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1. About COTA Victoria 

Five generations are now living, learning, working and socialising together. In spite of negative views commonly 

expressed around ageing, older people make a significant and positive contribution to their families, their 

communities and the economy1.  

COTA Victoria is part of a national federation ready to lead new visions of ageing fitting our diverse and growing 

constituency. Our shared vision sees Ageing in Australia as a time of possibility, opportunity and influence. Our 

mission is to advance the rights, interests and futures of Australians as we age. We represent older Australians 

in all their diversity.  

COTA works with older Victorians to inform, empower and mobilise their active contribution to society, to 

maximise their wellbeing and to protect their rights. Seniors Rights Victoria as a program of COTA is a specialist 

statewide elder abuse service, providing information, legal and non-legal advocacy support, advice and 

casework, education and policy leadership, to help prevent elder abuse and safeguard the rights, dignity and 

independence of older people. 

COTA seeks to influence decision-makers and society to challenge ageism and develop policies that create an 

inclusive community where older people are valued. 

  

                                                           
1
 COTA Victoria, Victorian Gender Equality Strategy Submission 2016, p 3 
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2. The context for older workers   

2.1 Changing life course 

The first person to live to 150 is alive today ….let’s get ready for a longer retirement!2 

Alex Kalache in The Longevity Revolution3 explains the dramatic change that we have seen in our life course over 

the last 140 years: 

Formal social security was created in Germany in the 1880s when Chancellor Bismarck observed the 

decreasing productivity of older men in the factory setting. Then, even in Germany, life expectancy was 

only 46 years. The few who survived into their 60s were frail and in poor health. It made economic sense 

to send them home with a little money to ‘retire’, with the expectation that they would only live a few 

more years. The concept of retirement was literal – retiring out of sight, out of society. A short period of 

retirement was regarded as a reasonable and respectful way of completing one’s life. 

It is still a common presumption that life is segmented into three broad sections or phases. In the first 

phase we learn, go to school and sometimes continue onto further studies; in the second phase we then 

move into employment for a lengthy period of our lives. Particularly for women, this middle phase often 

involves raising children and taking on other caring roles. Finally, in the third phase we rest for an 

increasingly large number of years before dying. This is viewed as the ‘natural order’. This is clearly a 

generalisation of any individual’s reality, yet much of our social policy and our individual expectations 

within the life-course remain tied to this simplistic model. For most of us, 65 years signals an artificial 

threshold which shapes the way we live, what services we are entitled to, and whether we are able to 

receive certain health treatments and financial entitlements.  

Kalache depicts this as follows: 

 

 

Life is becoming more like a marathon than a sprint. We need to pace ourselves for the long haul. Faced 

with longer working lives, entitlement to recreation should be inserted at different points of our life-

                                                           
2
 Prudential Insurance Company, USA 

3
 Kalache, A. (2013). The Longevity Revolution: Creating a Society for all ages, p 13-15. 

http://www.flinders.edu.au/sabs/fcas-files/Publications/The%20Longevity%20Revolution.pdf  

http://www.flinders.edu.au/sabs/fcas-files/Publications/The%20Longevity%20Revolution.pdf
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course, not limited to the ever-expanding period of ‘retirement’. Time away from formal work should be 

encouraged so that individuals can be reinvigorated through travel, sabbaticals or simply the space to 

consolidate, rest or reinvent themselves. The longevity revolution means an additional thirty or more 

years to life – it is unrealistic to expect that a career decision taken when an individual is still in his or her 

teens will remain appropriate throughout a working life spanning multiple decades. Retirement itself will 

continue to be redefined. Increasingly, it will become a gradual process – or it may not occur at all! 

Formal retirement from the workforce may simply present opportunities for more selective or entirely 

new professional activities. The original concept of retirement, to ‘withdraw into privacy or seclusion’, is 

no longer relevant, desirable or even meaningful. 

Kalache depicts this alternative life course for a male in the future as follows:  

 

There have been changes in the debate about work and retirement over recent decades:4  

• From the 1950s to 1970s there was the institutionalisation of retirement driven by the welfare state, 

occupational pensions, and full employment: ‘The Triumph of Retirement’ (Graebner, 1980).  

• From the 1980s to mid-1990s was saw the break-up of retirement driven by an economic recession, crisis in 

manufacturing industries, high unemployment  and ‘early exit/retirement’ (Kohli et al.,1991)  

• From the late 1990s onwards there has been pressure to compress retirement and extend working life 

driven by the global economic crisis, welfare state retraction and debates around inter-generational equity 

(Phillipson, 2013).  

                                                           
4 Adapted from presentation on 21 July 2016 by Phillipson, C. (2016). Can Working Lives be Extended? Problems and 

Prospects for Older Workers. School Of Social Sciences, Manchester Institute For Collaborative Research Into Ageing Visiting 

Fellow, ANU, Centre For Excellence In Population Ageing Research, The University Of Manchester.  
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2.2 Demographic change 

We are all aware of the demographic changes we are facing over the next 40 years in Australia with the 

proportion of the population 65 and over increasing to 22% or over 8 million people. In Victoria we are also 

seeing a higher proportion than the average in rural areas.  

 

Economic need for older workers 

The changing balance of people over 65 to those traditionally considered of “working age” between 15 and 64 

means that by 2055 it is predicted that for every person over 65 there will be 2.7 adults aged between 15 and 64. 

This means the pool of people available as employees and also in unpaid caring and volunteer roles will shrink. 

This points to an economic need for people to work longer. 
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2.3 Ageism 

The Human Rights Commission in 2013 conducted an inquiry into age discrimination which found widespread 

discriminatory attitudes and behaviours, which often stem from negative stereotypes or misconceptions about 

older people.
5
 More destructive stereotypes foster a view that older Australians are all the same – that they are 

unable to learn or change, they complain a lot, are likely to be sick, victims of crime and are an economic burden 

on society. The reality of course is very different. 

Most community and business respondents feel that age discrimination is likely to occur in: 

 the workplace (88% community respondents, 92% business respondents) 

 retail situations (60% business and 60% community) 

 social situations (56% business and 57% community). 

Almost half of all Australians feel that discrimination is present within the healthcare system (52% community, 

49% business), within government policy (44% community, 45% business) or in access to services (46% 

community, 43% business). 

The report found that more than a third of Australians aged 55+ years have experienced age-related 

discrimination. 

35% of Australians aged 55-64 years and 43% of Australians aged 65+ years have experienced discrimination 

because of their age. 

The most common types of age-related discrimination, experienced by over 50% of older Australians, are: 

 being turned down from a position (67% of Australians aged 54-65; 50% aged 65+) 

 being ignored (59% of Australians aged 54-65; 66% aged 65+) 

 being treated with disrespect (51% of Australians aged 54-65; 64% aged 65+) 

 being subjected to jokes about ageing (53% of Australians aged  

54-65; 53% aged 65+). 

Many older Australians also report: 

 service invisibility: being ignored because service people do not see value in spending time with an older 

person 

 product invisibility: being overlooked by corporate Australia despite the financial capacity of older 

Australians 

 relationship invisibility: feeling like they are a burden on friends and family because of the issues 

associated with ageing 

 cultural invisibility: a lack of representation in popular culture leading to a feeling of being overlooked, 

devalued or ignored. 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
5 Australian Human Rights Commission (2013) Fact or fiction? Stereotypes of older Australians Research Report. Retrieved 

from 

http://www.humanrights.gov.au/sites/default/files/document/publication/Fact%20or%20Fiction_2013_WebVersion_FIN

AL_0.pdf  

http://www.humanrights.gov.au/sites/default/files/document/publication/Fact%20or%20Fiction_2013_WebVersion_FINAL_0.pdf
http://www.humanrights.gov.au/sites/default/files/document/publication/Fact%20or%20Fiction_2013_WebVersion_FINAL_0.pdf
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2.4 Discrimination in employment  

In 2016 the Human Rights Commission released the report Willing to Work: National Inquiry into Employment 

Discrimination against older people and people with a disability. There had never had such a clear or detailed 

national picture of what happens to older workers and those with disability in the labour market. Commissioner 

Susan Ryan stated: 

The exclusion of capable and skilled older people and people with disability from the workplace results in 

a massive waste of human capital and productivity. It drives increases in public expenditure that in the 

long term are not sustainable. 

The Inquiry heard of the distress, poor health and poverty experienced by individuals unfairly excluded from 

paid work. 120 consultations with more than 1100 people were held between July 2015 and February 2016. 

The Centre for Work and Ageing in Boston also confirms similar experiences in the USA and cites studies that 

point to some of the issues that lead to discrimination in employment: 

 According to the AARP 2013 career study on older workers (ages 45-74), in 2012, 64% of those surveyed say 

they have seen or experienced age discrimination in the workplace.6  

 A 2015 Mercer survey of employers in the UK and Europe found that "the vast majority (87%) of the survey 

respondents have not checked whether their people managers are hiring workers who are older than 

themselves... and of the remaining 13% of those that do measure it, more than half found that managers do 

not hire people older than themselves."7  

James from The Centre for Work and Ageing says: 

 “Attitudes about age and aging are still stuck in an earlier time.”  

Employers still worry about their efficiency, adaptability, flexibility and the cost of maintaining older employees. 

As millennials continue to make up majority of the workforce, James says organizations need to be aware of 

their multi-generational workforce and shape policies to fit the needs of each demographic. 8  

A recent report by Per Capita critiques some of the approaches that have been taken by advocates to improve 

opportunities for mature aged workers:  

Age-based stereotypes (such as loyal, reliable, wise) are often used by older people’s advocates but 

recent research has shown that these stereotypes may be reinforcing already existing negative views of 

older workers among employers because these are not the traits they are primarily looking for in 

employees. This has potentially important implications for efforts to overcome age discrimination by 

employers. Not only are older workers being promoted in terms of qualities that employers are already 

more likely to ascribe to them, such qualities are given a lower weighting in terms of employment 

decisions that take account of productivity.9 

 

                                                           
6
 AARP. (2014). Staying ahead of the curve 2013: AARP multicultural work and career study: Older workers in an uneasy job 

market. Washington, DC: AARP. (p. 9) Retrieved from 

http://www.aarp.org/content/dam/aarp/research/surveys_statistics/general/2014/Staying-Ahead-of-the-Curve-2013-The-

Work-and-Career-Study-AARP-res-gen.pdf  
7
 Mercer UK. (2015). Age-friendly employer research. London: Mercer UK. (p. 13) Retrieved from 

http://uk.mercer.com/services/ageing-workforce/age-friendly-employer-research.html  
8
 James, J. Centre on Ageing and Work, 2017, Boston College.  

9
 Taylor P and Smith W (2017) What’s Age Got to do with it? Per Capita 

http://www.aarp.org/content/dam/aarp/research/surveys_statistics/general/2014/Staying-Ahead-of-the-Curve-2013-The-Work-and-Career-Study-AARP-res-gen.pdf
http://www.aarp.org/content/dam/aarp/research/surveys_statistics/general/2014/Staying-Ahead-of-the-Curve-2013-The-Work-and-Career-Study-AARP-res-gen.pdf
http://uk.mercer.com/services/ageing-workforce/age-friendly-employer-research.html
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2.5 Sexism and Ageism – Discrimination Amplified  

For women 45+, both in seeking and continuing in paid employment, age and sex discrimination becomes 

amplified.  

Research has found that, with gender ‘deeply inscribed upon the female body’10, women are ‘harshly judged on 

the basis of their ability to achieve and maintain the cultural ideal of female beauty’ within the workplace.11 The 

ageism that men experience, by contrast, is rarely bound up with their embodiment. This means that women 

experience ageism in the workplace earlier than men and are ‘stereotyped as suffering an age-related decline in 

performance from a younger age than their same-aged male colleagues.’12  Notably, women in their 50s 

experience the highest gender pay gap of any age group.13 

The predominance of women as informal carers also exacerbates the difficulties for mature women seeking 

employment. A NATSEM report for Carers Australia found: 

Carers are experiencing high stress levels, low sense of wellbeing and poor health. A key contributor to 
this is the high level of financial stress they face. There are many factors contributing to carers and their 
families having low household incomes. The main reason is that taking on an informal carer role has a 
significant impact on an individual’s ability to work. Many carers leave paid employment either 
permanently or on a part-time basis to become carers. Spending all or a significant proportion of one’s 
working years out of the workforce also means that there is limited opportunity to invest towards 
retirement through superannuation, and with high household expenditure levels relative to income, there 
is little opportunity for household savings. Without superannuation carers will have to depend on the 
aged pension provided by the government to support their needs in their retirement years. Because 
primary carers are more likely to be women than men, women are more likely to ‘pay the price’ of being 
a carer.14 

 
They also found that almost half of female carers who are currently not in the labour force were working 
immediately prior to taking on the carer role.15 
 
Opportunities to re-enter the workforce once caring responsibilities end are often limited by ageism and gender 
discrimination, having time away from employment and limited opportunities for re-training.  
 
Gender disadvantage is prevalent in the workforce, compounding the impact of ageism. One in three older 

Australian women lives below the poverty line and women on average accumulate between half and one third 

of the superannuation of male retirees. Older women are the largest growing demographic at risk of 

homelessness and many report a growing voicelessness or ‘invisibility’ in older age. 

 

                                                           
10

 Lois McNay (1999: 98) Gender, Habitus and the Field: Pierre Bourdieu and the Limits of Reflexivity, cited in COTA Vic 2016 

submission (Op Cit) 
11

 Clarke & Griffin (2008: 655) Gendered ageism in older Australians’ experiences of labour market exclusion. 
12

 Duncan, C. and Loretto, W. (2004), Never the Right Age? Gender and Age-Based Discrimination in Employment. Gender, 

Work & Organization, 11: 95–115. doi:10.1111/j.1468-0432.2004.00222.x 
13

 Sawyer, J. (2015). Consultation Response Government Equalities Office: Closing the gender pay gap. Age UK. Retrieved 
from http://www.ageuk.org.uk/Documents/EN-GB/For-professionals/Policy/work-and-
learning/Gender_pay_gap_consultation_September_2015.pdf?dtrk=true    
14

 National Centre for Social and Economic Modelling. (2008). Women Carers in Financial Stress Report. University of 
Canberra for Carers Australia.  Retrieved from http://melbourneinstitute.unimelb.edu.au/assets/documents/hilda-
bibliography/other-publications/pre2010/Nepal_etal_CFP_Women_Carers_in_Financial_Stress.pdf  
15

 Edwards B, Higgins DJ, Gray M, Zmijewski N, Kingston M.  (2008) The nature and impact of caring for family members with 
a disability in Australia. Melbourne: Australian Institute of Family Studies. 

http://www.ageuk.org.uk/Documents/EN-GB/For-professionals/Policy/work-and-learning/Gender_pay_gap_consultation_September_2015.pdf?dtrk=true
http://www.ageuk.org.uk/Documents/EN-GB/For-professionals/Policy/work-and-learning/Gender_pay_gap_consultation_September_2015.pdf?dtrk=true
http://melbourneinstitute.unimelb.edu.au/assets/documents/hilda-bibliography/other-publications/pre2010/Nepal_etal_CFP_Women_Carers_in_Financial_Stress.pdf
http://melbourneinstitute.unimelb.edu.au/assets/documents/hilda-bibliography/other-publications/pre2010/Nepal_etal_CFP_Women_Carers_in_Financial_Stress.pdf
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2.6 Government policies  

There are a range of changes in Government policy that create additional challenges for mature workers seeking 

employment. 

Increase in retirement age 

From 1 July 2017 the pension age is set to rise by six months every two years, climbing to 67 by 2023. The 

government proposes to continue this rate of increase until the qualifying age reaches age 70 on 1 July 2035. 

Per Capita and others have questioned the assumption that working longer is achievable, beneficial and 

desirable for everyone. This may not be a realistic expectation for people in some occupational groups, such as 

construction workers or nurses where the physical demands of the role are great.  

The push to extend working lives also has the potential to stigmatise those who retire from the paid 

workforce as no longer pulling their weight in a society where being retired is increasingly viewed as a 

kind of unemployment. 

The availability and quality of paid work and how those not in work will build and maintain a sense of 

identity are issues of importance for ageing in Australia that have received little consideration. 16 

There is a risk that the retirement age will be increased to reduce welfare spending without other policies being 

put in place to ensure employment opportunities for older workers.  

Centrelink – inadequacy of Newstart Allowance 

For older workers who become unemployed before becoming eligible for the Age Pension, depending on their 

assets, may become reliant on Newstart Allowance. COTA  has called for an increase in the Newstart Allowance 

as 25% of Newstart recipients are over 50 and are driven into poverty by long term unemployment.17  

Changes to Centrelink work test requirements in the 2017 Federal Budget 

There were changes to Mutual Obligation Requirements for jobseekers aged 30 years to age pension age 
announced in the 2017 budget.  

Age Changes to Mutual Obligation Requirements 

55 - 59 years 
These jobseekers can only do Voluntary Work to meet half of their requirements of 
30 hours per fortnight. 

60 years and over 
These jobseekers will have an Annual Activity Requirement (10 hours a fortnight). 
They can meet this by doing voluntary work. 

In addition to all these changes, all recipients will have a job search requirement. 

There will be an increase the maximum Liquid Assets Waiting Period from 13 weeks to 26 weeks from 20 

September 2018. This measure will affect new claimants of Newstart Allowance and Sickness Allowance. 

Currently a person’s liquid assets (such as cash on hand, bank account balances, shares or term deposits), if high 

enough, will affect how long they need to wait before receiving certain payments. 

 

 

                                                           
16

 Taylor P and Smith W (2017) What’s Age Got to do with it? Per Capita 
17

 COTA Australia Media Release 3rd May 2016. BUDGET 2016: Some Great News, Some Missed Opportunities, Some 
Concerns 
 



12 
 

Examining Newstart Allowance rates as at July 2017 highlights the inadequacy of these payments: 

If you’re: Your maximum fortnightly payment is: 

Single, no children $535.60 

Single, with a dependent child or children $579.30 

Single, aged 60 or over, after 9 continuous months on 
payment 

$579.30 

Partnered $483.60 each 

 

Restart Mature Age Worker Subsidy  

Restart is a financial incentive of up to $10,000 to encourage businesses to hire and retain mature age 

employees who are 50 years of age and over. Payments are made by employment services providers to 

businesses over six months. There was evidence earlier in the scheme that take-up rates were not high, but 

more recent figures are not available. Low take up rates may result from the fact that the incentive for 

employers doesn’t address ageism and other issues that provide barriers for mature workers.   
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3. Personal Impact of Work and Unemployment 

3.1 What do older workers want? 

In speaking with older workers their desire is for fair treatment and freedom from age discrimination.  They 

would like recognition of their skills and experience and the opportunity to have meaningful work roles that 

utilise these skills and contribute to society. In addition they seek an adequate income to be able to cover basic 

expenses as a minimum, and hopefully to achieve a reasonable quality of life.  

3.2  Benefits of work 

The Institute of Economic Affairs in the UK have released research that indicates that being retired decreases 
physical, mental and self-assessed health.18 The adverse effects increase as the number of years spent in 
retirement increases. The results vary somewhat depending on the model and research strategy employed. For 
example retirement increases the probability of:  

 suffering from clinical depression by about 40 per cent 

 having at least one diagnosed physical condition by about 60 per cent 

 taking a drug for such a condition by about 60 per cent. 
 
This indicates that for many people, work is good for their health. Work provides a sense of purpose, 
contribution and opportunities for social interaction.  
 

3.3 The human consequences of unemployment  

The film I Daniel Blake tells the story of a 59 year old dealing with unemployment after suffering a heart attack 

and the frustration and indignity that follows. The combined impact of discrimination, frustration, alienation and 

poverty impacts on people’s physical and mental health.  

Stories from older workers about living without work 

Willing Older Workers offers emotional and practical support to mature-aged unemployed and underemployed 

workers and their families. They have provided us with some stories from those who come to seek assistance: 

In the beginning, I cut back on spending & recreational things like going to restaurants, cinema, concerts 

& buying things like books, magazine, newspapers cd’s/dvd’s etc. After being unemployed for 3 months, I 

stopped buying these altogether. And now I can’t afford to buy cheese or meat. It’s been 18 months since 

I last worked and I’m getting desperate (male, 59)  

Suicide amongst older men 

Australian men aged over 85 have the highest suicide rate in Australia, and more than double that of 

teenagers, Australian Bureau of Statistics 2015 data shows.19 

The suicide rate for men aged 85 and older was 39.3 per 100,000 people.  

Monash University Professor Paul Komesaroff said a lack of support was partly to blame for poor mental health 

in many older Australians. He said many older Australians had a mindset that not being as productive as they 

once were meant they had little to live for.20 

                                                           
18 IEA Discussion Paper No. 46. Gabriel H. Sahlgren. (2013).  Work Longer, Live Healthier: The relationship between economic 

activity, health and government policy. Institute of Economic Affairs in association with the Age Endeavour Fellowship. 
Retrieved from https://iea.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/07/Work%20Longer,%20Live_Healthier.pdf  

19
 ABS.(2015). Cat 3303.0 - Causes of Death, Australia. Retrieved from  

http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/Lookup/by%20Subject/3303.0~2015~Main%20Features~Intentional%20self-
harm:%20key%20characteristics~8  

http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/Lookup/by%20Subject/3303.0~2015~Main%20Features~Intentional%20self-harm:%20key%20characteristics~8
https://iea.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/07/Work%20Longer,%20Live_Healthier.pdf
http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/Lookup/by%20Subject/3303.0~2015~Main%20Features~Intentional%20self-harm:%20key%20characteristics~8
http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/Lookup/by%20Subject/3303.0~2015~Main%20Features~Intentional%20self-harm:%20key%20characteristics~8
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Ageist attitudes also hinder efforts to prevent suicide in older people. Too many mistakenly believe it’s 

normal for an older person to get depressed when the evidence is to the contrary.21 

Quotes from Willing Older Workers members experiencing unemployment:  

I want to step in front of a bus. Can’t deal with it anymore. (male, 62) 

I’m worth more dead than alive. Thought about ending it. Life insurance pays out for suicide. Then my 

wife could pay all the bills and still have money left over. (male, 60) 

The ‘cost’ of caring 

Caring needs to be recognised as of equal value as paid work. Its historical and continued devaluing means this 

significant contribution to society across the life course remains economically unrecognised, and women live 

with the negative financial impacts of their caring role. A 2007 study found that women who withdraw from paid 

work while their children are young often return to ‘low-skill and precarious employment which provides little 

economic security.’ Citing evidence that employers ‘rarely recruit women over 45’, they point to the situation of 

women in clerical and secretarial work ‘who may be especially liable to discrimination during the later part of 

their working lives.’22 Unpaid caring is a key contributing factor to barriers to wealth accumulation across the life 

course and a significant driver of poverty in old age. 

 

4. What can be done? 

The evidence presented in this paper indicates that we need to dramatically re-think our approach to work in 

the second half of our lives, and that we need a new public policy frame to create the opportunities to capitalise 

on the ageing of our population and enable meaningful opportunities for workers as we age.  

4.1 Re-thinking career pathways 

The changing life course means that our productivity in the later stages of life may be different from midlife 

productivity. What this looks like still needs to be imagined and invented, and won't be achieved by simply lifting 

the retirement age. The potential for a 100 year life span means that we will not have the “three stage” life but 

multiple stages with different opportunities. 

Rungie writes about the move to “”encore careers” in the USA:23 

                                                                                                                                                                                                         
20

  ABC News.(2017). Australian men aged over 85 have the highest rate of suicide. Retrieved from 
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-05-30/australian-men-aged-over-85-have-the-highest-rate-of-suicide/8569740  
21

 The Conversation September 3, 2015. Draper, B. Elderly men have the highest suicide rate - and ageism stops us from 

doing something about it. 
22

 Handy and Davy (2007: 86) Social Problems: Community, Policy and Social Action, Sage. (Cited in COTA Submission 2016, 

Op Cit p10 
23

 Rungie M (2013) Churchill Fellowship Report p8 

http://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-05-30/australian-men-aged-over-85-have-the-highest-rate-of-suicide/8569740


15 
 

 

SeniorPreneurs is a group of like-minded individuals looking to start, expand or change their own business. Their 

approach to the changing nature of work is to support mature workers to create their next job through 

developing their own business. 

Chris Phillipson from The University of Manchester suggests there needs to be a shift in the debate from 

‘extending working life’ to a ‘fuller working life’ i.e. good quality/secure employment should be the basis for 

encouraging people to say in the workforce.  ‘Fuller’ may be seen in quantitative terms (lengthening working 

lives) but ‘qualitative’ (improving the quality of working life) dimension may be more important. Upskilling older 

workers will assist in improving both quality and capacity of older workers to maintain their engagement in 

work24. 

Opportunities need to be created for discussion and planning around the potential career pathways we may 

pursue over our 100 years on the earth. Innovative and creative approaches are needed to create new options 

that we may not yet have thought of.   

4.2 Employer attitudes 

The attitude of employers to mature workers is a major factor in creating employment opportunities for this 

group. There are some examples of companies that have exemplary practices in this area. Bunnings is often 

cited as a local example. Some overseas examples include the Vita Needle Company and BMW.   

The VITA Needle company in Needham Massachusetts continues to employ workers in their 70’s, 80’s and 90’s. 

Initially they were forced to employ part-time workers due to financial difficulties in the company. They found 

older workers more attracted to these roles and then discovered that their productivity and profitability 

increased with this workforce. The experience of this company has been documented by anthropologist Caitrin 

Lynch in the book Retirement on the Line.25 Rungie makes the following observations about what can be learned 

from the experience of the Vita Needle Company:26 

                                                           
24

 Can Working Lives be Extended? Problems and Prospects for Older Workers (presentation), Op Cit 
25

 http://retirementontheline.net/  
26

 Rungie M (2013) Churchill Fellowship Report. pp8.  

http://retirementontheline.net/
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Mature-age workers currently account for 40 per cent of the total Australian workforce and according to latest 

Australian Bureau of Statistics figures more than four million Australian workers are aged 45 years or older. 

With an increasingly ageing workforce, a study by the University of SA found it was essential for Australian 

employers to keep older workers engaged and harness the power of their older workers in order to boost the 

economy.27 

Researchers found mature-age workers reported lower stereotype threat and higher engagement when 

employers had high-performance practices that focused on employee training, rewards, and participation, or 

had adopted mature-age practices that focused on age-specific training, job design and career-management 

opportunities. 

The high-performance and mature-age practices had independent effects, so workers were most engaged when 

their organisations invested in both types of practices. 

BMW were facing an ageing workforce and potential loss of skills on their production line. An article in the 

Harvard Business Review outlines the strategy they undertook to adapt the workplace to an ageing workforce.28 

4.3 Retraining opportunities  

Research by the American Association of Retired Persons found that mature workers are keen to find 
opportunities for retraining: 

A clear majority (71%) of adults in the labor force are interested in training to keep skills and knowledge 
up to date, with 78% of Millennials, 70% of Gen-Xers, and 61% of Boomers extremely or very interested. 
Notably, 58% of Boomers are extremely or very interested in training to learn new skills to advance in 
their career, and 51% are extremely or very interested in training for a completely different type of job.29 

 

Feedback from mature workers indicates that the retraining opportunities offered to them are not always 

relevant to the skill they need to gain employment.  

                                                           
27

 Kulik CT, Sanjeewa P & Cregan C .(2017). Engage Me: The Mature-Age Worker and Stereotype Threat. University of SA.  
28

 Loch, C., Sting, F., Bauer, N. & Helmut, M. (2010).  The Globe: How BMW is defusing the demographic time bomb.  
Retrieved from https://hbr.org/2010/03/the-globe-how-bmw-is-defusing-the-demographic-time-bomb  
29 Kerman, S. C., & Keenan, T. A. (2017). The multi-generational labor force: Perceptions of jobs among Millennials, Gen-xers, 

and Boomers. Washington, DC: AARP (p7). Retrieved from 
http://www.aarp.org/content/dam/aarp/research/surveys_statistics/econ/2016/multi-gen-labor-force-report-res-econ.pdf  

https://hbr.org/2010/03/the-globe-how-bmw-is-defusing-the-demographic-time-bomb
http://www.aarp.org/content/dam/aarp/research/surveys_statistics/econ/2016/multi-gen-labor-force-report-res-econ.pdf
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It is particularly important to ensure that courses support the ‘reskilling’ of older women will maximise their job 

readiness and improve their chances of workforce participation. The Victorian Government should fund women-

specific job-ready employment programs targeting particular cohorts e.g. women with experience of family 

violence, women over 45 years, women from an Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander background, women from a 

CALD background, carers and women with a disability.30 

4.4 Government interventions 

Helen Kimberley also argues that the prevailing focus of extending working lives through higher pension ages 

will not solve the problem if mature unemployment.31 She argues that what is needed are: 

 policy initiatives more concretely targeted at the causes of long-term unemployment and under-

participation among those still many years from (current) pension eligibility ages.  

 more robust policy frameworks to combat the pervasiveness of ageism in employment 

 more appropriate employment services sensitive to the needs of older workers. 

In relation to the last point she made specific recommendations for recruitment intermediaries and employment 

services:32 

 The role and effectiveness of publicly funded employment services in supporting workforce participation 

by older Australians needs greater attention within policy responses, as these labour market 

intermediaries perform a critical ‘gate keeping’ function that can exclude mature age jobseekers. 

 Mature age jobseekers are becoming an increasingly numerous client group of employment services but 

they face systematic challenges related to: 

 the deskilling and youth of service staff 

 a logic that assumes all jobseekers are necessarily low-skilled and inexperienced. 

 Job matching and employer engagement strategies need to respond to mature age jobseekers’ distinct 

skills-sets and levels of experience. 

 Industry training needs to address the age gap between mature age jobseekers and employment services 

workers, and build intergenerational awareness of mature age jobseekers’ circumstances and 

capabilities: 

 Current industry training packages include modules on understanding jobseekers with disability, 

mental health issues and from culturally diverse backgrounds. 

 But no specific training is available on understanding or working with mature age jobseekers.  

Governments can address the issues by: 

 Setting the example as a large employer of practices that support mature workers 

 Ensuring that Victorian Government initiative such as Jobs Victoria which aim to assist disadvantaged 

Victorians into the workforce include strategies for older workers.33 

 Greater promotion of the mature workers subsidy  

 Promoting the benefit to employers of developing policies that support extended working e.g. training 

plans for older workers, extra leave, decreased workload, reduce work time, ergonomic measures, 

flexible working hours34 

                                                           
30

 COTA Victoria, Victorian Gender Equality Strategy Submission OpCit p6 
31

 Kimberley H (2016) presentation to COTA Employment Forum. Brotherhood of St. Laurence 
32

 ‘Too old to work, too young to retire’ A summary of the ARC Linkage Research Project: Understanding and addressing 
workforce vulnerabilities in midlife and beyond 2012-2015,  Prepared by Michael McGann, Dina Bowman, Helen Kimberley 
and Simon Biggs P 6 
33

 Department of Economic Development, Jobs, Transport and Resources. (2017). Jobs Victoria. Retrieved from 
http://economicdevelopment.vic.gov.au/significant-projects/jobs-victoria  
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The recent Per Capita report put forward the follow recommendations for action:35 

1. A National Ageing Workforce Strategy (NAWS) to provide an overarching framework for government 

action, replacing the present piecemeal approach. 

2. That NAWS be underpinned by a national fund to support pilot projects aimed at overcoming age 

barriers across the life course, assisting mid-career and older workers in transition and the trialling of 

new welfare models that support older people wishing to re-enter and those outside of the paid labour 

force. 

3. That generational solidarity be a major focus of efforts, with the activities of the Age Discrimination 

Commissioner broadened to consider issues of both young and old. 

4. That conceptions of older people’s social participation be broadened to encompass and recognise more 

than merely paid work, with new measures of ‘dependency ratios’ developed that take account of 

community contributions, and that national targets for increasing rates of such contributions are set. 

5. That a life course approach to employment policy supplement, or replace, age-based approaches, so that 

specific schemes targeting older (or younger) workers are abolished unless their continued existence can 

be justified. 

6. Against a backdrop of changing demography and a transforming economy an overhaul of the nation’s 

education system to focus more on adult continuing education. 

7. The founding of a national body – the Centre on Disrupting Ageing (CODA) – to promote and support 

older people’s ‘retirement careers’. 

8. The Government’s Restart scheme that presently subsidies employers hiring an older worker be re-cast 

as a supply-side measure, with a 12- month wage subsidy paid directly to the long-term unemployed 

worker. Alongside this, we propose that people aged over 55 and who have been unemployed for more 

than six months should be eligible for a new Micro Enterprise Incentive Scheme (MEIS). 

9. The introduction of a job guarantee that rewards the participation of long-term jobless in ‘unpaid’ work 

after other efforts, for instance Restart, have been tried. 

10. The establishment of a national body, The Alliance for Productive Ageing, led by employer, trade union 

and industry peak bodies to inform good workplace practice in age management. 

5 Conclusion 

What does age mean in the context of life-long learning and new models of work and the life course?  A policy 

framework for ageing and work in Australia (and Victoria) is needed to fully harness the economic and social 

productivity opportunities. Workforce planning and investment needs to be considered alongside the issues of 

ageing and work.  We need to address how to shift attitudes to ageing and create meaningful (and productive) 

lives, no matter what our age. We all have a stake in creating an inclusive society that values the economic and 

social participation of older people.  

                                                                                                                                                                                                         
34

 Policies applied by employers to retain older personnel (selected European Countries)(Conen et al. 2014 Employers 

Attitudes towards EWL in Europe) cited by Chris Phillipson, Op Cit. 
35

 Taylor P and Smith W .(2017). What’s Age Got to do with it? Per Capita 
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