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When the Australian Treasurer Joe 

Hockey suggested in 2014 that the 

retirement age would rise to 70, it 

sparked furious debate. While the 

‘ageing revolution’ – the rise in the 

number of older people as baby 

boomers reach retirement – has 

signalled concern over the spiraling 

costs of pensions and healthcare, it 

is not until relatively recently that 

the economic benefi ts, rather than 
the costs, of an ageing population 

have been explored.

Put simply, if more Australians are 

willing to work longer, there is a net 

benefi t to the economy. There are 
also signifi cant benefi ts to business 
– and proven positive effects on 

individual health and wellbeing.

OVERVIEW
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More importantly, many more Australians do 

want to work longer, for many different reasons. 

But the way they want to work is changing, and 

they need to overcome the barriers of age 

discrimination and media stereotyping. 

This special report is about the dynamics 

of working into your 60s, 70s and beyond. 

It will bust myths about the demographic and its 

capacities, discuss the trends towards encore careers, 

seniorpreneurship and fl exible work arrangements 
– and show you why an older workforce is good 

for Australia and good for business.

OVERVIEW
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ADJUSTING OUR VIEW OF 
RETIREMENT

Before the 20th century, most 

people worked until they 

dropped. Some in the leisured 

classes never really worked at all, 

but for most people working life 

started early and ended shortly 

before death. 

And death came soon – in Australia, a 

boy born in 1881 was likely to live to 

about 47 and a girl to 50. So ‘retirement’ 

was a meaningless concept for many (and 

unaffordable, to boot).

In the mid-twentieth century, the concept of 

the ‘golden years’ of retirement was born. Think 

endless golf, world cruises, special retirement 

communities, bingo and bridge – almost a 

second carefree childhood. Many industry 

sectors had a compulsory retirement age, and 

most Australians were encouraged to retire 

early, with generous pension benefi ts.

But things are changing. The pension age does 

look likely to rise to 70, over time. Those who 

turn 50 in 2014 can expect to live into their 

80s or beyond1,  and are likely to be healthy 

for most of those years as well. That’s a lot of 

bingo and golf. 

1. Australian Bureau of Statistics, Life tables 2011 – 2013, released 
6 November 2014. 

OVERVIEW



JOURNEYS WITHOUT MAPS | Joanna Maxwell 7

Those who continue working into their 60s 

and beyond can take their pick of descriptors 

such as encore careers, mature age workers, 

older workers, late career, seniorpreneurs. 

(All of which are more appealing than ‘twilight 

careers’, used recently in a Sydney newspaper.)

Whatever we call them, people over 63 are 

the fastest growing category of the Australian 

workforce2.  And it’s not only employees. 

Seniorpreneurs are the fastest growing segment 

of business startups – entrepreneurs aged 50-

65 have a faster-growing rate of entrepreneurial 

activity than those aged 20 to 343. 

It’s time to create a more nuanced public 

conversation. 

We need to break away from stereotypes, to 

discuss a range of choices and possibilities and 

to look at creative ways to help this cohort stay 

engaged at work for longer. 

This will be good for their health and 

wellbeing - but it is also just what the 

economy needs.

OVERVIEW

Whatever we call them, people 
over 63 are the fastest growing 

category of the Australian 
workforce.

2. EMDA, ‘My Career Employment Forecast’, Sydney Morning Herald 
(My Career), 26-27 July 2014, p. 13.

3. A. Maritz, ‘Senior entrepreneurship in Australia: an exploratory 
approach’. International Journal of Organizational Innovation, vol. 7, 
issue 3, January 2015, p. 3.
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DISTILLING 
THE 
DEMOGRAPHICS

What do older Australians 

want? The truth is, 

‘people over 50’ are not a 

homogeneous group — they 

are just as varied in their 

characteristics, wants, needs 

and lifestyles as those below 50. 

Some want to work, some need to work, 

and some are scheming for retirement as 

soon as possible Some are excited by the 

possibilities in this stage of life, others see 

media articles and despair for their future. 

Some feel let down and even angry about 

the changes in their expectations. 

There are those who want to give back 

to their community, and others who 

have always wanted to start their own 

small business. Some are successful 

professionals seeking to reinvent 

themselves. Others have been made 

redundant and just want a job, any job. 

Many women have had interrupted 

working lives while raising children, and 

often have less superannuation or savings. 

Levels of education and training vary 

widely and this can be a critical factor in 

the choices they have, and whether they 

remain in the workforce. 

With so many different circumstances and 

motivations, there is no single solution or 

approach.



JOURNEYS WITHOUT MAPS | Joanna Maxwell 9

What’s in a number?
The concept of ‘age’ is quite fl uid – a 2013 
report from the Australian Human Rights 

Commission found that younger people see 

‘old age’ as a number, and that number is 

around 55. The same research found one in 10 

businesses have an age above which they will 

not recruit, and on average that age is 50. 

It’s important to note research also shows 

chronological age is not a relevant marker for 

measuring health, mental capacity or motivation. 

More years were added to average life 

expectancy in the 20th century than all years 

added across all prior millennia of human 

evolution combined, as Laura Carstensen 

pointed out in her 2012 TED talk Older 

people are happier4. So we should expect the 

concept of aging to continue evolving. 

...chronological age is not a 
relevant marker for measuring 

health, mental capacity or 
motivation.

4. L. Carstensen, Older People are Happier, TEDxWomen talk, 

December 2011. 



JOURNEYS WITHOUT MAPS | Joanna Maxwell 10

There is plenty of gloom in 

the media about the burden 

on society caused by an ageing 

Australian population, but is it 

warranted?

Katherine Betts published a comprehensive 

study in April 2014 for the Monash Centre 

for Population and Urban Research5. She 

concludes; ‘an older age structure is no 

disaster… it is one of our triumphs.’ Her 

research busts several popular myths: 

1
MYTH Baby boomers (currently aged 

53 to 68) are a larger cohort 

than those older than them, but 

the younger cohorts are larger 

still, so the boomers are not the 

unique bulge in our population 

that the media often portrays 

(see above).

5. K. Betts, The ageing of the Australian population: triumph or 
disaster?, report for the Monash Centre for Population and Urban 
Research, April 2014.

THE BUSINESS CASE

4.0

4.5

5.0

6.0 Gen Y - 5.2 Million

Gen X - 5.0 Million

Baby Boomers - 4.3 Million

2012

5.5

No baby boomer bulge? Source: Betts p 17
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While the cost of the age 

pension has grown faster than 

GDP in the last decade, this is 

due to policy changes, not an 

ageing population. 

Data from 31 OECD countries 

shows there is no statistically 

signifi cant association between 
the proportion of the 

population that is aged 65 plus 

and health care expenditure as 

a percentage of GDP.

(See above)

2
MYTH

3
MYTH

Population aged 65+ (% of total)
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6. Deloitte Access Economics, Increasing participation among older 
workers: The grey army advances, report for the Australian Human 
Rights Commission, 2012.

7. P. Lowe, Demographics, productivity and innovation, speech to the 
Sydney Institute, 12 March 2014.

‘the ability of a society to innovate, to take 
and manage risks and to respond quickly 
to the changing world helps determine 

the rate of productivity growth.’

Philip Lowe

Reserve Bank of Australia

THE BUSINESS CASE

Many other studies, both here 

and overseas, also cast doubt 

on the prevalent view that the 

cohort over 55 is a drain on the 

rest of us. 

A Deloitte Access Economics report released 

in 20146 suggested that rather than seeing 

older people as a burden, we should see 

servicing their needs as a jobs and economic 

growth opportunity, resulting from ‘the 

collision of health costs and ageing.’ Areas 

such as aged care, medical professions, 

retirement living and other services are 

poised for growth. The report also identified 
great potential for re-skilled older workers to 

address the productivity and brain drain issues 

Australia faces.

We need to take an innovative approach to 

this opportunity. In a speech about Australia’s 

changing demographics in March 20147,  deputy 

governor of the Reserve Bank of Australia Philip 

Lowe said it wasn’t possible to predict the future, 

but that ‘the ability of a society to innovate, to 

take and manage risks and to respond quickly to 

the changing world helps determine the rate of 

productivity growth.’

One thing’s for certain: increasing the participation 

of older people in the workforce makes good 

business sense. 
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8. Australian Bureau of Statistics, National Health Survey: Summary 
of Results, 2007-2008.

9. Mount Sinai Medical Center, ‘Have a sense of purpose in 
life? It may protect your heart’, ScienceDaily, 6 March 2015, 

viewed on 26 May 2015, http://www.sciencedaily.com/
releases/2015/03/150306132538.htm.

10. ibid.

Health and well-being: 
benefi ts for individuals
It’s obvious that working on into your older 

years provides a fi nancial benefi t. By having 
an income for longer, you can improve your 

standard of living before and after retirement. 

For older women, the benefi ts are even greater, 
as they typically have less of a fi nancial buffer.

But there are other powerful 
reasons to keep clocking in. Evidence 
suggests that staying in the workforce 
improves social inclusion and can have 
a positive impact on psychological 
wellbeing.

Workers are also (in general) healthier, says 

the ABS. In 2007-8 it found older workers had 

lower rates of heart disease, diabetes, obesity 

and arthritis than their non-working peers8.

You might think this is because sufferers of 

these diseases opt out (or are forced out) 

of the workforce earlier but other studies 

validate these statistics. Even with a health 

condition, workers are more positive about 

things than non-workers.

Recent research also shows that having a 

sense of purpose may lower your risk of 

heart disease and stroke9.  The research 

defi ned purpose as ‘a sense of meaning and 
direction, and a feeling that life is worth living.’ 

Of course, work is not the only path to a 

sense of purpose, but it is often an excellent 

route. Plenty of existing research links a sense 

of purpose to psychological health and well-

being, but this new analysis found that a high 

sense of purpose is associated with a 23% 

reduction in death from all causes and a 19% 

reduced risk of heart attack, stroke, or the 

need for coronary artery bypass surgery10.  

This is all good news. However, the picture 

is not uniform across all types of careers. 

For example, a longer working life could be 

a problem for manual labour workers who 

will fi nd the physical demands of work much 
more diffi cult as they age.
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The Grattan Institute points 

out that this problem 

will decline over time, as the 

proportion of workers in 

construction, agriculture and 

manufacturing has dropped from 

28% to 20% in the last twenty 

years and continues to fall. It 

also suggests workers in these 

categories could be eligible to 

access benefi ts at a younger age11.  

And what about tradespeople? Construction 

is still booming, but there may be other, more 

creative solutions, such as retraining them as 

mentors or teachers, or offering them a more 

hands-off role.

Research also highlights a distinction between 

highly educated workers and those who 

don’t have much training. Those with more 

education are likely to stay at work longer 

and be more productive as they avoid the 

cognitive decline often associated with early 

retirement12. In general, better-educated 

workers also earn more – this acts as an 

incentive to keep working but also gives them 

more work choices as they age.

Just as we are seeing an increasing trend 

towards the ‘casualisation’ of jobs for younger 

workers, there is evidence from the US of 

older workers being given casual, low-paid 

and less secure jobs. Joe Carbone, president 

of The Workplace in Connecticut and a noted 

commentator, connects this casualisation of 

the US workforce to other economic changes 

such as the growing exodus of older people 

downwards from the middle class and warns 

of long-term damaging effects if the trend is 

not reversed13. This concern will needs further 

investigation in an Australian context.

11. J. Daley, Game-changers: Economic reform priorities for Australia, 
report for Grattan Institute, June 2012, p. 58.

12. S. Rohwedder and R.J. Willis, ‘Mental retirement’. Journal of 

Economic Perspectives, vol. 24, issue 1, winter 2010, p. 119.
13. J. Carbone, personal communication, July 2014.
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Experience and 
motivation: benefi ts for 
employers
As we discuss later in this report, age 

discrimination is unfortunately rife in Australian 

workplaces. But whatever some employers 

may think there is good evidence that retaining 

or hiring older workers can limit staff turnover, 

increase the depth of corporate knowledge and 

assist in marketing to an older demographic. 

And our looming and much-discussed skills 

shortage can most easily be managed by 

keeping already-skilled people in the workforce.

Older workers have accumulated experience, 

knowledge and skills. They can be highly reliable, 

productive and motivated. Plus, their insights 

are useful to any organisation looking to engage 

with customers over 55. In a 2013 report, the 

Australian Institute of Management described 

this as the ‘Diversity Dividend’14. 

So lets name some of the myths about older 

workers, and present the (often extensive) 

evidence against them. For example, there is a 

pervasive belief that old people are no longer 

productive. But as European researcher Axel 

Brösch-Supan says,

14. Australian Institute of Management, Engaging and Retaining 
Older Workers, discussion paper, February 2013, p.12.

15. A. Brösch-Supan, ‘Aging, labour markets and well-being’. Empirica, 
vol. 40, issue 3, 2013, p. 397.

‘There is little data, and 
such data as there is 

shows that productivity stays 
pretty fl at over the normal 
age range of production. Young 
people may have newer ideas, 
but old people seem to have 
better management and social 
skills. Younger workers are of 
course different from older ones, 
but in terms of productivity, the 
differences seem to even out’15

Axel Brösch-Supan  

THE BUSINESS CASE
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As the 2013 Older Women Matter report16 

also points out, encouraging older women to 

stay working not only benefi ts our GDP, it also 
improves gender diversity in the workforce. 

The report points to research proving gender 

diversity can reduce attrition, and improve 

innovation, compliance and group performance. 

If you still doubt the benefi ts to employers, Vita 
Needle has a valuable story to share17. Located 

in Massachusetts, Vita Needle employs about 35 

production workers. Of these, 95% are 

part-time senior citizens. The 

oldest employee is 100 

and the average age of 

their workforce is 74. 

The company has 

been the subject 

of documentaries 

and research 

studies in several 

countries – all 

indicating the 

employees are happy, 

paid and productive. 

Moreover, the company has 

turned around its profi tability. It 
might not be the solution for every business, but 

it does highlight the possibilities.

It is true that this cohort of older workers 

has specifi c needs, including fl exible or part-

time hours and training. There are some 

excellent initiatives here and overseas that 

help employers maximise the benefi t of 
an intergenerational workforce, such as 

mentoring and reverse mentoring, tailored 

training programs, job support and anti-

discrimination programs.

Some say that employing older workers 

will disadvantage younger workers, denying 

them jobs and promotions. But the evidence 

so far indicates this is not so. In fact, there 

are marked synergies in a multi-

generational workforce, 

and plenty of room for 

workers of all ages to 

contribute together. 

Axel Brösch-Supan 

again:  ‘People still 

believe that young 

people take the 

work away from 

the old, which is plain 

wrong, logically as well 

as empirically. If we send 

people into earlier retirement, 

the young people have to pay 

for it out of their taxes: this makes hiring the 

young more expensive and therefore creates 

unemployed youth – just the opposite of what 

is so often claimed.18’ 

16. J. Tilly, J. O’Leary and G. Russell, Older Women Matter, Diversity 
Council of Australia, 2013. 

17. PBS NewsHour, ‘Manufacturer Vita Needle fi nds investment 
in older workers turns a big profi t’, PBS NewsHour, 2 January 

2013, viewed on 26 May 2015, http://www.pbs.org/newshour/bb/
business-jan-june13-makingsense_01-02/.

18. Brösch-Supan, op. cit, p. 407. 16. J. Tilly, J. O’Leary and G. Russell, 
Older Women Matter, Diversity Council of Australia, 2013.

‘People still believe that 
young people take the 
work away from the old, 

which is plain wrong, logically 
as well as empirically.’

Axel Brösch-Supan
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Source: Abhayaratna and Lattimore (2006)
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GDP growth and prosperity: 
benefi ts for the economy
You may be surprised to learn Australia 

has a lower percentage of older people 

in the workforce than many other 

developed countries, including the US, 

UK, Canada and New Zealand19.  This 

concerns our Government (and many other 

commentators), as it has implications for our 

economic stability and future prosperity. 

The Grattan Institute estimates that an 

increase of just 7% in worker participation 

would result in a GDP increase of $25 billion 

by 202220.  It says that lifting both the pension 

and superannuation preservation ages to 70 

will in itself create this uplift21. 

Deloitte Access Economics points to the 

existing trend for more Australians in their 

50s and 60s (and increasingly more women) 

to participate in the workforce, and shows 

an extra 3% of participation by the over 55s 

would add $33 billion to GDP. A 5% increase 

would add $48billion22. 

19. Daley, op. cit, p. 51.
20. Daley, op. cit, p. 53.
21. Daley, op. cit, p. 54.
22. Deloitte Access Economics, op. cit, p. 4.

THE BUSINESS CASE
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These are achievable targets, 

and restructuring has already 

begun with the ABS Labour Force 

Survey from 2002-3 showing 

considerably greater participation 

by workers 55 and over than 

was predicted23,  a trend that has 

continued in the decade since24. 

In 2012, Deloitte Access Economics cites this as 

evidence that traditional attitudes to retirement 

are increasingly becoming obsolete25.

Increasing the number of older people in the 

workforce is important, because the rising 

aged dependence ratio will increase the 

burden of pensions and benefi ts. The ratio 
has already fallen from 7.3 people of working 

age for each person over 65 in 1974-75 to 

an estimated 4.5 people today. The 2015 

Intergenerational Report projects that by 2054-

55 it will nearly halve again to just 2.7 people26.  

So, the benefi ts for individuals, employers and the 
economy are well documented in many research 

reports. Yet the Productive Ageing Centre says 

there are nearly two million Australians 55 and 

over who are outside the workforce but willing 

to work. They estimate that not using the skills 

and experience of older Australians costs our 

economy $10.8 billion a year27. 

It’s a powerful argument for change.

23. Australian Bureau of Statistics, Labour Force Survey 2002-3.
24. Australian Bureau of Statistics, Labour Force Survey 2014, released March 2015.
25. Deloitte Access Economics, op. cit, p. 16.
26. Commonwealth Treasury, 2015 Intergenerational Report: Australia in 2055, 2015, p. 8.
27. National Seniors Productive Ageing Centre, Still Putting In: Measuring the Economic and Social Contributions of Older Australians, 

2009, p. 11.

We need to increase the 
opportunities for older 
workers. That means 
helping them to re-skill, 
removing structural barriers 
and changing attitudes 
about their capacity and 
commitment.
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Almost two million Australians 
aged over 55 who are outside 

the workforce are willing 
to work. This is costing our 

economy $10.8 billion a year.

Productive Ageing Centre
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STEREOTYPING AND 
DISCRIMINATION

So if the business case for 

encouraging older workers is 

so clear, why don’t we have more 

of them? 

In the last three years, the Commonwealth 

Department of Health and Ageing, Australian 

Human Rights Commission, Financial Services 

Council, National Seniors Productive Ageing 

Centre and the Commonwealth Department 

of Education, Employment and Workplace 

Relations, the Grattan Institute, the Australian 

Institute of Management and numerous 

researchers have all published extensive 

research into this issue. 

They all say the same thing: workplace 

stereotyping and discrimination against older 

Australians is rife. 

About 90% of Australians agree that age 

discrimination is likely to occur in the 

workplace28 (a much higher percentage than 

agree it occurs in social situations). And over a 

quarter of older Australians have experienced 

some form of age discrimination, according to a 

national survey released in April 201529. 

28. Australian Human Rights Commission, Fact or Fiction? 
Stereotypes of Older Australians, 2013, p. 28.

29. Australian Human Rights Commission, National Prevalence 
Survey of Age Discrimination in the Workplace, April 2015.
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Launching the results of that survey, Age and 

Disability Discrimination Commissioner Susan 

Ryan pointed out; ‘Nearly three in fi ve of those 
who were out of a job and seeking paid work 

were a target of age discrimination.’

This confi rms earlier fi ndings. A 2013 
Productive Ageing Centre report found that 

36% of people who have looked for a job in 

the past fi ve years experienced age-related 
exclusion from the job-hunting process30. 

Although it is illegal to discriminate against 

someone on the basis of their age, it is also 

hard to pin down. It may manifest in vague 

statements at job interviews such as ’you have 

too much experience’, ‘we need someone 

who is more dynamic’ or ‘you wouldn’t fi t in 

with our current team’. A disturbing recent 

report suggests employers in the US are 

masking age discrimination by using phrases 

such as ‘we are seeking a digital native31.’  

Just like religious or race discrimination, age 

discrimination results from stereotypes based 

on assumed characteristics or behaviours. It 

disregards an individual’s actual capacities.

It also assumes all old people are the same, 

yet there is a huge range of ages, capacities, 

economic drivers, family circumstances, 

experiences and needs within this cohort. We 

don’t assume all 30 to 50-year-olds are identical, 

so why do we assume 50 to 70-year-olds have 

the same characteristics and capabilities?

30. National Seniors Productive Ageing Centre, Age Discrimination 
in the Labour Market: Experiences and Perceptions of Mature 
Age Australians, report for the Department of Health and Ageing, 
2013, p. 17. 

31. S. Straehly, ‘Employers mask age discrimination by seeking 
“digital natives”’, AllGov, 7 May 2015, viewed on 26 May 2015, 
http://www.allgov.com/news/top-stories/employers-mask-age-
discrimination-by-seeking-digital-natives-150507?news=856426.

Just like religious or race discrimination, age 
discrimination results from stereotypes based on 

assumed characteristics or behaviours. 
It disregards an individual’s 

actual capacities.
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A 2013 report from the 

Australian Human Rights 

Commission also found that 

younger people see ‘old age’ as 

a number (around 55) without 

regard to individual factors32.  

The effect of ageing is assumed to be 

completely negative – loss of faculties, income, 

mental capacity – with no benefi ts33.  

The only exception is with young people who 

have a close relationship with an older person. 

In that case, they believe old age is around 

6634. This reinforces other research that shows 

that bringing people together is the simplest 

way to remove stereotypes. It’s encouraging 

as that’s not so diffi cult – and an increasingly 
intergenerational workforce will help this 

happen naturally.

The report also found that age-related 

discrimination was perceived as less important 

than other forms of discrimination35. In other 

words, it’s fi ne to make jokes about old people 
but not jokes based on race. This has particular 

implications in the workplace, as it subtly 

reinforces and normalises the age stereotype.

STEREOTYPING AND DISCRIMINATION

32. Australian Human Rights Commission, Fact or Fiction?
Stereotypes of Older Australians, op. cit, p. 7.

33. ibid., p. 7.
34. ibid., p. 24.
35. ibid., p. 27.
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Lack mental capacity

Need fl exibility

Have declining health

Can’t learn new things (especially 
technology) or are unwilling to learn

Are unskilled

Don’t like change

Don’t like working for someone 
younger

Are boring

Are not committed

Are unproductive or slow

One of the challenges is 

that people often do not 

realise they are being ageist – 

they see their comments or 

behaviour as refl ecting reality. 
They believe the stereotype is a simple 

truth. Research36 shows that younger people 

believe that older workers:

23

WHAT DO AGE 
STEREOTYPES 
LOOK LIKE 
IN THE 
WORKPLACE?

These stereotypes are largely unchallenged, 

although studies consistently demonstrate 

that in fact age is generally not related to job 

performance. For example, far from lacking 

commitment to work, a 2009 Australian 

study showed workers 45 and over were 2.6 

times less likely to have left their job in the 

last year than those under 4537. 

36. ibid. 
37.. Australian Institute of Management, op. cit, p. 14.
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As we outlined earlier, retaining older workers 

has clear business benefi ts. They know ‘how 
we do things round here’, which is ideal for 

compliance, and can avoid repeating costly 

earlier errors. And with many customers now 

over 50, the demographic has valuable insights 

into their preferences and behaviours – as the 

Australian Institute of Management points out38. 

In specifi c industries and among lower-
educated workers, there may be a mismatch 

of skills to current workplace needs. Here the 

discrimination plays out in a lack of access to 

appropriate training opportunities, despite 

evidence of a clear return of investment to 

both employers and the economy. There is no 

inherent inability or unwillingness to learn.

It is also true that older workers need some 

job fl exibility to stay in the workforce. Mainly, 
this involved the timing and length of annual 

leave, and being able to choose start and 

fi nish times. Part-time work opportunities are 
also highly valued. It’s not unlike the needs of 

working parents with young children, and again 

this is an opportunity for employers to develop 

policies to support and retain older workers.

So how can we combat these stereotypes? 

Australian Treasurer Joe Hockey has called for a 

‘national conversation’ about age discrimination 

in the workplace39.  Financial Services Council 

research says that discrimination is much 

greater amongst mid-range earners, and in 

certain industries, and so any ‘attitudinal change’ 

campaigns are likely to be ineffective unless 

accompanied by targeted structural change. 

The Australian Human Rights Commission 

(AHRC) released an interesting video, ‘The 

Power of Oldness’40,  in 2014. In reclaiming the 

word ‘old’ as a positive advantage, it presents 

a new perspective on this discussion and Age 

Discrimination Commissioner Susan Ryan has 

been a passionate campaigner for change. 

In April 2015, Age Discrimination 

Commissioner Susan Ryan and the Attorney 

General, Senator the Hon George Brandis 

QC launched a new AHRC inquiry called 

‘Willing to Work’, which will look at barriers to 

employment for older Australians41. The inquiry 

is planned to conclude and report by July 2016.

38. ibid., p. 12.
39. Australian Human Rights Commission, National Prevalence Survey 

of Age Discrimination in the Workplace, op. cit.
40. Australian Human Rights Commission, Power of Oldness, 2014, 

viewed on 26 May 2015, http://www.powerofoldness.com. 

41. Australian Human Rights Commission, National Inquiry Now 
Underway, media release, 15 April 2015.



The devastating impact 
of discrimination
Susan Ryan, Age Discrimination Commissioner, 

shared her thoughts with us in an interview in 

October 2014. 

She says that people who lose their job in 

their 50s face the most challenges in getting 

re-hired. ‘It’s fi nancially devastating, but it’s also 
psychologically devastating. In my view, the 

number of older people drawing the disability 

pension is directly linked to age discrimination.’

The gender gap is also a worrying trend. 

‘Women in their 50s and 60s generally need 

to work even more than men, particularly if 

they’re living without a partner…we’ve got a 

burgeoning problem of homelessness amongst 

older women, those just sucked into poverty 

because they can’t get employment and they 

have nowhere to live.’

Government ministers are taking Ryan’s advice 

and research seriously – they also understand 

the negative impact of ageism on the economy. 

Changing employer attitudes is a bigger challenge. 

‘I think Australian society is very ageist, and 

I link that to the commercial promotion of 

youth’, says Ryan. ‘Employers in general are very 

conservative, they’re low risk and accept the 

common prejudices.’ 

The concept of creating intergenerational 

teams is essential – it’s not about choosing 

older workers to the detriment of younger 

people. ‘The biggest thing is to get them to take 

off their blinkers and say ‘I want the person 

who can do the job.’

‘I think Australian society is very ageist, 
and I link that to the commercial 

promotion of youth’
Susan Ryan

Age Discrimination Commissioner

STEREOTYPING AND DISCRIMINATION
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The dangers of 
stereotyping
Just over half of non-employed people say 

that age-attributed job search exclusion 

affects their desire to work.  They become 

‘discouraged workers’ and may take 

themselves off job seeker lists, even though 

they still want to work42. 

They start to believe their own bad press. In 

a study43, older adults who were reminded of 

negative age descriptors (such as ‘confused’ 

or ‘decrepit’) showed poorer memory and 

reduced walking ability compared to those 

who were reminded of positive stereotypes 

(such as ‘guide’ or ‘wise’). If you buy into the 

stereotype over time, you are likely to be less 

healthy – and may even die earlier.

Research from 2012 suggests many older 

workers retire around the age of 65 because 

social norms say that’s the right age to retire44.  

In other words, they assume that’s what 

they are supposed to do without necessarily 

considering their personal desires or capacities. 

Even those who don’t believe the 
stereotyping worry they are being 
judged. This has a measurable impact 
on their job satisfaction, commitment, 

engagement and retirement intentions. 

This will inevitably also impact their 

productivity. The antidote is simple and 

effective: promote positive stereotypes of 

older workers, and focus on their experience, 

wisdom, dependability and commitment.

42. National Seniors Productive Ageing Centre, Age Discrimination in 
the Labour Market, op. cit, p. 16.

43. B. Levy, ‘Improving memory in old age through implicit self-

stereotyping’, Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, vol. 71, 
1996, pp. 1092-1107. 

44. Australian Institute of Management, op. cit, p. 15.
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A number of Australian studies 

have shown that some 

recruitment agencies are reluctant 

to accept older workers as 

clients, or refer them to 

prospective employers. 

The Australian Institute of Management 

says that recruitment practices 

‘exacerbate’ the problems of stereotyping45. 

It makes it harder for older workers to fi nd 
jobs, and more likely that older candidates will 

become discouraged and give up trying to 

fi nd permanent work.

There are a number of fi rms who specialise 
in older workers, but these are currently 

niche players. And in the long-term, 

boutique recruiting agencies are 

likely to further marginalise 

this cohort by relying on 

‘special’ recruiters working 

to fi nd ‘special’ jobs for 
‘special’ people. Age should 

be irrelevant to job-hunting, 

just like gender. Capacity to do 

the job is all that matters.

45. ibid. p. 14.

RECRUITMENT PRACTICES 
AND HR ISSUES

STEREOTYPING AND DISCRIMINATION
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HR departments also contribute to 

stereotyping, with the Australian Human 

Resources Institute (AHRI) in 2012 reporting 

a ‘grudging realisation’ that older employees 

need to be encouraged to stick around 

long enough to pass on essential skills, but 

then should move on46. 35% of respondents 

reported their organisation was biased to 

some extent against the employment of older 

workers, and 63% thought negative workplace 

perceptions about older workers infl uence 
employment decisions. 

What’s particularly interesting about this is 

that a number of studies have shown that 

most employers with older workers on their 

payroll report no issues with them. The Financial 

Services Council research shows that employers 

tend to rate older workers at least as highly as 

younger ones on measures such as productivity, 

energy, motivation and general skill levels47. 

There is also lack of confi dence among 
employers about how to tap into older 

workers as a resource. Concerns about 

expensive salaries, the predominant ‘cult of 

youth’ at work, and the need for fl exible 
changing roles for older workers are not 

being addressed at all in most companies – 

though there are some notable corporate 

and government exceptions. For example, a 

quarter of Bunnings employees are over 5048,  

and Accor launched its Experienced Workers 

Program in 201449. 

It’s clear we need to change perceptions. Getting 

started may be as ‘simple’ as encouraging 

employers, HR departments and recruiters 

to judge people’s capacity for work based on 

their actual ability to do the relevant work tasks, 

whatever their chronological age may be. We 

know the variance between individual capacities 

increases markedly with age, so using outdated 

stereotypes to make decisions about diverse 

groups of people is becoming increasingly 

inappropriate – and wasteful.

46. Australian Human Resources Institute, Mature age participation 
and productivity, survey report, 14 March 2012. 

47. Westfi eld Wright, Attitudes to older workers, report for the 
Financial Services Council, January 2012, p. 16. 

48. P. Trute, ‘Bunnings opts for age-old wisdom with employees’, Herald Sun, 
20 February 2015, viewed on 28 May 2015, http://www.heraldsun.com.
au/news/victoria/bunnings-opts-for-age-old-wisdom-with-employees/story-
fni0fi t3-1227233101269.

49. C. Seaniger, ‘The gold in old’, National Seniors Australia, August/
September 2014, viewed on 28 May 2015,  http://www.nationalseniors.
com.au/be-informed/50something/gold-old.

35% 

reported bias against 

older workers

63% 

thought negative workplace 

perceptions about older 

workers influence 

employment decisions

22% 

organisations prefer to 

remove older workers 

from payroll

78% 
increase in inquiries to AHRC 

about age discrimination 

about “being too old”

Source: Mature age participation and productivity, 

(2011 study) Posted on March 14, 2012 by Serge Sardo

on: www.ahri.com.au

Workplace participation 

of older workers

Respondents

Rest of the study
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RECRUITMENT PRACTICES 
AND HR ISSUES

One of the most pervasive 

stereotypes is that our 

brains decay as we age, and many 

people assume that after 50, 

‘senior moments’ increase and our 

capacity to think and our ability 

to contribute intellectually 

declines markedly.

Not so, according to research conducted 

by the Department of Management at 

Monash University with the Australian Institute of 

Management in 201250.  Professor James Sarros 

and Associate Professor Andrew Pirola-Merlo 

found that older workers are just as valuable 

to economic and social growth in business as 

younger ones, bringing assets such as experience 

and psychological stability to the workplace.

Older, more experienced managers recorded 

higher levels of ‘crystallised intelligence’ – a 

type of intelligence that relates strongly to 

wisdom gained through experience and 

also verbal reasoning, as a result of 

education and practice. In contrast, 

fl uid intelligence – the ability to solve 
novel problems using inherited basic 

reasoning ability – was slightly higher 

among younger managers.

50. J. Sarros, A. Pirola-Merlo & R. Baker, Research Report: The Impact 
of Age on Managerial Style, report for the Department of 
Management, Monash University and the Australian Institute of 
Management QLD/NT, 2012.
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‘Younger workers may have a slight edge 

when it comes to developing new and 

innovative solutions,’ said Professor Sarros. 

However, ‘the age-based differences were so 

small that a manager-recruitment 

strategy based on age isn’t 

justifi ed by this data.51’ 

‘Although there 

may be other 

reasons 

to target 

recruitment 

of certain age 

groups, there 

is not a strong 

justifi cation 
on the basis 

of intelligence, 

problem solving or 

leadership capability,52’ 

according to Associate 

Professor Pirola-Merlo.

Many other studies echo these results, 

including an analysis of 134 word recognition 

studies by Michael Ramscar, at the University 

of Tubingen, Germany. His conclusion? ‘Many 

of the assumptions scientists currently make 

about “cognitive decline” are seriously fl awed 
and, for the most part, formally invalid.53’  

Meanwhile, Queensland government research 

shows no sign of cognitive decline until people 

are well into their 80s or even older54. 

Finally, there are many things older people 

can do to ‘age-proof ’ their brains, and 

preserve (even increase) 

all kinds of cognitive 

function throughout 

their life. Most are 

simple and are 

being adopted 

by people 

of all ages 

– including 

physical 

exercise, 

meditation, 

better diet 

choices, living 

a purposeful life, 

connecting with others 

and learning new skills.

The conclusion is that both age 

groups contribute equally to the workplace, 

though in somewhat different ways. Having 

a diverse, intergenerational workforce with 

different thinking abilities leads to better 

decision-making, higher productivity and 

better sustainability for the business.

51. Monash University, ‘Age is no barrier in the workplace’, Monash 
University, 23 May 2012, viewed on 28 May 2015, http://
monash.edu/news/show/age-is-no-barrier-in-the-workplace.  

52. ibid.
53. P. Rodgers, ‘Do we really get dumber as we grow older?’, Forbes, 

31 January 2014, viewed on 28 May 2015, http://www.forbes.

com/sites/paulrodgers/2014/01/31/do-we-really-get-dumber-as-
we-grow-older/. 

54. S. Thompson, J. Griffi n and K. Bowman, The Ageing Population: 
New Opportunities for Adult and Community Education, report for 
the Adult Learning Australia, February 2013, p. 10.

‘Although there may be other 
reasons to target recruitment 

of certain age groups, there is not 
a strong justifi cation on the basis 
of intelligence, problem solving or 

leadership capability,52’

Pirola-Merlo

Associate Professor



JOURNEYS WITHOUT MAPS | Joanna Maxwell 31JOURNEYS WITHOUT MAPS | Joanna Maxwell 

A NEW WAY 
OF  WORKING

If we want to encourage 

more Australians to stay in 

the workforce for longer, it’s 

important to understand what 

this demographic really wants. 

What could work look like 

for the over 55s? Then we can 

develop a practical model to 

help them remain engaged in 

the workforce.

With signifi cant numbers of Australians 
considering options for working into their 

sixties and beyond, the very concept 

of retirement could well be put into 

retirement. Many already stop working 

later, and some won’t stop at all. The fastest 

growing segment of the workforce (and 

the segment that works the longest hours) 

is people over 6355. 

Even amongst those who have retired, 

quite a few decide to ‘un-retire’. In 

2008–09, 144,000 people 55 years and 

over (59% were women) came out of 

retirement and returned to the workforce. 

Why? For 34%, it was because they were 

bored. An interesting opportunity came up 

for 13% and around one-third returned to 

work for fi nancial reasons56. (page 32) 

55. EMDA, op. cit.
56. Australian Bureau of Statistics, Australian Social Trends September 

2010: Older people and the labour market, p. 10.
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59% 

were women

144,000 

people 55 years and 

over came out of 

retirement

13% 

an interesting 

opportunity came up

34% 

returned because 

they are bored

Coming out of retirement

Source: Australian bureau of statistics

What is clear is this is not 

about tacking on 20 

additional years of the same 

work. In the years beyond 50, 

things change for this cohort. 

Children leave home, parents age, 

the urge to give back surfaces, 

unlived dreams demand attention 

and new goals are set and met.

Marc Freedman, a pioneer of the ‘encore’ 

movement in the USA, often describes this 

age group as ‘the population with no name’. It 

has been said that those in this demographic 

are embarking on a ‘journey with no maps’ – 

however, this does not mean they are going 

nowhere and doing nothing. They are creating 

their own paths through this new stage, often 

with little outside encouragement.

So, where are they heading and what do 

they want to do? Given the diversity of 

backgrounds, needs and lifestyles, there is no 

single answer to this question. 

However, there appear to be four 

broad strands:

ENCORE 
CAREERS

SENIORPRENEUR

Its never too late to start...

SAME 

SAME 

BUT DIFFERENT

LAND THAT JOB
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People over 63 are the fastest 
growing segment of the 
Australian workforce.
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Encore Careers
This term came from the USA, where it has 

a specifi c connotation of ‘work in the second 
half of life with social impact’. It could mean 

volunteering, or working for a good cause at 

a much-reduced salary. Typically, this involves 

retired professionals or senior executives who 

can afford to transition in this way. 

However, in Australia it is developing a 

different meaning. Encore careers can be 

paid work that results from exploring new 

directions, new experiences and self-refl ection. 
Australian consultant Jane Figgis has done 

some excellent research in this area. 

She concludes an encore career needs to 

have the following attributes:

Be fl exible, in terms of time, and allow for 
a sense of autonomy

Start at or after the usual retirement age

Involve a serious time commitment but 

not necessarily fi nancial remuneration 

Take the person in fresh directions57.  

Figgis says ‘if it is work that becomes central 

to who the person is, it is an encore career58’. 

This tallies well with other research on the 

‘encore urge’ at midlife and beyond, and the 

interconnection between work and other 

areas of life at this stage.

A 2014 Merrill Lynch survey in the US found 

that ‘nearly three out of fi ve retirees launch 
into a new line of work’59. In Australia, a 2011 

government report agreed that many older 

people seek to start new careers, as ‘they 

want to add variety to their current work by 

engaging their untapped talent.60’ 

Career re-invention is at the core of encore 

careers. Those who succeed generally have 

access to support and resources to make it 

happen – you often need creative thinking and 

guidance to realise the possibilities.

Check out our mini guide for more tips and 

information on Encore Careers.

57. J. Figgis, Reskilling for encore careers for (what were once) retirement 
years, research report, NCVER, Adelaide, 2012, p. 5.

58. ibid., p. 9.
59. Merrill Lynch and Age Wave, Work in Retirement, Myths and Motivations: 

Career reinventions and the new retirement workscape, 2014, p. 16. 
60. Realising the Economic Potential of Senior Australians, Part 2: Enabling 

opportunity, Advisory Panel on the Economic Potential of Senior 
Australians, 2 November 2011, p. 42.

A NEW WAY OF  WORKING



JOURNEYS WITHOUT MAPS | Joanna Maxwell 35

Seniorpreneurship
‘Seniorpreneurs’ are the fastest growing 

category of entrepreneurship in Australia. The 

activity of entrepreneurs aged 50-65 is growing 

more rapidly than those aged 20-34, and there 

is some evidence that success rates are higher 

in this older demographic61. This trend towards 

older people starting their own businesses is 

widely predicted to increase even further.

There is relatively little research to distinguish 

older entrepreneurs or seniorpreneurs from 

entrepreneurs in general, but it appears the 

motivation to run their own business varies 

widely. Some people can’t fi nd a job, and see 
their own business as a practical alternative. 

Others wish to monetise a hobby or create a 

socially useful paid project. Some are looking for 

a small supplement to their income, others are 

risking all on a dream.

Overseas research shows that older 

entrepreneurs are more open to taking 

measured risks, and are generally more capable 

of starting and managing a business, due to their 

depth of experience, solid networks and larger 

resources62. They are also highly motivated – 

they value and appreciate the fl exibility and 
autonomy of running your own show. And they 

have a clear sense of what they enjoy doing and 

where their strengths lie. 

However, the challenges facing small business 

startups in Australia are many, and Dr Alex 

Maritz of Swinburne University, one of few 

local academics studying seniorpreneurship, 

says 50-plus entrepreneurs are a unique 

group who suffer more than most from a 

lack of entrepreneurship policy, training and 

funding support63. He talks of the need for an 

‘entrepreneurship ecosystem’ targeted at older 

startups, as most entrepreneur support is 

currently (though not deliberately) targeted to 

younger people64. 

UK and Australian research suggests many 

more people in this cohort would be interested 

in starting their own business if they were 

offered tailored advice and support. 

US expert on the over 50s, Elizabeth Isele, 

is recognised globally for her work in senior 

entrepreneurship programs, policy, funding and 

research. She believes ‘senior entrepreneurs are 

the new engines driving economic revitalisation 

throughout the world.65’ Isele’s ‘eProv’ program 

allows people to explore the mindset of an 

entrepreneur, drawing upon who they are, what 

they know, who they know, and what resources 

they already have at hand. 

Check out our mini guide for more tips and 

information on seniorpreneurship.

61. Maritz, op. cit, p. 3.
62. Seniorpreneurs, ‘Fast facts’, Seniorpreneurs, viewed on 28 May 

2015, http://www.seniorpreneurs.org/live/pages/facts.

63. Maritz, op. cit, p.14.
64. Maritz, op. cit, p. 18.
65. E. Isele, personal communication, October 2014.
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There are many older workers 

who are happy in their 

current career, and want to 

plan their next decades within 

that context. However, as we 

discussed earlier, research shows 

more fl exible work options are 
critical to retention.

Many would prefer to work fewer hours in 

the week – 40% of full-time workers say they 

intend to switch to part-time for a 

few years before they retire66. 

For others, fl exibility is more 
about their start and fi nish 
time, and being able to 

take unpaid leave for caring 

responsibilities or travel. Being able 

to work from home at least some days is 

important to some older workers.

If these desires sound familiar, it’s because 

these issues do not solely relate to the over 

50s cohort. Their story may be different, but 

the desire of workers for fl exible conditions is 

clear across all age groups – from generation 

Y to parents with young children.

There are exceptions to this as well – for 

some people, their 50s and 60s are a time to 

ramp up their career, not wind it down. For 

example, women who have interrupted their 

careers to raise children or care for others 

may see this period as a chance to achieve 

their longstanding career aspirations – and to 

accumulate some superannuation for their 

eventual retirement. 

There is also a signifi cant sub-group of 
women (and some men) who 

fi nd themselves fi nancially less 
well off than they expected 

due to divorce at this stage 

of life. They need to reactivate 

career ideas for practical reasons. 

During this phase they will need access to 

guidance tools to ensure a smooth transition 

to retirement. 

Check out our mini guide for more tips and 

information on furthering your current career.

66. Australian Institute of Management, op. cit, p. 15.

SAME SAME, 
BUT DIFFERENT
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67.  National Seniors Productive Ageing Centre, Still Putting In, op. cit, 
p. 11. Australian Human Rights Commission, National Prevalence 
Survey of Age Discrimination in the Workplace, op. cit.

68. ibid.
69.  J. Ireland, ‘Older workers need “career check-ups”, says Age 

Discrimination Commissioner’, Sydney Morning Herald, 17 

September 2014, viewed on 28 May 2015, http://www.smh.
com.au/federal-politics/political-news/older-workers-need-career-
checkups-says-age-discrimination-commissioner-20140916-
10hmst.html. 

The most recent Australian statistics68 show 
that some Australians aged 50 years and 
older are discouraged from entering the 

workforce due to the anticipation 
of discrimination. 

Land That Job
For some Australians over 50, there are plenty 

of options for their next step, and internal and 

external resources to help them along.

But there are also a signifi cant number of people 
in this demographic who are not working, but 

would like to be employed. According to the 

Productive Ageing Centre, there are nearly two 

million Australians aged 55 and over who are 

outside the workforce but willing to work. They 

estimate that not using the skills and experience 

of older Australians costs our economy $10.8 

billion a year67. 

The most recent Australian statistics68 show 

that some Australians aged 50 years and older 

are discouraged from entering the workforce 

due to the anticipation of discrimination. 

Just over a half (53%) of Australians aged 50 

years and older worked for a wage or salary, 

were self-employed or looked for paid work 

in the last two years. Of those who did not 

participate in the workforce in the last two 

years but would have liked to, one in seven 

(13%) anticipated experiencing some form of 

age discrimination and that prevented them 

from entering the workforce69.  
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This report has discussed 

discrimination, access to training 

and other barriers to employment. 

Much needs to be done at a 

government and employer level to 

lower (and progressively remove) 

these barriers.

Age Discrimination Commissioner Susan 

Ryan believes Australians approaching their 

50s should have routine ‘career check-ups’ to 

prevent unemployment as they get older, just as 

they would have a regular health check-up with 

their doctor. She recently called for a nationally 

coordinated approach to help everyone at 

midlife ‘check where they are and change 

direction if they need to,’ and recommends 

TAFE colleges could be at the centre of the 

plan. Workers would undertake skills analysis 

and receive advice about the sort of work they 

could expect to do for the following 20 years, 

particularly if they are in a declining industry, 

physically unable to continue their existing job 

or simply burnt out70. 

These career check-ups would be an excellent 

initiative, but in the meantime, would-be 

workers can also take steps to give themselves 

the best chance at getting that elusive job. 

Check out our mini guide for more tips and 

information on fi nding a job later in life.

70. Thompson, Griffi n and Bowman, op. cit, p. 11.
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Different needs for 
different people
Given the diverse motivations and circumstances 

of people in this cohort, it’s no surprise the 

picture is not uniform across the board. 

Women face specifi c challenges, as they 
typically have less superannuation, as they may 

have spent more time out of the workforce 

having children, and as the gender pay gap 

is still a real and growing issue. This fi nancial 
disadvantage is only partly explained by the 

fact that more women are attracted to lower-

paid ‘caring’ professions.

Different levels of education is another factor. 

Two groups of workers are likely to remain 

working beyond age 65: those who have the 

most formal learning and those with the least. 

An Australian study suggests that the more 

educated choose to stay in work because 

they are well paid and satisfi ed with their jobs, 
whereas less educated workers need to work 

longer to maintain their living standards as 

they have less money saved71. 

Other factors that impact the longevity of 

your working life include how physical the 

work is, and your social, psychological and 

fi nancial resources and skills. 

In the US there is some concern that 

programs and role models only target the 

two extremes and ‘the average Joe’ is falling 

through the cracks72.  

There is anecdotal support in Australia for this 

proposition. Those with better resources fi nd it 
easier to transition through this phase. They can 

make their own choices and create satisfying 

work for themselves. Some do this alone, 

others access (and can afford) good private 

coaching or other support. At the other end of 

the spectrum there are community programs 

and support (but less here than in the US). 

In the middle are those without access to 

support or knowledge of what is possible, who 

somehow muddle through.

Does this mean that the concepts of ‘encore 

careers’ and ‘seniorpreneurs’ are exclusively 

middle-class, even elitist? It may be too early 

to tell, but to reap the potential opportunities 

of retaining older workers in the economy it’s 

essential to cater to all segments.

71. Carbone, op. cit.
72. K. Harrington Hayes, ‘Facing down long-term unemployment’. Quarterly 

Journal of the Life Planning Network, summer 2014, p. 30.
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Older workers don’t need to 

be told that they are ageing. 

They don’t need to be told that 

they still (mostly) feel engaged 

and energetic, with a contribution 

to make. And they certainly don’t 

need to be told that they need 

to fi nd something interesting and 
useful to do into their 60s and 70s.

What they often do need, however, is help clarifying 

what that next step might look like for them. 

To understand what is possible and how to re-

skill and negotiate the job-hunting or business 

start-up process.

Whether they are looking to start a new 

venture, fi nd a new job or career, or change 
the way they balance their activities, there are 

two standout trends: the need for specifi c 
career planning, and the need for suitable 

training opportunities.

MAPPING YOUR FUTURE
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Career planning
Career development programs aimed at the 

over 50s are popular in the US. There are 

individual career counsellors and coaches 

specialising in this cohort, and there are many 

group programs that help people explore their 

strengths and develop new skills and tools to 

navigate their own future. Often these begin with 

‘gift inventories’ or strengths assessments. For 

example, Coming of Age runs the ‘Explore your 

Future’ program throughout the US, and there 

is also Encore and Encore!Hartford, Platform to 

Employment, Transition Network 

and many more. These 

programs may be delivered 

online or face to face. 

One of the best 

online programs is Life 

Reimagined, an AARP 

(American Association of 

Retired Persons) initiative. 

It’s intuitive and engaging, and 

helps people look at the areas 

of life and work that are important to 

them so they can set goals, access tools 

and stay motivated.

In Australia, there are many generic career 

counsellors, but very few specifi cally target the 
needs of people in this stage of life. And as we’ve 

seen, the needs of this cohort are different. The 

next job, or even the next career, is far more 

signifi cant to them. They may be occupied with 
broader questions about their changing identity 

and need to map out the next few decades in 

the context of both work and personal goals, 

and in a territory with few established signposts.

But do you really need help – can’t you just 

work it through by yourself? There is clear 

evidence that support and trained guidance 

makes a measurable difference to success. An 

MIT Sloan School of Management 2014 study 

on older long-term unemployed workers found 

that those who had support from a career 

coach or a group were signifi cantly more likely 
to have found work during the study period, and 

also found the unemployment experience less 

damaging to their sense of self73. 

As career coach Kit Harrington Hayes 

says, ‘I think they’re looking for a 

place to talk out loud about 

either something they 

haven’t looked at all or that 

they know is coming along, 

but beyond talking with a 

fi nancial planner they don’t 
know what to do or what 

to even think about. They 

know they should be thinking 

about it and doing stuff about it, 

but I’ve had people say to me, “I’m terrifi ed 
because I have no idea what to do74.”’ 

The earlier people access career planning help 

the better. For example, if you’re in your 40s 

now and thinking about changing career in your 

50s, acting now may give you more choices, and 

also give you the confi dence to make some 
major decisions.

73. K. Harrington Hayes, personal communication, July 2014.
74. Australian Institute of Management, op. cit, p. 18.

“I’m terrifi ed 
because I have 
no idea what 

to do”
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Access to training
Whatever your circumstances, a sizeable 

barrier to continued work is a lack of access 

to skills training. There is a perception 

that older workers lack up-to-date skills – 

particularly, but not exclusively, in technology. 

At the same time, studies show that they are 

likely to be passed over for training, because 

it’s assumed they aren’t interested, won’t 

be around much longer or are incapable of 

learning new tricks75.  

Adult learning studies make it clear that older 

adults are just as capable of up-skilling as 

younger people, though they may require re-

entry support if it is a long time since they last 

were in the formal education system76. Recent 

Australian research shows that for 80% 

of older workers, the provision of training 

opportunities is an important part of the 

decision to delay retirement77. 

A 2014 Deloitte report into future prosperity 

identifi ed a major economic growth 

opportunity in re-skilling the ageing workforce, 

because the numbers of older Australians 

interested in working longer are swelling but 

their skills will need updating78.  

Australia lags behind many other developed 

countries in providing programs to assist 

older workers to retrain, develop new skills 

or even maintain the relevance of the skills 

they already have. There is much enthusiastic 

rhetoric, but few concrete initiatives.

Older workers in the US have access to 

a large range of training programs, many 

targeting very specifi c sectors. Fast track 
retraining (for example as teachers or 

aged care workers) is popular and other 

trends include mentoring students during 

the retraining process, and tailored course 

curriculums with a very niche clientele.

75. Thompson, Griffi n and Bowman, op. cit, p. 10.
76. Australian Institute of Management, op. cit.
77. Deloitte Access Economics, Positioning for Prosperity? Catching the next 

wave, Building the Lucky Country series, 2014, p. 60.
78. Figgis, op. cit, p. 32.
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The American Association 

of Community Colleges 

established the ‘Plus 50’ Initiative 

in 2008, with a focus on 

workforce training and preparing 

for new careers. It has been 

extremely successful, enabling 

people to obtain credentials in 

fi elds as diverse as accounting, 
criminal justice, early childhood 

education, health, information 

technology and pharmacy.

One of the biggest differences between the 

Australian and US approaches is that their 

programs are often directly connected to 

employers, so that graduates know they will 

be placed into work after the program, at least 

for a trial period. Both Encore! Hartford and 

Platform to Employment do this, and report 

very high (80 to 95%) rates of retention in 

those jobs after the sponsored trial period.

As Jane Figgis points out in 2012 research 

for NCVER (National Centre for Vocational 

Education Research), ‘One of the most 

effective ways to support encore career 

learners is to ensure that their trainers and 

lecturers understand how to work effectively 

with a multi-generational group of students 

and that the trainers appreciate older learners’ 

dislike of being ‘taught’ or patronised79.’ 

Australia has a long way to go here.

79.  Figgis, op. cit, p. 32.

MAPPING YOUR FUTURE
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Examine the removal of legislative 

barriers that create fi nancial 
disincentives for older workers, 

in areas such as superannuation, 

age restrictions on workers 

compensation and income 

protection insurance restrictions

Establish and expand support 

services and programs for older 

workers and job seekers

Provide tailored government 

programs and support for 

seniorpreneurs

Extend campaigns against age 

discrimination

Promote the availability of existing 

fi nancial incentives for hiring and 
training older workers

Develop further training support 

for older workers, potentially 

through the VET sector

Support the development of 

fl exible work cultures

Set up a network of free ‘career 

check-ups’ through the VET sector
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WHERE TO NEXT?
Government Action
Both the Coalition and Labor 
governments have policies to lift 
the workforce participation rate of 
older workers. While some work 
has been done, 

WHERE TO NEXT?

Further considerations include...
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Opportunities for 
employers
There are many things that employers can do, 

in businesses and organisations of all sizes.

Provide more fl exible work 
practices, particularly in annual leave 

and working hours

Talk to, and listen to, older workers 

to understand their perspective. 

Find out what they want, what their 

working intentions are and how you 

can help them remain at work

Connect with training providers to 

offer internships or work placement 

possibilities to their older graduates

Develop strategies to prevent career 

stagnation among older workers

Review recruitment practices to 

ensure age is ignored 

Foster intergenerational teams

Positively promote a capacity-

based work culture, which looks at 

individuals not stereotypes.
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Time to take control

For people approaching mid or later life, it’s 

important to be proactive now and develop a suite 

of strategies if you hope to create interesting and 

sustaining work in your older years. 

For more resources on getting started with 

the next chapter in your life, download our 

guides to encore careers, seniorpreneurs, 

same same but different and give me a job.

The business case for retaining people longer 

in the workforce is clear. But if we are to 

make the most of the personal, business and 

economic opportunities, we need to invest in 

support programs and training. 

In doing so, we can give many more Australians 

the chance to make their own choices and take 

control of a future where life can continue to 

have meaning and purpose – no matter where 

their journey may take them. 

Make sure your skills remain current and can be transferred easily to a new job 

or career – look for training and up-skilling opportunities

Refl ect and clarifying your goals and the possibilities for your working life and 
beyond – this may be done in a group or with one-on-one guidance

Do a ‘gift inventory’ or strengths assessment

Seek advice on career planning, resume building and interview techniques

Refuse to value yourself on age-based stereotyping or discrimination

Get help to manage any underlying anger or sadness about changes in your life

Be open to redefi ning ‘work’ and changing work arrangements

Be prepared to discuss your needs with your employer.
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