less willing to attempt to access training/education that may lead to

promotion. This may, in some way, lead to the under-representation,

referred to above, in senior management. This is not to say the outside

effects of discriminatory practices are not important influences, of course

they are, but that people also act on what they believe to be true.

The effects of this are, as suggested by one interviewee:

“I don’t know whether it’s because of my age or the way I’ve been
treated in the department that I’ve lost that respect. I don’t have the
confidence to take on new challenges in the workplace because I
feel as if I’ve had the stuffing knocked out of me so I don’t have the
confidence I had say five years ago, which I think is quite sad. I do
my job to get my money…don’t worry about the promotional side of
it and look after myself outside of work.” (Female 50-54, working
full-time).

So clearly personal experience is a telling factor. If people are repeatedly

denied opportunities, they are quite understandably going to become

reluctant to continually challenge structures beyond their control. They

are going to lose heart. Consider the comments below.

“If a woman of fifty wanted promotion she could certainly apply for it
because they have equal opportunities legislation, but realistically
she has to ask herself ‘does she stand a chance?’ Yes she might be
qualified. Yes she might have all the experience, but the big draw-
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back is she’s in her fifties. They’ll look at it, ‘well how long has she
got left before she retires?’”  (Female 55, working full-time).

Whilst there are resonances and similarities with earlier comments, the

difference here is that this interviewee is not just talking about people

over fifty years, she is referring to the added dimension of women in their

fifties. One may not know if this interviewee had direct experience of overt

discrimination or been actively denied, for example, training at her place

of work, but, to a large degree that does not matter. We not only learn

from personal experience, but we also learn vicariously. Take this

comment:

“They restructured the company a while ago so there must have
been about a dozen jobs or so that came up and there was a mixture
of people going for them and every single one of them went to
someone under twenty-five and then everyone just sort of felt, well
there’s no point is there?”  (Female 50-54, working full-time).

The overall message here is that organisations do need to consider why

the older members of their workforce are often reluctant to pursue work

based training/education and promotion. Our recommendations will detail

our response to this presently, but suffice to say for now, that it is not just

enough to provide avenues towards promotion, but all people have to be

seen to be able to follow them through. Promotion should be based upon

ability and competence, and not some variable one may have completely

no control over.

Motivation

When asked about motivation for work, 84% cited income as the primary

motivation, with a similarly high number (80%) rating enjoyment of work

as an important motivation. Work as a challenge and contribution to

society were rated equally as important as each other (66% and 67%

respectively) with time for myself and status from work also cited as

being important, although not so strongly (59% and 54% respectively).

The only difference between men’s and women’s responses was found

to be in relation to contribution to society, with more women rating this

motivation as important (73%, compared to 57% of men).



Gender Discrimination and Ageist Perceptions - Final Report 2006

160

Those who had experienced involuntary redundancy cited the primary

motivation for work was income (90%) and were more likely to rate status

from work as an important motivation (64%), compared to those who had

experienced voluntary redundancy (39%). This perhaps reflects the way

that self definition is often dependent upon work and it may be that those

who did not have a choice in losing their job had yet to negotiate an

alternative way of looking at themselves. Full time workers also rated

income as the most important factor in working (92%), however part-time

workers rated enjoyment of work as being the most important (82%).

What motivated people to work therefore tended to be related to the

different meanings that people attached to work in terms of seeing it as a

necessary chore, as a choice, as a central life interest, as a source of

pleasure and satisfaction, as a means of meeting people and socialising,

and all of which were evident among the interviewees.

As Fennell et al (1998) argue, a common assumption is that while work

may be regarded as an important source of identity for men, the same is

not true of women. Yet there is little evidence to suggest that women are

any less committed or interested in work than men. In fact, for some of

the women in our study, occupational ambition actually increased with

age. These women, especially those who have previously been absent

from work bringing up children, found that their career had taken off in

their fifties or that they regarded mid-life as a special time to achieve

career ambitions that were once put on hold. As one interviewee put it:

“As the kids got older, I became ambitious but I never really thought
about it when they were little because I liked looking after them. But
I suppose so, yes, and now they’re very much bigger, yes, I’d like to
do something else.”  (Female 50-54, working full-time).

Equally the gap from employment did in some ways help to drive some

women. For example.

“Some women in their 50s have got kind of ambitious characters,
but I think some have done what I’ve done – taken a long time out
and then come back and then realised that they’re good at the job
and actually get a taste for that kind of power and perhaps become
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more ambitious than their male colleagues because they’ve had a
lot of making up to do.” (Female 56, working full-time).

These comments reflect the diverse nature of motivations for paid em-

ployment and how personal histories and circumstances can have influ-

ence. It equally stresses the importance of taking a broad view when

attempting to encourage women, especially older women, back to, or to

continue with paid employment.

Working in the Voluntary Sector

One of the key points to emerge from data concerning the public and

private sector employees was that there appeared to be in some ways an

acceptance, however grudgingly, that older workers are treated different-

ly. However as was stated earlier, a different dynamic may be at work

within the voluntary sector in that firstly, the economic (or indeed statuto-

ry) imperative may not be the overriding motivation for the existence of

the organisation and therefore a more altruistic and egalitarian organisa-

tional culture may have developed. If this is so one may reasonably

expect older workers, both paid and unpaid,  to be viewed differently and

indeed treated differently.

With this is mind, participants from the voluntary sector were asked about

their organisations’ attitudes towards older staff and volunteers, with

particular reference to how they felt they were treated with regards to their

age, how they thought their organisations viewed people aged over fifty.

The experiences and perceptions of voluntary sector employees

Around half of the paid staff over 50 years felt that their organisation

actively recruited people aged 50 plus, but around half did not. This is not

necessarily something that is negative, and maybe reflective of a neutral

attitude to the over 50’s. This is perhaps reflected in our data, given that

the majority (81%) said that their organisation did have a positive attitude

towards workers aged 50 and over, with a similarly high number (88%)

considering that their organisation treated them just the same as any

other employee, despite their age. Additionally, those that felt that their

organisation treated them the same as younger workers, were much
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more likely to feel satisfied or valued in their current paid role compared

to those that did not, and many of the comments from interviews support-

ed this. For example.

“…everybody is seen as an individual and it is your ability to carry
out your role, not how old you are.”  (Male 50, paid staff, voluntary
sector).

Also, some thought of the benefits that accrue with age and how that

influenced the way one may be treated.

“(Age)…not a draw back at all, in fact I think they do look at it as an
experience thing you know."  (Female 54, paid staff, voluntary
sector).

However, many of the paid staff simply felt that their organisations did not

have any type of attitude towards age at all - it just was not an issue.

“[Age is] not an issue at all, not with this company it is not.” (Male 61,
paid staff, voluntary sector).

The most important thing however was the notion of equity. Just being

treated fairly, based upon ability, was a key consideration in how the

study group viewed their organisations attitudes towards them.

“They just treat everyone the same don’t they…I get what I get
because I show an interest not because I am sixty-five or because I
am twenty-five…Its all about who I am, which is what I like, about
what I can give as opposed to anything else about me, whether I am
black, gay, male, female, twenty-five, fifty, doesn’t seem to matter.”
(Male 55, paid staff, voluntary sector).

The picture to emerge then from the paid staff within the voluntary sector

was that the dimension of age did not appear to be something that was

viewed negatively. Indeed in some ways it was seen as a positive thing.

Equally, with regards to gender, the interviewees also highlighted a

positive approach within their organisations. Taking this into account, the

suggestion therefore is that a difference is apparent in the way paid staff

are treated and indeed how they seem to be more valued in comparison

to the public and private sectors. That the culture of the organisations are
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far more inclusive and therefore make for a settled, more contented

workforce.

Volunteers experiences and perceptions of voluntary sector

The majority of volunteers felt that that their organisation had a positive

attitude towards workers over fifty (94%), that their organisation actively

recruited workers over fifty (81%) and that their organisation treated them

just the same as anyone else despite their age (96%). Volunteers were

also asked whether they felt that their contribution to their organisation

was recognised and were given a list of ways this may be done. We found

that the more ways that a volunteer felt their organisation recognised

them, the more likely they were to be satisfied in their role and, alterna-

tively, the lower the number of ways, the more likely they were not to be

satisfied. Things like, expenses paid, letters of appreciation, events and

so on, resulted in volunteers being much more satisfied with their organi-

sation, and their role within it, than those who do not have these types of

appreciation.

These of course are measurable, individual items but they do come

together to form an impression of how one may be viewed. For example,

the following comment demonstrates the cumulative effect of positive

experience.

“…organisations look after their volunteers very well…they pay our
travel expenses, they offer training to all their volunteers, we can do
computer courses, lots of different courses, all free and then they
have a kind of a celebration every year when the award different
kinds of volunteers, so it is good and it does make you feel that you
are part of an organisation when they look after their volunteers.”
(Female 57, volunteer).

This general feeling one may have is of course based upon the totality of

experience, and one way older volunteers are defined is of course by their

age. Here however, unlike other sectors, and specifically unlike the public

and private sector workforce, age was seen to be actively valued.

“I guess because as you get older you have more skills and more
experience …So I think it’s an appreciation…of the build up of skills.”
(Female 57, volunteer).
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In a similar way to how paid staff in the sector appeared to feel their age

was not an issue, the same applied to volunteers. It is worth pointing out

however that both the paid staff and many of the volunteers were doing

work that was very similar in terms of responsibility, in terms of the skills

needed and in terms of the level of commitment required to that in other

work sectors. That is, volunteers were performing tasks that were central

to the overall effectiveness of the agency.

In terms of satisfaction, the majority of both the paid staff and the

volunteers felt satisfied in their current roles at their organisations (92%

of both) and this appeared to be related to issues such as feeling valued

and having the ability to reach ones potential. Whilst this is their actual

experience, it would appear that it is founded upon the culture of the

organisation itself. This egalitarian, inclusive approach mentioned above,

did foster a positive feeling amongst many about their relationship with

their respective organisations. For some it was being able to have input

into organisational issues and feeling that their voice is heard, for others

it was the openness of the management structures and the accessibility

of the senior management.

Training

The paid staff and volunteers were asked about training and how they

considered their organisations responded to their training needs. Quanti-

tative data does indicate that that training is available for both volunteers

and paid staff, and that broadly similar numbers had undertook training

as compared to those in the public and private sectors. Again, however,

it was our interview data that highlighted the way in which training was

viewed, and generally, our interviewees were far more positive in their

appraisal than those in the public/private sectors. For example, many of

the paid staff emphasised the numerous training courses that were

available to them.

“I would say once you are actually a member of staff, the opportunity
for training both internal and external is very good. Yes I have done
(lists courses)… I have to say there are lots of opportunities there
for training.”  (Female 54, paid staff, voluntary sector).
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Comments such as this were commonplace with paid staff and volunteers

alike.

“There are huge opportunities for training, which is fantastic."
(Female 57, volunteer).

A fundamental difference however in the nature of training between the

voluntary and other sectors was not whether training was available, but

what training was available. For example, as one member of the paid staff

noted.

“I am at the stage again as I said because of my experience and my
levels of skills and my qualifications background as well, I don’t
actually feel I need a set training package. That is available for other
staff and other levels of staff, so for me it tends to be things that we
identify as and when they come up…I wouldn’t say I have got a
definite training path because I don’t feel I need that, I tend to
identify things and then I say to my supervisor and then do that… I
don’t think I have been refused anything, but then I wouldn’t ask for
anything that I didn’t need and wasn’t going to get really.”  (Female
53, paid staff, voluntary sector).

The above comment probably sets into context the main differences

between the voluntary and other sectors. That fact that the interviewee

was able to negotiate a training package for herself, and to suit her

needs, is demonstrative of the relationship between the voluntary sector

as an employer and its employees, whereby there is a recognition of the

mutual dependency upon each, by both. This is perhaps lacking in the

public/private sectors and this is without doubt related to organisational

culture. The different imperative upon which the voluntary sector is

founded has arguably allowed a culture to develop that is more in tune

with the needs of its workforce and those needs seem able to be articu-

lated with greater confidence. Another difference is that personal goals

are seen to be more achievable and this no doubt facilitates a greater

confidence, and as such willingness, to pursue such goals.

Whilst these comments are applicable to all the sector’s employees, both

paid and unpaid, when placed together with the data concerning age and

gender, one can see that so long as equitable treatment is provided, then

this can make for a more settled contented workforce. One has to be
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aware however that this must involve a proactive approach by employers

that recognises the diversity of the over-fifties age group and within that,

the differences between men and women. That subtle changes on work

practices can open the door of opportunity for a considerably greater

number of people

Current Experiences of Discrimination and Impact

Those who were employed at the time of the survey in the public or

private sector (n=352) or those working paid or unpaid in the voluntary

sector (n=398) were asked whether or not they had experienced discrim-

ination in their current job role, this mirroring the question that asked

about previous work experience.

Overall, responses indicated that most people had experienced little or

no discrimination of any sort. Of all 748 respondents who were currently

working (paid or unpaid), 7% had experienced age discrimination and 9%

gender discrimination at their current organisations. Relationships were

evident however between experiences of past and present discrimina-

tion. Those that reported having experienced age discrimination in their

past were more than twelve times as likely to have also reported this for

their current organisation (25%), than those who had not experienced this

previously. Similarly, those with age discrimination experiences in their

past were over four times as likely to feel that they had similar experienc-

es at their current organisation (28%), than those who had not.

One may argue here that possibly having had an experience that one

considered to be discriminatory, does heighten awareness of how dis-

crimination may be manifest. This is perhaps supported when one con-

siders that those having experienced age discrimination previously, were

far more likely to experience gender discrimination now, and indeed visa

versa. Yet the manner in which such discrimination is experienced can of

course differ not only from person to person, but, as we argue elsewhere

in this report, from sector to sector. For example our data does indicate

that the voluntary sector operates within a far more inclusive organisa-

tional culture, regardless of organisational policy, and therefore to include
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it within analysis here may not give a true reflection of the experiences

people may have. It does seem sensible then to offer some analysis

relating to the public/private sectors only.

To begin with, whereas above we saw that for all sectors relatively low

numbers considered they had experienced little or no discrimination,

when considering the public/private sectors only, figures were substan-

tially higher. Nearly one quarter had experienced age discrimination with

16% experiencing gender discrimination. As may have been expected,

more women had experienced gender discrimination than men (10% as

opposed to 3%), whereas when considering age this trend was very

much reversed, with 30% of men answering that they had experienced

discrimination compared to 10% of women. Less than 4% of men had

experienced both forms, quite lower than that reported by women at

around 10%.

To return specifically to age discrimination we were interested to examine

the strength of feeling about discrimination. For example, one may

tentatively consider one has experienced unfavourable treatment, or one

may feel that feel quite vehemently that it has occurred. To this end,

respondents were asked to rate on a 5 point scale how much they agreed

with 5 statements that were designed to examine the strength of such

feelings. The items asked if respondents believed that, because of their

age, they received less favourable treatment from co-workers, had less

say in decision making, received less pay, had fewer training opportuni-

ties and had less chance for promotion. Scores from 5 to 25 were

available with a higher score indicating higher agreement with the scale

and thus a higher strength of feeling.

As may have been expected, those who had experienced age discrimina-

tion previously recorded significantly higher scores than those who had

suggested they had not. However, those who had not indicated they had

experienced unfavourable treatment still recorded a mean score of 10.60,

with some 32% having a higher score than this. The highest recording a

score here was the maximum available of 25. Given this, it may have

been the case that some of those who had indicated they had not been
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the subject of discriminatory practices, indeed had, but either in isolated

incidences, or possibly as we will see below, they had failed to reflect fully

upon their experiences.

It is generally accepted that such measurements are designed to exam-

ine the totality of feeling towards, or about, something and as such it is

unadvisable to examine individual items in isolation. However we were

interested to see where this strength of feeling came from. The data

showed that across the scale the percentages for the first three items

were relatively stable yet for the final two, there was a sharp increase in

those indicating agreement. These items dealt with issues of training and

promotion and as such this does in many ways support the findings

elsewhere in this report concerning levels of dissatisfaction with regards

to the opportunities or both.

It would appear then that strength of feeling is not necessarily about

individual relationships, but is reflective of organisational culture beyond

the control of the workforce. Elsewhere in this report we do discuss

organisational culture and how this impacts upon the perceptions one

may have of how we are viewed. To extend this a little further it was felt

important to, in the light of the results above, to determine if the

age/gender profile of the workforce had any influence upon one experi-

ences. What we found that experiences of discrimination were consistent

regardless of the age and gender profiles of the workforce, with the

exception of those from mixed age and gender workforces who tended,

generally, to experience low levels of discrimination of any sort. The most

obvious implication here is that, possibly, individuals do not become

isolated because of age and/or gender and that there is, in effect, safety

in numbers. Yet our data also suggest that having a mixed profile work-

force actually encourages different groups to recognise other groups’

strengths, so it may be that in such organisations preconceived beliefs

are consistently challenged and adapted.

The Mismatch Between Qualitative and Quantitative Data

Comparing the qualitative and quantitative data revealed an inconsisten-

cy in that, particularly women, indicated much higher levels of perceived
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discrimination during interview than their closed responses in the ques-

tionnaire. This inconsistency is perhaps to be expected given the sensi-

tive and emotional nature of the subject matter. It is possible than that the

respondents preferred to talk about their experiences in their own words,

or on their own terms, or that rapport was perhaps established between

interviewer and respondent, thus encouraging verbalisation of their expe-

riences. It is also likely that the potential to perceive discrimination,

especially in its more subtle and disguised forms is affected to some

extent by the interview process in which respondents are encouraged to

reflect on specific problems they may have encountered at work. It is

reasonable to assume therefore that some of the respondents were

previously unaware that they had been discriminated against.

According to the quantitative data from those working in public or private

organisations, age discrimination tended to be more prevalent among

men than women. Yet many of the women interviewed claimed to have

experienced or observed age discrimination in their most recent employ-

ment. From the perspective of these women there seemed to be a great

deal of truth in the concept of a double jeopardy.

“I think there is such a thing as a double discrimination, age and
gender, then you’ve got race and disability, and it’s all compounded
by age.”  (Female 50-54, student).

It was therefore felt that stereotypical beliefs about gender and age

combine to form a distinct form of prejudice with unique characteristics

and discriminatory processes. This point is articulated by Itzin and Phillip-

son (1995) who conceptualised gendered ageism to describe the combi-

nation of, or intersection and interaction between, ageism and sexism

(Itzin and Phillipson, 1995), and there were clear examples of many ways

in which this interaction impacted on the availability of opportunity and

choice for women in the workplace.

“In my estimation a woman in her fifties might be equally qualified,
she might even have more experience certainly she’ll have more life
experience than a younger woman, but the majority of people who
interview in management positions, are men and they’re going to
think well she’s not got long to go, how much can she give the
company, is she going to have the energy to do this, this and this?
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Then there’s this young girl she’s quite pleasant and attractive she’ll
have the get up and go.” (Female 55, working full-time).

“If you’re a female in a meeting, you’ll see nobody will take any
notice, then some bloke will just repeat what you said and they’ll say,
“ yes, oh yes”, you think, why did I bother? As you get older you care
less about what certain people think in a way - you’re more ready to
speak you’re mind, but then people don’t like it, you’re aggressive
then, intimidating and scary.”  (Female 50-54, student).

Many of these women indicated that their age had often been an issue in

the way their employer regarded them. Other women were aware of

ageism of this kind, but had never experienced or observed it in relation

to their own workplace. Some women felt that they would be denied

promotion on account of their (older) age. In addition, several of the

women in jobs that demanded considerable adaptability or technical

knowledge reported confrontation with age-based stereotypes about

mental competence and intellectual decline, some of which contained or

were felt to have contained a gendered element (for example, the impact

of the menopause),

“We’ve got a new computer and everybody’s having difficulty with it.
It’s a bit awkward. X [co-worker] said to me ‘Have you had your test
yet?’ I said ‘No I haven’t had it’. She said, ‘Well you’ve got to
remember that as you get older it takes longer for your brain to
absorb all that information’. I felt like screaming, ‘No, no it doesn’t it’s
just your perception of it.’”  (Female 57, professional).

Many of these women were concerned that such age-related thinking

might result in their work being discounted or undervalued by their

employer. This, it was felt, was particularly unjust since they had re-

mained, or felt that they had remained, unchanged over time, this had the

effect of making women feel invisible and undervalued in comparison to

younger women and to men in general. There was also mention of a

“double standard” in respect to male and female ageing in employment,

“I know they say there is a male menopause but I think men of that
age group tend to get a bit more respect… they look more distin-
guished so for a women who’s 50 and going grey, people go on
appearances -  I’m sure if you go for an interview…a nice, young
smart woman stood in front of you - she could work for the next thirty
years, who are you going to take on?”  (Female 50, job seeker).
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That women are “never the right age” (Duncan and Loretto, 2004) was

also supported by the data.

“…although people try and be very good and not be very sexist, I
think they’re [women] still looked upon either if they’re young, well
they’re going to leave and start a family or if they’re older? They just
sort of favour somebody maybe a bit younger and possibly male,
definitely.” (Female 50-54, working full-time).

However despite the fact that gendered ageism can impact on women

whatever their age, the accumulation of negative treatment and/or

missed opportunity may result in greater inequality with increased age

(Barnum, et al, 1995, Barnard at al, 1995, Browne, 1998). In addition, the

notion that women are valued in accordance to the conditions ascribed to

their youth (sexual appeal, reproductive capacity) has meant that that

older women have tended to be those more harshly affected,

“I guess at fifty as well there’s all the health issues about menopau-
sal women ‘we don’t want neurotic, emotional women in our employ-
ment’. What else? Yes, women’s expectations of themselves as
well. There is influence, certainly, I guess from the media as well,
that employees are young, beautiful, glamorous female employees,
so that’s another aspect.”  (Female 50-54, working full-time, experi-
enced redundancy).

Another question that was addressed is how the concept of gendered

ageism related to, and compared against, the experiences of older men

in paid employment. The legitimacy of the concept has so far been tested

from the perspective of women only. However, several of the participants

in our study have alluded to the idea that it is perhaps more acceptable

for older women to admit the need for freedom from the work ethic or to

scale down into part time work because female identity is not

(traditionally) interwoven with or dependent upon an ability to earn a

decent wage. Implicit within this view is the idea of work as an essential,

masculine affair and that movement away from the worker role might be

read as a sign of weakness or loss of control.

“It’s certainly difficult for men because I know some men who have
been made redundant at 50 and they just haven’t been able to get
back into the job market at all and hired in except very, very low paid
jobs… it’s very easy to lose confidence.” (Female 50-54, working
full-time, experienced redundancy).
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What emerges here is that whilst one set of data is quite encouraging in

that a relatively small number of respondents considered they had been

the subject of discrimination, when examined a little closer, the data does

suggest the practice is much more widespread. Overall, all the data

together indicates that previous experience of discrimination does make

one more aware of how it can be manifest and that one may be able to

recognise it more easily. Equally, the data also indicates that, when given

the opportunity and/or encouragement to reflect on experience, one is

able to see where and how discrimination occurs. The suggestion here

also is that too many accept current practice and attitudes as the norm,

or indeed as isolated incidents, often without challenge and often without

consideration of what it actually represents.

Retirement

The evidence for this section was found amongst quantitative information

gathered from paid staff and volunteers in the community and voluntary

sectors (398) and from interviews with a cross section of men and women

form all sectors who took part in the survey. As might be expected for

both types of retirement (voluntary and enforced), the older age group of

60 plus were the most likely to have experienced retirement and those

ages 50-54 were the least likely.  Amongst the paid staff 10% of paid staff

had experienced enforced retirement and 8% had chosen to retire. Of the

volunteers 28% had experienced voluntary retirement and 15% had

experienced enforced retirement.  Volunteers have more experience of

retirement, which may explain why volunteers were more likely to view

retirement as a new and exciting life stage (72%) than the paid staff

(61%), having entered this stage already and using their time productive-

ly, for example through voluntary work. Female volunteers (73%) were

more likely to view retirement as a new and challenging stage in life than

female paid staff (59%).

From interviews conducted with the men and women a common theme

found was that in the main, those who had chosen to retire, were more

likely to view retirement as a new and exciting life stage than those who

had not chosen retire. Having an enforced retirement may result in
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negative attitudes towards retirement, compared to a more positive event

for those who retire at a time of their own choosing. Thus, the choice or

lack of choice in retirement age is  important in determining how people

view their retirement (Barnes et al, 2002). Freely choosing to retire

fostered positive reasons to retire,  for example as a time for self-fulfil-

ment, or continued social contact or to adopt a leisure-orientated lifestyle.

“I always said that when I retired I was going to set my own agenda
… I think I retired at the right time, yes.”  (Male 66, retired).

In contrast, those who had left work involuntary or for whom the timing of

the retirement was unexpected or beyond their control (for example

because of ill health) were more likely to view retirement in negative

terms and/or find it difficult to adjust to retirement. As one respondent

explained.

“I mean I know I can retire now quite willingly (laughing) because at
the moment that’s how I feel, do you know what I mean? I will pick
myself up, it may take a while, but I mean I’ve seen girls of fifty, like
another mate, she took a stroke last year so she’s finished…they
miss that social aspect.” (Female 54, job seeker).

Whilst most did not want to ever have to retire, they felt that if the time did

come they would have to be doing something to keep themselves active.

“I suppose I am not looking forward to having nothing to do. I mean
I have known so many people over the years…who have retired,
they just went to work, OK they went to the pub a little bit and
socialised, but suddenly found they had nothing to do, they and no
outside hobbies.” (Male 55-59, paid staff, voluntary sector).

Retirement was a positive measure taken by some to enable them to

escape from the stress and strains of working, allowing them the chance

to be busy with other things in this period.

“Oh yes…you retire at sixty from (company name), but I wanted to
take retirement early at fifty-six because it wasn’t worth working the
last 4 years…That was to get out of the rat race, I had had enough
for 30 odd years…[and] I have been a volunteer all my life, so I was
going to still.” (Male 73, volunteer).

“… when I was younger my plans were that I would never really
retire…I could just go on and on until nobody wants me anymore,
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but when I was probably around fifty… you know I started to feel
rather burnt out by the time I was finishing.” (Female 62,  volunteer).

Similarly, there was reluctance on the part of some people from the public

and private sector to retire or to think about the future in terms of

retirement. The reasons for this varied. Some people said that they

enjoyed their jobs and wanted to continue working for the foreseeable

future. Others felt that they would miss the routine of work and the social

contacts that they had built up. For many, work was important to their

sense of worth and where they fit in the greater scheme of things. Feeling

as though they were fit and well enough to work they  questioned why an

arbitrary age (sixty-five) should be applied, and how difficult it may be in

adapting to retirement.

“I would like to think that you know…I quite enjoy what I’m doing. I
don’t know what I would do with myself to be perfectly honest with
you… right you’ve come to a certain age and now you’ve got to go.
I would have hoped that that would have largely disappeared by the
time my turn comes… again it’s a form of discrimination isn’t it.
You’re sixty-five and you can’t work anymore?”  (Male 55-60, work-
ing full-time).

While other people were looking forward to retiring and having more time

for rest and relaxation and for spending time with loved ones, others were

looking forward to having free time. As one interviewee explained:

“I think he [husband] would go now if they offered something be-
cause our children have finished University now, you see, our
daughter’s just finishing now…and we won’t have anybody you
know that we’re sort of responsible for, so we could afford to take a
reduction and have a bit a time…time is important to us now
because as you get older, time is more important, its not about
working your socks off, its about having holidays and thinking of
your recreation, isn’t it?” (Female 54, working full-time).

Scaling down financially was for some a difficult concept. The need to

keep up with current activities, hobbies and social outings were felt to be

important reasons for not finishing work at a specified age.

“… She wants to pack up work tomorrow. I don’t want to pack up
work and sit and watch telly all day. I have a few hobbies…[but] I’m
not sure whether the way pensions are at the moment that I will
have enough to be happy?..holidays and that. I have not got no real
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problem with working past retirement age…It would depend on my
financial situation.” (Male 55-59, paid staff, voluntary sector).

 “I don’t know what I would do with myself… I really can’t afford to
live on an old age pension... I have an occupational pension,
but…doesn’t make me a millionaire by any manner or means.”
(Male 55-60, working full-time).

Some women especially those who were single or divorced – expressed

considerable concern over their pension situation.

“I think that’s another problem with the pension income because I
didn’t go out to work for so long, I didn’t have a pension to build up
and because I wasn’t I married I don’t get any of my partner’s
pension and there are a lot of people in that position…, they still tend
to take more responsibility for the family and the kids and they tend
to earn less so when any relationship splits up, with married couples
now, is there an entitlement to a portion of the pension? … Even if
I worked full-time now I would never put enough into a pension to
make…I’ve got a pension here, which I’ve just sorted out… the best
it’s likely to do is to make me just ineligible for state benefits you
know what I mean? It’s that poverty trap and if I work full-time
to…it’s not worth a carrot because I’m not going to be working long
enough or earning enough to put into it.” (Female 50-54, working
full-time).

Women’s typically lower paid and discontinuous or part-time work can

therefore adversely affected their ability to secure a safety net of income

for their retirement, which in some cases will exceed the time they spent

in active employment. Indeed it is for this reason that the face of pension-

er poverty is often said to be female. Hardest hit are those who have

been unable to accumulate significant pension entitlement in their own

right because of the valuable time spent caring for others and the

persistent gender pay gap.

Most people realised that retirement was a very personal issue and as

such is likely to be viewed and experienced in different ways depending

upon the individual and the circumstances they found themselves in. In

light of this, they put forward the idea of flexible or phased retirement and

with it, more flexibility and choice in respect to the state pension age.

Indeed, even those who could not see themselves or their partner

wanting to work past a given age, the need for flexibility and to work until

one chose to or needed to stop was strongly voiced. As with most of the
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employers we interviewed, there was support for equalising the state

pension age for men and women. Many people felt that the current

gender difference in the SPA was in itself a direct form of age discrimina-

tion and that changes to the world of work, which have occurred over the

past 20-30, were at odds with what was generally regarded as an

outdated and dogmatic policy.

“I think the retirement age is a number, you know, sixty-five or sixty
if you’re a woman…these figures were set a couple of generations
ago and people now are far more active, far more able and I think
it’s also a different mind set. [they think] I am sixty-five, I don’t want
to collect my bus pass. I don’t want to think about retiring. I’m not
there yet and I don’t think I will be. When I’m sixty-five I’m going to
say, well what else can I do?” (Male 55-60, working full-time).

Perceptions of Older Adults

The interviews identified how they perceived older adulthood and the

qualities that they felt older people could bring to their roles.

“I think people who are over fifty are more hard-working than
younger people and I do really think that is true…and I think they are
more reliable.” (Female 58, paid staff, voluntary sector).

“I think they bring a lot of patience, which you need…and I think that
they know because I am an older person that I can be relied on to
be here, you know they can say well (X name) will be in tomorrow.”
(Female 58, paid staff, voluntary sector).

Growing older also brought about a wealth of experience that workers

could bring to their employer. Interviewees particularly referred to how

this experience can aid them when having to overcome various problems

and obstacles.

“Experience and wisdom, which has been thoroughly worked out.
Expertise as well, which can be from different aspects of life that
they have been involved in. They are on their journey of life and
have seen and done things that they can bring to us… and be
comfortable with change and realise that things may be frustrating
now, but that can be handled in a constructive way and we feel that
problems can be opportunities can’t they… and use it to be helpful.
I am not saying other ages can’t do that, but I think, when you get
older and you have been through various issues and things, you can
help people with that and you  bring that sense of hope, harbour
good relationships.” (Male 58, paid staff, voluntary sector).
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“If I just think about my colleagues who are over fifty, I think we have
got a lot of experience, we have got a lot of life experience, we have
got a lot of common sense between us. When problems come up
there is almost a sense of, well, we have see this before, so it
doesn’t phase us, I think we are quite, I think we can be quite level
headed, but I mean that is certainly my own personal experience…I
know I can solve them because I have done it before. So there is
that depth of experience and skills. I think also you get quite a high
level of loyalty from people over fifty.." (Female 53, paid staff,
voluntary sector).

With regards to experience, life experience was particularly highlighted

as an asset to the organisations that have older workers.

“I think they bring a lot of life expertise, that is what I feel because
we have had all sorts of things, ups and downs in our life and we
recognise that people are going through ups and down, it is good
and bad, black and white it is a mixture of both.” (Female 55,
volunteer).

One of the paid staff that also identified life experience as a quality unique

to older workers indicated that he does not class himself as ‘old’ and had

not thought of himself in this category before.

“To be honest I have never really thought about it, I don’t really think
of myself as an old person really, I am I know that I am sixty-two
coming up, but basically perhaps life experience is probably one of
the main things, you know… and that you sort of chat to colleagues
and all the rest of it and sort of try and point them in the right
direction, you know, and perhaps are a bit more steady that the
younger ones who come in first off.” (Male 61, paid staff, voluntary
sector).

Stereotyping based upon age and the double jeopardy of age and gender

prompted this interviewee to voice how she feels, explaining that older

women may lose their confidence when going through the menopause.

I do think it’s like the stereotype thing. OK, you’re up against young-
er women…just talking about the gender thing…who look good you
know, I mean if you’re fifty, you’re coming up to the menopause or
whatever, so you’re facing a lot of other problems you know, you’re
getting grey and you do lose confidence even if you might have
been a very confident person before.” (Female 50, job seeker).

Often stereotypes were internalised by individuals, forming nagging

doubts about their own abilities, that were instantly dispelled once given

the chance to challenge those doubts.
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“I have in the back of my mind that because of my age I don’t learn
as fast as a younger person, but experience has told me that once
I’ve learned, I’ve learned and I can learn to do new things. The job
that I started has changed so much…we have to work with comput-
ers and once you’re resigned to the fact that you’ve got to do this
then you have to do it.” (Female 55, working full-time).

Ageism is deeply embedded and very widespread in our society. For

many in their fifties the chance to conquer internalised views is somewhat

denied in the world of work, purely on the grounds of their chronological

age and this is despite a shortage in the labour force.

Societal perceptions of older adults

The interviewees talked about how negative views and perceptions they

have personally encountered and witnessed in society have been inter-

nalised by some and

“...other people [have] perceptions of who you are and what you
are…and say ‘you can’t do this and you can’t do that’ and I would
think, it isn’t like that, because I can do things, because I have got a
lot of experience in lots of different settings. Although I do  think
other peoples perception is that you don’t have that level of energy
you did when you were younger.” (Female 53, paid staff, voluntary
sector).

“I think society makes it very clear and I think that is the way we tend
to think you are getting older, things are limited, less energy. It is
how you are viewed I think as you get older as well, especially in the
workplace.” (Female 55, volunteer).

The blatant ageism which is faced by the vast majority of elder people,

contrasting with ‘youth’s obsessive fear of getting older as witnessed by

this interviewee in her dealings with young people, sheds some light on

how media influences and stereotyped images formulate opinions and

create insecurities which this person challenges everyday in her work.

“I know that ageism is there and I know people view somebody with
white hair and write them off, and another thing that I find a lot in the
work I do…especially [with] young people they are terrified of getting
old… They are telling you this, and you are sitting there, as an older
person, that they have a fear of being old and I suppose that is part
of our role really, is to show them that we are old and yes, we are
still alive and having fun and whatever…it is just fascinating where
all that negative stuff is coming from. I mean there is a fear of getting
old, none of us can deny that, I mean I look in the mirror in the
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morning, and then you pick yourself up and think, well I am never
going to be this young again.” (Female 57, volunteer).

It was also outlined how the media’s obsessions with celebrity and the

insatiable appetite by their consumers, especially the younger end of the

market for information, has, according to this interviewee created an us

and them scenario, whereby if you ignore the hype and the marketers

message to stay young, you have somehow given up on life,

“Well because young people now have got money I think the media
aims adverts at them and it’s all part of this [pause] youth
culture…[daughter] buys a book and it’s Hello or something like that
full of young celebrities who are fighting to keep looking young,
looking youthful and to look older is to say that you have given up,
and I think that’s why younger people now look at older people and
think they’re second class because they don’t fit the youthful
image…that’s my personal take on it.” (Female 55, working full-time).

The constant negativity associated with getting older, faced by this
generation on a daily basis, is vehemently rejected, as based upon
unsubstantiated preconceptions that older people are less able and
willing than their younger counterparts.
“I think people see a number and they associate a number with a
picture they have got somewhere in their head and they think, ‘oh
no she is old’ and I am convinced until they meet you…they see this
number and they think that I am going to have set ideas and set
ways and … be.. I don’t know, less able, less strong…it is such a
shock, because I had never come across it before and because I am
not set in my ways and thoughts.” (Female 62, volunteer).

Identifying how they felt that they were sidelined and that once they

reached a certain age they were actually ‘invisible’ to society.

“We just get sidelined as if we don’t have an opinion or we’ve never
been there but that’s age for you.“ (Female 50-54, working full-time).

“I think it’s good that there should be an investigation into employ-
ment opportunities for women over fifty because we are the invisible
generation. We do work…we do still work, but I don’t think we’re
valued.” (Female 55, working full-time).

It is evident that although people over fifty feel that they have many

unique qualities and are quite capable of working (paid or unpaid) well

into their older years, negative preconceptions and stereotypes in society

can inhibit the potential of this age group. This is not only as a result of

these negative pre-conceived ideas in the mind of the employer or
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recruiter around the capabilities and attitudes of this group, but may also

be attributed to older adults internalising the messages in some sublimi-

nal way, believing them to be true of themselves.

Influences on Self Efficacy and Life Satisfaction

What has emerged from this research is that issues of confidence are

central to how those involved in the study viewed themselves and what

they believed their future to hold. Indeed, this was in many ways to be

expected in that previous research has highlighted the manner in which

positive mental well-being can have a positive effect upon ones life. For

example, Nuehs (1990) found that life satisfaction was a key indicator of

the readiness in which retirement was viewed, whilst Robertson et al

(2002), found, amongst their sample of 50-74 year olds, that life satisfac-

tion was significantly related to the world of work. Specifically, when

individuals are not able to do what they want, in that particular case, work,

there follows negative evaluations of quality of life.

These constructs are of course useful. The pattern of discriminatory

practices may be able to be mapped statistically, in that one can chart the

numbers of returnees to education and/or training and examine if there is

a relationship with age, gender, race or indeed any other variable one

may wish to use. However, given that the effects of discriminatory prac-

tices are experienced at a personal level, it makes sense to attempt to

determine what these subjective effects are. Here we decided to meas-

ure two dimensions of subjective evaluation of ones self. Firstly, life

satisfaction, that is, the judgments we make about our lives, and second-

ly, self-efficacy, this being the beliefs we have in our abilities to succeed

in particular tasks (this can of course be measured globally to assess the

overall level of self efficacy we may have). This, it was hoped, would be

able to offer some insight as to whether negative life experiences were

affecting global self judgements.

Methods

Participants were asked to what extent they agreed or disagreed with a

set of statements about themselves and their lives as a whole. The scale
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used to measure self efficacy was adapted from that developed by

Jerusalem and Schwartzer (1992) while the scale used to measure life

satisfaction was taken from Pavot and Dienener (1993).

Results

Results indicate a statistical difference did exist dependent upon the

experiences, both past and current, one may, or may have had and, in

most cases, these were with life satisfaction scores. For example, signif-

icantly higher scores were recorded by those working as volunteers,

compared to those who were paid workers. This in some ways supports

the findings of Robertson et al (2002), whereby employment is not

necessarily a precursor to positive mental well-being, but engaging in

practices for intrinsic reasons often is. However, Robertson et al also

found that overall life satisfaction was often dependent upon evaluations

one may make of oneself, or indeed ones situation, but over a period of

time. That is, current life experiences are placed into a context of person-

al history and previous experience.

For example, our own research shows that those who had experienced

involuntary redundancy have significantly lower life satisfaction scores

than those who have not. Equally those who had been out of work at

some point because of sickness also had lower scores than those who

had not. The same pattern emerged when considering whether people

had ever experienced age discrimination in employment, with this also

having a negative affect upon life satisfaction. Perhaps the most telling

point here is that being out of work due to unemployment also had highly

significant negative effects upon life satisfaction. A clear relationship has

therefore developed here whereby levels of life satisfaction were lower

when people were affected by events or circumstances, or a series of

either or both which they had little or no control over.

A similar trend was also evident when considering those individuals who

had reported having experienced gender discrimination ever in employ-

ment. However when controlling for respondents' gender, this was wholly

dependent upon the scores for the women in the group. That is, the score

for men was not significant. When considered together with the qualita-
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tive data, what emerges is that women are perhaps more likely to

internalise the effects of the discrimination, due to the nature of the

workplace in which discriminatory practices are likely to occur at different

points across the life course. Therefore, for men, such practices may be

an infrequent occurrence and thus perhaps more easily dealt with and

less likely to have been internalised.

Despite this suggested tendency for women to internalise the effects of

gender discrimination more so than men, one of the interview partici-

pants, a male paid member of staff in the voluntary sector, had been

severely affected by the double jeopardy of age and gender discrimina-

tion, which had impacted upon him throughout his life and was still having

a negative effect on him today.

"When I left I was about as low as you could get…I don't think I have
been treated like that any other time in my life; that was
horrendous…The pressure was unbelievable, it wasn't good. I mean
it was a gradual thing but at the end of it I felt totally devalued no
work, no value, no nothing… I was so low it was unbelievable and
even now I am not as I was before." (Male 55, paid staff, voluntary
sector).

In relation to self efficacy, correlations were found between the life

satisfaction scores and the self efficacy scores, whereby the scores on

one scale mirrored those on the other. Of course we are not claiming a

cause and effect relationship here, but are suggesting that there is likely

to be some other unseen commonality at work. One particular way in

which one may view this is that our findings demonstrate levels of self

efficacy to be related to employment status, that is, the lowest levels of

self efficacy were found amongst those members of the sample who

reported themselves to be not working. We cannot claim at this point

which is dependent upon the other in that it may be that a withdrawal from

the workplace facilitates a decline in confidence and therefore self effica-

cy. Equally it may be that self efficacy has reduced on account of

something else and that this has hindered a reconnection with the

workplace. Regardless of where the lack of self efficacy comes from it is

clear therefore that it does have influence upon some of the decisions

that may be taken.
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This is perhaps the key finding to emerge when examining the data in

relation to the two constructs: life satisfaction and self efficacy. Both past

and current experiences play a major role in determining the position that

many find themselves in. For example, the comment below, highlighting

an incident that occurred some 11 years previously, is still clearly emotive

for the interviewee.

“When I applied for a management role] I felt very disappointed and
very hurt because I was told I hadn't got the job. When I went it came
out that the people said no they wouldn't give it to me because I was
too old at 53 because they expected somebody younger."  (Female
62, volunteer).

Whilst this comment shows how current experience clearly effects level
of confidence:

"…negative experience really, as, well I am now 55 years old so
people perceive you as old but I don't feel it, but when looking for
work you are confronted with it really." (Male 55, paid staff, voluntary
sector).

Clearly then, issues of life satisfaction and self efficacy are interrelated

and do have impact upon the choices we are able to make. However, the

underpinning element to this is concerned with the amount of control one

is able to exert over life's challenges and the direction ones life may go

in. This is being pursued elsewhere in this report, but suffice to say for

now, that  a body of literature does exist (for example see Warr 1985) that

supports our findings here, that good mental well-being is not necessarily

a matter of chance. Our environment, coupled with our ability to influence

it, unquestionably has influence.
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CHAPTER 5
DISCUSSION AND

RECOMMENDATIONS
Significant relationships were found between the operation of  age restric-

tions by organisations when recruiting, and the incidence of skills short-

ages and/or retention problems. Over a third of organisations in the public

and private sector reported they were experiencing labour shortages,

with larger organisations seen to be suffering the most. Whilst the volun-

tary sector also exhibited similar problems in recruitment, the causes

were largely due to competition for skilled professionals. Operating within

a vibrant economy results in higher employment rates in which potential

voluntary sector workers may be attracted to work in other sectors, by the

higher wages offered.

Recruitment processes followed traditional selection patterns in that a

whole range of criteria were being used to determine suitability. However,

there was evidence of inconsistency in practices, with some employers

feeling people were too old to recruit at forty (and below). This contrasts

with the positive ways in which some employers viewed their older

employees, particularly in the voluntary sector. There was some evidence

of organisations considering a change in recruitment policies and practic-

es in the light of their particular labour shortages and what emerged from

the results was that those organisations that had implemented change,

were less likely to experience problems of retention.

Those organisations that operated age restrictions for specific job roles

were particularly likely to have problems in recruitment and retention of

staff. This practice has negative implications for both the employer and

potential job seeker in that the financial cost of advertising, interviewing

and/or buying the services of recruitment agencies makes the manage-

ment of labour shortages a costly occurrence. This no doubt impinges

upon the organisations’ profitability or their ability to perform their statuto-

ry duties effectively. Whilst more employers in the private and public

sectors, as opposed to the voluntary sector, were applying age restric-
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tions, not all those who did so were able to identify valid reasons for the

application of those barriers, indicating that overt or covert ageism is

operating within the workplace. Thus the applications of age restrictions

in the context of this study would lead us to believe that age discrimina-

tion not only has a damaging human cost but also imposes serious

financial pressures upon organisations.

The age legislation regulations are not complicated; they make it unlawful

to base any decisions on access to employment or training, on a person’s

age rather than their competence, skills, and experience. Age neutral

recruitment processes will need to be developed that enable applicants

to be considered on their ability and merits and not be exposed to

subjective assessments of age, and assumptions of competency.

Examples of good practice are to be found within the private, public and

voluntary sectors. In particular the ethos in the voluntary sector is trans-

lated into age positive working practices, which appear to recognise and

value the skills and maturity of people over fifty. In the private sector

some innovative methods of recruitment are being used to place less

emphasis upon the application form, through the use of telephone inter-

viewing and role play scenarios in a work situation, as well as developing

age neutral application forms. There was scepticism about simply remov-

ing an applicant’s date of birth. Emphasis should be placed upon the

experience of the various roles and responsibilities and competencies

which are pertinent to the application, rather than the chronological and

detailed information spanning the working life which is current practice

and used heavily in short-listing procedures.

Gender balances were different between various types and sizes of

organisation. Generally, the larger employers were significantly more

likely to have a balanced gender workforce as opposed to small busi-

nesses. The proportion of older workers employed by these organisations

reduced as the organisation became smaller. Small organisations had

more than double the percentage of older men in the workforce compared

to women, yet no such differences were found for medium and large

organisations. In the voluntary sector the workforce has been traditionally
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female dominated; however, there was some evidence to suggest that

this may be changing as more men seek to enter the voluntary sector.

Whilst evidence of age positive practices was found within some organi-

sations who had mixed age and gender workforces, some traditional

views of what constitutes women’s work were held by employers and

therefore continue to need challenging. Gender disadvantage in terms of

promotion are still key issues within the workforce, and are now seeming-

ly to be compounded by the double jeopardy of age and gender; however,

as yet these interactions remain under researched as do interactions of

race, age and/or disability. Cultural diversity should be supported through

all structures within the workplace, with regular training opportunities in

equal opportunities and through regular monitoring processes.

An organisation’s culture and ethos may attract potential workers or

induce movement from one sector to another. Organisations that had

adopted a more flexible approach, not only in working hours, but also by

offering gradual or partial retirement as an option, should it be wanted,

drew benefits for both workers and employers. These organisations

reported fewer problems with skills shortages and retention difficulties as

opposed to other firms. Those organisations that were least likely to offer

flexible employment or had set retirement ages were those more likely to

be experiencing skills shortages and retention problems. Moving away

from the restrictions of traditional ways of working and being more

creative and adaptable to the flexible working requirement of the work-

force, may be one way in which older workers can be attracted back into

work, if they so wish. We need to recognise that personal choice is a

factor in taking on new roles in paid or unpaid work and will be based

upon levels of income, autonomy and work satisfaction as being impor-

tant criterion for those seeking to re-enter or change employment in mid-

life.

Despite recruitment and retention issues across the sectors there was

reluctance upon the part of some employers to explore the possibilities of

changing their pre-conceived ideas about older applicants’ capabilities.

Potential areas of discrimination in terms of age were identified as

emanating from subjective views about the suitability and capability of
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older applicants, rather than following a policy line. Some of the organisa-

tions surveyed did identify age, or the assumptions about age, and

perceived negativities regarding physical ability or mental acuity as a

factor in selection; thus these were being played out in the recruitment

process. A notable proportion of employers was certainly reticent to

identify an age at which they would consider a person to be too old to

employ. More enlightened employers could see that holding on to their

experienced workers by offering flexible working, was better than risking

losing them completely. Having a mixed age environment also had

beneficial effects, creating a more positive working atmosphere for all,

thus going some way to breaking down ageist stereotypes within the

workplace and creating a more inclusive organisational culture.

This study found that age positive attitudes were most prevalent in the

voluntary and public sector organisations. In the private sector, the

advantages of closer lines of communication that smaller companies had

with their staff also culminated in a greater appreciation of the mixed

workforce. Larger organisations, although having in place equal opportu-

nities policies, were found to be those least likely to be perceived by the

sample as age positive. This suggests that, whilst policies may be in

place, they have still to permeate into the consciousness of people within

their organisations.

It has to be remembered that many in this age cohort of people in their

fifties and sixties largely entered working class occupations without the

benefit of formal qualifications and managed to work themselves into and

up to various positions through learning on the job, perhaps serving their

time in apprenticeships or gaining valuable experience in the offices or

production departments. Some undertook additional study some did not.

To find now that they may be considered too old to work by employers is

both demoralising and discriminatory. For many men the realisation that

they faced ageist barriers because of their older age was a new phenom-

enon, and did elicit a higher degree of acknowledgement of discrimination

than it did for women. However, women have for over thirty years been

battling against male dominance in the workforce, and for equality of

treatment, which has still to be achieved, although there are improve-
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ments without doubt. Women now face the dual challenges of being

female and trying to break through the glass ceiling, and of being posi-

tioned with men in dealing with the silver ceiling of ageism. The difficulty

is that prolonged periods out of employment have often been viewed as

being unproductive by employers, yet for many disengaged in mid life, the

cumulative experience of disregarded applications has resulted in a

withdrawal from the application process. Success has to be seen to be

achievable.

We found there was both a need for organisations to recruit and retain

staff, and a strong desire from those disengaged from the workforce in

our sample to find meaningful work. On the whole the employers’ require-

ments for prior qualifications for some appointments is clearly under-

standable; however, for other appointments, on the job training supported

by opportunities for further learning may be a way forward for both

employer and employee. On the subject of staff training, there were clear

examples of how bespoke training was viewed as being beneficial and

meaningful, a point which perhaps offers some solutions to the lack of

training opportunities and uptake amongst those in mid life. Failing to take

up offers of training may be symptomatic of the lack of recognition or

promotional opportunities, characterised by the statement: “I don’t see

the point”.

The argument put forward by some companies that training is costly and

that the payback period is reduced when training older age groups, is

somewhat flawed, in that studies have shown that younger workers move

on from job to job building up a range of experiences to add to their CV,

whilst the older worker does tend to stay on longer with their employer,

thus negating the argument regarding payback period (Magd, 2003).

Some age restrictions reduced an employer’s ability to include workers

on training schemes. If they did not fit in with funding age criteria they

could not provide the training to older age groups. In terms of creating a

skilled workforce for the future such policies would, on the face of it, be

deemed to be short-sighted for the future competitiveness of employers.
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The hierarchical structures which have tended to dominate within the

workforce and as such have presided over, if not created, much of the

inequities between men and women and more recently the use of age as

a mechanism for downsizing or redundancy, now face additional pres-

sures in the form of the age legislation. Many of the following recommen-

dations will be either wholly or partly addressed by this legislation.

However the subtleties of the research and the possible crossovers

between practices within different sectors and how they have impacted

upon people in this study enabled the researchers to identify possible

ways forward which may be innovative and politically challenging.

To begin with, we found that levels of satisfaction were highest when

democratic forms of management and leadership were adopted. Models

of best practice included for example, clear and open lines of communi-

cation with management and the impression that such dialogue was

actually meaningful and that management listened and acted upon the

concerns and worries their employees had. This is of course the case for

both men and women and for all age groups, yet in the context of an

ageing workforce, an ageing population and new legislation, employees

and organisations who are willing to offer such open communication

structures would, for many of the reasons outlined in this report, (for

example costs of recruitment and training) be much better placed to

achieve their objectives. Public and private sector organisations have

much to learn from the voluntary sector here.

We also need to recognise that this democracy does also apply in terms

of personal choice and ambition. We found that far too often older

workers were either not considered for training or promotion, a situation

which is about to be legislated against, or did not consider it was worth

their while even applying. Goals have to be seen to be achievable,

otherwise, as we found here, too many with talent and experience may

just opt to tread water when they feel that they have a lot to offer, and still

do.

Methods of good practice which we found included allowing workers to

identify skill shortages they would like to address. So, rather than provid-
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ing a blanket package of training, workers could put together a bespoke

training package that suited both their, and their organisation’s needs. If

we recognise diversity and its subsequent needs across other personal

characteristics, it is right we should do it for age.

The key then is flexibility and one may argue that whilst employees have

been encouraged to accept greater flexibility in working practices, some

employers have yet to make complimentary adjustments. Again, in addi-

tion to the points mentioned above, the best practice we found allowed

workers to negotiate for example, working hours, and in some cases

when during the year they would work. Benefits to organisations were

apparent, yet the actual costs of this were limited. Some older workers

want a soft landing into retirement. Some have highlighted how they are

helping their children by providing childcare for grandchildren. Such

flexibility on behalf of all, unquestionably has benefit for all.

The nature of the workplace has changed and employers and employees

are much more cognisant of how internal strife and poor industrial rela-

tions have negative effects on all parties. Whether because of legislation,

or a shift in mindset, employees are much more ready to accept the loss

of the concept of a job for life. Yet we found that far too many of our study

cohort were not equipped to retrain, re-skill or to take on the mantel of

fresh educational challenge when faced with redundancy or other forms

of job loss.

The main problem we found was that whilst a small number of the cohort

were what we termed serial learners, the vast majority of the cohort only

considered learning as a reaction to something. This could have been

redundancy, ill health, or even bereavement. The issue here is that the

learning culture, so eagerly promoted by amongst others, government,

may pass many by. The question has to be, can we reasonably expect

people who have been out of education for many years to be able to

readily change employment direction? The personal costs and the eco-

nomic costs are eminently obvious. The key then is to encourage learning

across the life course, and like that with training, allow flexibility in the

learning experience that suits the individual. This may allow the forthcom-
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ing generation to have the experience of learning and to be more proac-

tive in accessing it. For the present generation however, the flexibility

called for has to be in terms of admissions procedures and added support

in formal education. For community based education, this has to be in the

provision of learning that is seen as relevant and accessible.

What perhaps is the underpinning element in all the above is the notion

of control and choice. Far too often individuals are denied the chance to

have control over the direction of their life due to control being taken

away. Whist this is true for many social groups, we have to remember

that, as we have highlighted throughout this report, being discriminated

against because we are too old, that is losing an element of control, may

be a relatively new phenomena for individuals to deal with. As such, it is

likely to be the case that many are lacking the experience to deal with this

new, added aspect. The consequence is a denial of choice, due to the

interaction between both internal and external factors.

Therefore, based upon the evidence presented in this report we would

make the following recommendations:

Recommendations

Recommendation 1

It is recommended that age be incorporated into an Equal Opportunities

statement or policy. Age should be considered on an equal footing to

discrimination on such grounds as race and sex.

Recommendation 2

Recruitment should seek the best talent pool for the job. All decisions

should be based upon the suitability of applicants for work, volunteering

or education and upon an age neutral set of criteria which values experi-

ence and competency.

Recommendation 3

The double jeopardy of age and gender discrimination is often expressed

in the form of ageist and sexist stereotypes which are internalised by
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women, preventing them from reaching their full potential. Adopting a

proactive approach should seek to monitor organisations’ performances

through the conducting of regular gender and age audits in employment

to ensure that career progression is age neutral.

Recommendation 4

The recruitment of older workers into all types of occupations and posi-

tions within a company, not just to fill jobs in areas of skill shortages or

recruitment difficulties, should be encouraged. Age restrictions on specif-

ic roles or tasks need to removed (unless absolutely necessary1) to offer

age equality and to overcome any preconceptions that people of a

specific age are incapable of particular roles.

Recommendation 5

Equality of opportunity for career development and progression must be

transparent and achievable regardless of age. Also, training opportunities

should be available to all, regardless of age. Negotiation of needs for

training, between employer and employee, should be part of the perform-

ance criteria. Employers will need to provide information on training

opportunities available, and encourage their employees to take part.

Recommendation 6

Flexibility in working patterns has been identified as a benefit most

appreciated by work forces. Larger organisations may consider a flexible

training facility within their premises, enabling staff to access various

opportunities as they feel suitable.

Recommendation 7

Age diversity should form part of equal opportunities training and should

be mandatory for all personnel. As employers are responsible for the

actions of their employees, awareness of the age legislation will ensure

that possible claims for unlawful discrimination will be minimised. Devel-

opment of good practice now will be beneficial for all organisations in

1 Organisations would need to refer to the 2006 Age Discrimination legislation to un-
derstand under what circumstances such age restrictions would be lawful. Exemptions
will be allowed on Genuine Occupational Requirement (GOR) and if there is an objec-
tive justification.
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terms of expanding the pool of available applicants and creating the

opportunities to develop a mixed workforce in terms of both age and

gender.

Recommendation 8

It is recommended that an age diversity champion be appointed from the

workforce to advise staff of their rights and to ensure that company

diversity and equality obligations are met. Equally, formal written policy

for line managers should also be developed to provide guidance on good

practice across the employment lifecycle from recruitment right through

to career exit. In line with this, managers should be encouraged to learn

more about age discrimination and take part in age diversity training both

within and outside of the organisation.

Recommendation 9

In larger organisations equal opportunities legislation has been a factor

in reducing gender disadvantage. Raising awareness of how gender and

age stereotypes and assumptions conspire to limit access to employ-

ment, education and training and thus perpetuate disadvantage, should

form part of basic employee training in equal opportunities.

Recommendation 10

Overcoming the barriers facing people disengaged from work for long

periods requires an appreciation of the psychological hurdles of lack of

confidence or low self-esteem. Women, especially, returning to work in

their fifties, face a combination of barriers, including perhaps a lack of

currency in job specific skills or recent (paid) employment experience. It

is important therefore that the value of transferable skills that may be

acquired through unpaid work in the home (e.g. communication skills,

organisational skills and managing a budget) be recognised  by a request

for this information on the job application.

Recommendation  11

All applicants for employment posts should receive some form of feed-

back to identify what stage of a recruitment process they reached when

applying for a position. It is acknowledged that this attracts a cost and
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time element in personnel terms; however, methods for standardising

feedback forms should be actively pursued and piloted.

Recommendation 12

Flexibility of work opportunities should be encouraged for all age groups.

This is especially important for the male-dominated workplace in which

the traditional pattern of work continues to predominate. The monitoring

of flexible working agreements should ensure that they are equally

available to all who need them and that they should not be age biased.

Recommendation 13

State pension age is set to rise in stages to 68 by 2046, signalling a belief

that people are living longer and are able to continue working into later

life. Flexible and negotiated retirement is valued by both employers and

employees as a way of either easing into retirement or of continuing work

into later life. Development of flexible retirement options should in some

cases aid and support the passing on of skills and experience to new

recruits as well as providing a buffer zone for employers when seeking to

recruit to their organisations. All employees should also have equal rights

to later retirement, regardless of their status or level within a company.

Recommendation 14

Under the terms of the forthcoming Age Discrimination legislation, em-

ployees may request to remain in employment later than the retirement

age. Therefore, employees who are approaching this age must be given

the relevant information on this retirement policy and be made aware of

their rights on this issue in sufficient time to request to stay on if they wish.

Recommendation 15

In the case of redundancy, whilst some employers do actively support the

promotion of job seeking skills for those being made redundant, it is

certainly not widespread and due to economies of scale may be difficult

for smaller businesses to provide. There are good examples within local

community groups and agencies whereby partnership working could

bring together small businesses and local community organisations with
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experience and contacts within localities to assist employees with their

job finding skills.

Recommendation 16

The perception that voluntary sector workers are predominantly female is

historical and enduring. The predominance of women in caring and

supporting roles is to be found throughout the voluntary and care sectors

and is indicative of gendered job typing. Mixed age and gendered work-

forces have been shown to create more inclusive environments; thus, the

opening up of opportunities to men should be encouraged. Also organi-

sations involved with pre-retirement schemes may find that forming

partnerships with the voluntary sector can create another avenue of

support for those contemplating a phased retirement and/or wishing to

make the transition into volunteering.

Recommendation 17

Higher education institutions should endeavour to review and improve

their support mechanisms for older students. This may take the form of

an older students’ advisor on age issues in the same way that disability

rights or race relations officers are currently available. Support should

incorporate literature or groups for study skills, financial advice forums

and acknowledgement of the need for flexible study, for example distance

learning.

Recommendation 18

Older students face a complex of barriers, some of which are to do with

their own levels of self-confidence and the feeling of being too old to

learn, which for some has translated into a halting of the education

process, due to the perception they were unable to compete. Forging

links with community initiatives and learning groups in local communities

would help to break the perceived elitist assumptions with which univer-

sities are often credited.
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