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In less than10 years
14 per cent of Australia’s
population will be aged
over 65.
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Individuals need to plan 
for their own future.The
decision to retire needs 
to be based on informed
judgements about financial
security and the sufficiency
of retirement savings,health
and lifestyle choices. 
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While many leave the work force earlier than
intended, it is also clear that there is a strong
‘culture’ of early retirement in Australia.
Surveys show that over 75 per cent of men
and 95 per cent of women intend to retire
from full-time employment before age 65. 
As Australians are living longer, the indication
is that they intend to spend longer periods 
of time out of employment. Unfortunately,
these intentions do not match well with
financial realities at the individual or economy
wide level. 

If we are to respond effectively to the
challenges presented by population ageing,
Australia must achieve significant and
widespread cultural change regarding the
benefits of mature-aged individuals staying 
in the work force. To do so we must increase
awareness of:

• the outlook for labour supply and demand, 
and the potential for labour shortages; 

• the changing age profile of consumers and 
the benefits of better aligning work forces 
with customers;

• the benefits that retaining and recruiting 
mature-age workers can bring - that is better 
understanding the contribution mature-age 
workers can and do make; 

• the potential cost of age discrimination; 

• the need for individuals to maintain and 
improve their skills and employability over 
time; and 

• the financial realities of retirement and the 
adequacy or otherwise of retirement income 
provisions. 

Australia must confront the many challenges
associated with population ageing - the
economic and social implications are profound.
Australia’s capacity to deal effectively with
these challenges will depend significantly on
the ability and willingness of older Australians
to participate in the work force. The work
force participation decisions of a rising share
of older Australians will become increasingly
important in terms of :

• Australia’s capacity to sustain economic growth;

• Australia’s capacity to fund high quality health
and aged care services; 

• the capacity of individuals to afford and 
finance a high quality of life in retirement; and 

• sustaining the emotional and physical health 
and wellbeing of older Australians. 

For now, the impact of population ageing in
Australia is being compounded by relatively
low levels of labour force participation among
older workers and early exit from the labour
force. This is a trend Australia can ill afford. 

In Australia we like to adopt a rosy
interpretation of early exit from the work
force - these are the workers choosing to
retire and head down the coast. But the
reality is often markedly different. Older
workers can be discouraged from ongoing
job search, they are sometimes discriminated
against, and older workers, particularly males,
have been vulnerable to downsizing and
restructuring. 

foreword
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Business must play a key role in driving 
this change in attitudes and organisational
culture. We will need to tackle and 
break down widely held and entrenched
stereotypes about older workers that
underpin discrimination in the job market 
and work force. 

To drive change in the way people think 
and act, there will need to be widespread
discussion and debate about the challenges
and opportunities presented by an ageing
work force, as well as effective strategies to
better support the ongoing participation of
mature-age Australians. Individual businesses
will need to address these issues from their
own perspective - but to do so they must
understand the implications of the broad
trends already set in play. 

While change will initially need to be led from
the top, it must flow through all levels of
business if new strategies and policies are 
to have a meaningful impact. 

Our aim and expectation is that this Guide
will play a role in promoting discussion 
and debate about the need for ongoing
participation of mature-age workers and
possible strategies for business to achieve it.
The Guide does not seek to provide answers.
Not only would such ‘answers’ have a short
‘shelf-life’ in practice, it must be recognised
that what is ‘right’ for individuals and individual
businesses will depend on their circumstances
and expectations. 

Finally, it seems increasingly clear that we
must all challenge the entrenched life-cycle
mindset that sees a one-way path from full-
time education to full-time work to full-time
retirement. Life-long learning, phased
retirement and the capacity for individuals 
to engage and re-engage in the work force 
at different levels of intensity are likely to be
characteristics for business, economic and
social success in the future. We must ensure
that our social and economic infrastructure is
capable of supporting this - not just for the
sake of older workers, but for all Australians.

Dr John Schubert,
President, Business Council of Australia
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50  55  60... WHAT IS OLD?

Throughout this Guide the focus is on
better supporting participation of ‘older’
or ‘mature-age’ workers. One of the first
questions people ask when these issues are
raised is “what is the definition of an older or
mature-age worker?” Of course any distinction
will be arbitrary and much of this Guide is
about avoiding such arbitrary distinctions.
However, for the purpose of initiating
consideration of these issues, it may be useful
to begin by looking at workers aged over 50. 
That said, an important theme that emerges
throughout this Guide is that the choices and
decisions made by employers and individuals
many years before have a significant impact
on mature-age outcomes.
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Australians tend to exit the
labour force at a younger
age than in many other
developed countries, 
in many cases, decisions
to exit the labour force 
are not voluntary.
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AGE CAN WORK

THE
CASE FOR
ACTION

A BUSINESS GUIDE
FOR SUPPORTING OLDER WORKERS

OUR DEMOGRAPHIC FUTURE

Australia’s population is ageing and growth 
of the labour force is set to slow sharply 
in coming decades. Today there are over 
2 million people aged over 65 years,
comprising 12 per cent of our population. 
It is estimated that there will be 3 million
people in Australia aged over 65 years by
2011, accounting for over 14 per cent of total
population. By 2021 the number of people aged
over 65 is likely to total 4 million representing
18 per cent of Australia’s total population. 

By the early 2020s the number of people
retiring will exceed those entering the labour
force. Over the entire decade of the 2020s,
the working age population is projected to
increase by just 125,000 compared with an
annual increase of 170,000 at present. 

These are profound changes. They have
significant implications for economic growth,
health and social spending, and taxation. 
In short, economic growth will be lower 
and spending and taxes will be higher. 

Demographic trends will have significant
implications for business in terms of the
available supply of workers and in terms 
of future customers and markets. To illustrate
the latter point, Access Economics estimates
that over the next decade spending by those
aged over 55 years will grow at around twice
the rate of the national average. 

LOW LABOUR FORCE PARTICIPATION OF
MATURE-AGE AUSTRALIANS 

The broad economic implications of
population ageing are being compounded 
by low labour force participation rates 
among mature-aged Australians. 

Australians tend to exit the labour force at 
a younger age than in many other developed
countries. While there is a tendency to view
this early exit as voluntary early retirement,
this interpretation is misleading. In many
cases, decisions to exit the labour force are
not voluntary. As a result, Australia is losing
valuable contributors to the economy and
individuals are suffering in terms of their
ability to provide for their financial security
and their broader wellbeing. 

A wide range of factors has been identified
as contributing to barriers to employment 
for older workers. Among them are employer
and community attitudes, and the behaviour
of older workers themselves. Poor employer 
and community attitudes regarding the
contribution that older workers can make 
are often based on inaccurate stereotypes.
These negative attitudes and stereotypes
underpin discrimination and limit opportunities
by impacting on the decisions of employers,
managers and workers.

CULTURAL CHANGE IS ESSENTIAL

Supporting the ongoing labour participation of mature-age Australians requires tackling entrenched
attitudes and organisational cultures regarding the contribution that mature-age Australians make to
the work force and wider community. 

In many ways, we must bring about a shift in attitudes towards older workers similar to that achieved
in regard to the participation of women in the work force. 

Achieving such widespread change will take time. And we cannot look to Government to drive this change.

Within business, the commitment to such a shift in attitudes must come from the top and be
embraced throughout all levels of the organisation. It must involve CEOs, Human Resource (HR)
departments and line managers. Changing policies, strategies, and expectations regarding
participation of mature-age workers without a commitment to tackling entrenched stereotypes and
negative attitudes towards them will not achieve the desired outcomes and may simply result in the
emergence of new and different problems. 

More broadly, it seems fair to say that we must challenge the entrenched life-cycle mindset that 
sees a one-way path from full-time education to full-time work to full-time retirement. Life-long
learning, phased retirement and the capacity for individuals to engage and re-engage in the work
force at different levels of intensity are likely to be characteristics for business, economic and social
success in the future. We must ensure that our social and economic infrastructure is capable of
supporting this - not just for the sake of older workers, but for all Australians. 
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A SHARED RESPONSIBILITY

Obviously personal attitudes and choice underpin the ability and capacity of individuals to remain
valued and productive members of the work force as they age. The choices that people make can
significantly limit or enhance opportunities down the track. Disengaging from work and opting out 
of training and/or new job challenges will not support ongoing participation in the work force, but 
will likely serve to reinforce adverse stereotypes. Against the backdrop of an increasingly complex
and competitive business environment, individuals must take responsibility for maintaining skills 
and training and their overall employability. At the same time, business must encourage and support
individuals in their efforts. 

Individuals must also increasingly take responsibility for their financial security in retirement. 
While survey results show that many Australians intend to retire before age 65, the realism of 
these intentions, against the backdrop of increasing longevity, is open to question. Career, training 
and retirement decisions need to be made in light of realistic and informed assessments about 
the adequacy of retirement savings. 

THE NEED TO ACT NOW

While many might consider the effect of
demographic trends to be too far off to
impact decision making and strategies 
today, the reality is that developing effective
strategies will take time and more time will
be required for these strategies to impact. 

The employment and participation outcomes
being observed today reflect the impact of
choices and decisions made years ago - by
employers and employees. Changing the
recruitment, training and retention pathways
and hence future outcomes will not happen
quickly, particularly as successful changes 
to these pathways must be underpinned by
wider cultural change including:

• changing the attitudes of individuals 
regarding their ability to continue to 
contribute and participate; 

• increasing awareness of the skills and training
that will enable ongoing participation; and 

• enhancing understanding of the benefits of 
ongoing participation both in terms of the 
individual and the wider economy and 
community. 

Increasing awareness of the contribution 
that mature-age workers bring and supporting
their ongoing participation will assist Australia
in dealing effectively with population ageing.
From an economy-wide perspective higher
labour force participation rates will boost growth
and living standards. For business, supporting
the participation of older workers can assist
in maintaining skills and experience in the
face of slowing labour supply while also
providing scope to better align the work force
with an ageing customer base. Ongoing
participation also provides greater scope for
individuals to ensure their own financial
security and wellbeing. 

Australia’s demographic trends are set in
train. The challenge is for business and
individuals to understand those trends 
and respond early to their implications. 

7
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By 2021 the number of people aged
over 65 is likely to total 4 million
representing 18 per cent of Australia’s
total population.
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A 
GUIDE FOR
ACTION

A BUSINESS GUIDE
FOR SUPPORTING OLDER WORKERSAGE CAN WORK
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There is a range of issues that businesses need to address in developing
effective strategies to better support the ongoing labour force participation
of mature-age Australians. Appropriate strategies will necessarily differ
across companies and organisations - there is no ‘one size fits all’ 
approach - flexibility is required within and across organisations and over time.
Rather than seeking to provide prescriptive recommendations, this Guide 
aims to raise awareness of the issues surrounding the ongoing labour 
force participation of older workers. It poses questions as a means 
of promoting consideration of these issues within organisations and by
individuals. In many instances, the reasoning behind the questions and
answers to them present a starting point for action. 
While the issues are many and varied, they can be usefully summarised 
and addressed under three broad themes: Valuing Diversity; Planning for
the Future; and Creating Opportunity. 

VALUING DIVERSITY

It is accepted wisdom that the business
environment is becoming increasingly
complex and competitive. Against such a
background, it seems unlikely that a largely
homogenous work force will provide the
breadth and depth of skills and experiences
to enable a business to deal effectively 
with complex and rapidly changing 
problems and challenges. 

Diversity of skills and experience in a work
force can provide competitive advantages.
Diversity can increase confidence in the
ability of an organisation to respond to, 
and successfully manage, risks in complex
environments and markets. 

Looked at another way, how confident can an
organisation be of obtaining the best workers
if the available pool of potential workers is
arbitrarily limited on the basis of age? 
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Does your company monitor the age profile
of its employees? 

While most in business recognise the
potential benefits of a diverse work force,
many companies do not have available
information on the ages of their employees.
In other words, they are not in a position 
to determine whether they have a diverse
work force - including across functions -
much less whether the degree of diversity 
is appropriate.

Does your company have a balanced spread
of employees across age cohorts?

Companies that do have information on
employee ages often do not use this
information to regularly assess the age
structure of their work force, including across
functions and levels. An interesting check is
to consider how the age profile of your
company compares with that of the broader
population. If your company does not have a
balanced age profile it is worth considering
whether this is appropriate and what factors
may be delivering the structure which has
emerged. Monitoring age profiles also provides
a check to ensure that discrimination, overt 
or otherwise, is not occurring. 

Does your company monitor the age profile
of applicants and new recruits? 

One way of determining whether age
discrimination is occurring in recruitment
processes is to monitor the age profile of
new recruits. 

A more comprehensive approach would
involve monitoring applicants and their
progress throughout the various stages 
of the recruitment process. 

Has your company reviewed its recruitment
procedures to ensure that age discrimination
is eliminated? 

There is clear evidence that age discrimination
persists in recruitment notwithstanding the
existence of anti-discrimination legislation 
in all States and Territories. Among older
unemployed workers, this is a common
message in the context of their inability to
regain employment. Often discrimination is
implicit and subtle. It can result from the
language and placement of advertisements,
the screening phase and in the context 
of interviews. 

The following subset of questions provides
some indication of where and how
discrimination can emerge.

• Where are job vacancies advertised? 

• Is the placement of job ads skewing the age 
profile of applications?

• Do job ads contain explicit or implicit 
references to age? 

• Does age factor into the screening process 
in any way - either by your company or 
recruitment agencies acting for your company?

• Are interview processes and practices 
regularly reviewed to ensure there is no age 
discrimination?

• Are interviewers trained to avoid discrimination?

• Do selection and interview panels have a 
balanced age profile? 

• Are you confident that all applicants are 
treated consistently, regardless of their age, 
in terms of selection and interview? 
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RECRUITMENT AGENCIES

A BUSINESS GUIDE FOR
SUPPORTING OLDER WORKERS
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While many companies may be confident
about the strength of their own anti-
discrimination practices and policies, 
that confidence may not extend to the
recruitment agencies and consultants 
they employ.

The following comments from one BCA
Member company provide useful insights: 

“ We do not provide advice to recruitment 
agencies regarding age… however, 
the consultants often seem to make 
assumptions and judgements themselves 
about the ‘ideal’ age of candidates.

The recruitment consultants want to bring in
candidates who will make a career with us.
But we have been through significant
restructuring and frankly, often what we
need is someone with the right skills and
experience at that time, not a younger 
less experienced candidate who will grow
into the job. The skills and knowledge 
a more experienced person can bring to 
the position can be vital at that point in 
time and can be passed on to others.”
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Does your company incorporate age in
diversity policies, strategies and training? 

Avoiding discrimination is an important 
first step in ensuring age diversity in the 
work force. However, the heart of the
problem lies in the perpetuation and
acceptance of negative stereotypes about
the value and contribution of mature-age
workers and diversity more generally.
Acceptance of negative and ill-founded
stereotypes about mature-age workers
underpins and enables discrimination. 

There is a long list of readily accepted
negative stereotypes regarding mature-age
workers. They are seen as lacking motivation
and enthusiasm, close-minded, more
susceptible to injury and illness, having
out-dated skills, less capable, unwilling to take
on new training or challenges, risk averse,
and having less potential for development. 

These negative stereotypes are not founded
on fact. In contrast, research tends to show
that the performance of employees declines
little with age. In skilled jobs, productivity 
and the quality of work not surprisingly tend
to increase with age and experience. More
generally, mature-age workers are found to
have lower job turnover, fewer days absent,
and less accidents.

Of course these are generalisations that 
do not necessarily apply to all individuals 
or all workplaces. And it is important to
acknowledge that bodies wear out. There 
are jobs and occupations that are physically
demanding and where the frequency and/or
cost of injuries tends to rise with age. 

The challenge is for individual businesses 
to consider the benefits and costs of age
diversity based on their work force and hard
data, rather than stereotypes. An individual’s
capacity to continue to perform should not 
be prejudged on the basis of age. 

Are age diversity policies and strategies and their benefits well communicated internally 
and externally?

The actions and decisions of employers, managers, employees, and potential employees will not 
be affected unless the value and contribution of mature-age workers and age diversity in the work
force is widely communicated and understood. Discrimination is often subtle and implicit, and it 
can produce behaviours that serve to reinforce negative stereotypes. Breaking this cycle requires 
a concerted effort across an entire organisation. 
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Poor employer and community
attitudes regarding the contribution
that older workers can make are often
based on inaccurate stereotypes.
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AGE CAN WORK
CASE
STUDY 1

NATIONWIDE BUILDING SOCIETY
UNITED KINGDOM

BACKGROUND

Nationwide experienced a loss of corporate memory at the time of a merger in 1987. This had a
detrimental effect on the business and the composition of the work force - some business areas
experienced a high turnover at the same time as large numbers of younger employees were recruited
in response to the launch of a new product. This prompted Nationwide to bring back the stability
brought about by mixed aged teams.

NATIONWIDE’S APPROACH 

Nationwide has been committed to an
inclusive employment environment that aims 
to attract and retain employees across the
age spectrum. Nationwide developed an 
age strategy that is based on promoting 
the benefits of an age diverse work force. 
This has included: 

• Business benefits of an age diverse work force
are linked to corporate business objectives. 

• Obtaining top level commitment to age 
diversity issues. 

• Communicating the benefits of age diversity 
to employees and line managers. 

• Using targeted advertisements to reach and 
attract a wide range of applicants. 

• Removal of age bars from all recruitment 
advertisements. 

• The introduction of a telephone shortlisting 
process which reduced the risk of 
assumptions being made on appearance. 

• Integrating age diversity into all personnel 
policies so that employees at both ends 
of the age spectrum are not seen to be 
treated favourably. 

• Age is included in the managing diversity 
key performance indicator. 

• Launching flexible retirement that gave all 
employees the opportunity to work up until 
age 70. 

THE BUSINESS CASE

Nationwide have identified the following
business benefits: 

• Wider labour pool. Nationwide was rated 
30th in the Sunday Times Best Employers 
to Work For Survey in March 2001. Positive 
press coverage has resulted in an increase 
in applications for employment. 

• Reduced turnover. The turnover for employees
at both ends of the age spectrum is 4% 
compared to 10.4% for the organisation as 
a whole. 

• Improved performance. 93.3% of employees 
aged under 25 and 97.7% of employees 
aged over 50 were performance rated good, 
or excellent. 

• Increased employee satisfaction. 80% of 
employees agreed with the statement, 
‘I believe that development and career 
development opportunities are equal for 
all employees regardless of age.’ 

• Reduced recruitment and retention costs. 
Replacement costs (recruitment and training) 
for a member of staff is between £5000 and 
£8000. As a result of reduced turnover in the 
age groups at both ends of the spectrum, 
Nationwide estimates that they have saved 
over £7 million. 

LESSONS FROM NATIONWIDE’S EXPERIENCE

• Integrating age into all employment policies ensured that the working environment values the 
contribution of all employees and meets the needs of employees at different life stages. 

• Securing top level commitment has kept age diversity high on the organisational agenda. 

• By monitoring employee satisfaction and work force statistics, progress can be measured and 
targets are achieved. 

• Use employee case studies to demonstrate your organisation’s commitment to age diversity. 

THE ABOVE IS A SUMMARISED VERSION OF THE NATIONWIDE CASE STUDY SOURCED FROM THE EMPLOYERS FOR AGE
FORUM IN THE UK. THIS AND OTHER CASE STUDIES CAN BE FOUND AT HTTP://WWW.EFA-AGEDIVERSITY.ORG.UK. 
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AGE CAN WORK
CASE
STUDY 2

AUSTRALIA POST
AGEING WORK FORCE INITIATIVES

15

AN AUSTRALIAN INITIATIVE

Australian companies are also responding to demographic trends and their implications. 

Following is a summary of the strategies being developed and adopted by Australia Post to address
the challenges of an ageing work force.

• Assess demographic work force profiles by 
Division/Occupational Group to determine 
whether they are optimal or whether 
interventions are required.

• Facilitate increased job mobility through:
- study of best practice approaches; and
- development of an appropriate Human 

Resource performance indicator. 

• Study options for better career management 
for experienced project team members.

• Review best practices in fostering and rewarding
innovation and technical excellence in leading 
edge organisations as a means of ensuring 
that skills are maintained and upgraded. 

• Explore ways to encourage a learning and 
development culture with a view to staff 
maintaining skill currency over a working life.

• Revise the Performance Management system 
to ensure a formal career planning process 
every 5 years.
- Introduce key performance indicators  

related to learning and career management.
- Incorporate the evaluation of learning, 

knowledge and personal growth in future 
staff attitude surveys.

• Examine the scope to broaden Succession 
Planning pools.
- Ensure there is no aged based discrimination 

in entry to the pool.
- Ascertain the scope to widen intakes to 

include technical and functional roles.

• Review staff competencies and capabilities 
to ensure that they meet the needs of 
modern business.

• Examine existing graduate catchment areas 
to ensure effective career management of the 
under 30s.

• Review the need for further internal/external 
intakes of graduate trainees.

• Introduce a Communication Program dealing with:
- the intention to encourage people to remain 

at work longer;
- combating age stereotypes;
- the responsibilities of individuals and Australia

Post in regard to career management and skill
maintenance over an individual’s work life; 
and

- the relationship of skill currency to employability.

• Health and Safety studies into ageing and work.
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Over the next decade spending by
those aged over 55 years will grow at
twice the rate of the national average.
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PLANNING FOR THE FUTURE

The Australian population is ageing and labour supply is set to slow sharply
in coming decades. This has significant implications for business in terms
of the ability to attract and retain workers and in terms of future sources 
of demand for products and services. Understanding these dynamics and
responding to them is important to maintaining competitiveness. 

What will the age profile of your company’s
work force look like in the future? 

For many companies, maintaining the current
age profile of their work force is likely to
become increasingly difficult against the
backdrop of an ageing population and slower
growth in the working age population.
Consideration should also be given to
whether current age profiles are, and will
remain, appropriate. 

Increasing demand and competition for
labour means that strategies may need to be
developed to attract new workers (of all ages)
and to support the ongoing employment and
engagement of older workers. These strategies
could include determining the training needs
of older workers to ensure that their skills
remain relevant, greater workplace flexibility,
job re-design and occupational health and
safety policies. 

As employment outcomes and opportunities
today reflect decisions taken over many
years, pathways need to be put in place 
early to support ongoing employment and 
to impact the composition of the work 
force in the future. 

As one BCA Member company notes, “if you
don’t like the look of your work force now,
how will you ensure you don’t get the same
outcome in ten years time?”

How will population ageing influence the
demand for your company’s products and
services? 

One factor determining the appropriate age
composition of a company’s work force is 
the demographic makeup of its customers.
Customers like to be served by people who
understand them and their preferences. 
And the type of products demanded 
will also change as the population ages. 
Age diversity in the work force can give
businesses access to workers who better
understand the preferences of those in the
wider community.

In line with the growing share of spending
and wealth residing in the hands of individuals
aged over 55, companies overseas and in
Australia have begun actively recruiting
mature-age workers to better match their
work force with their customer base. 

Does your company understand the retirement
intentions of its mature-age workers?

The peak of the ‘baby-boomers’ cohort reached
age 55 last year - the age that typically marks
‘early retirement’. This raises the prospect of
many businesses facing a significant exodus
of experienced employees in coming years.
Understanding the retirement intentions of
workers assists succession planning and can
help companies to develop strategies to ensure
the smooth and effective transfer of knowledge
and skills from retiring mature-age workers. 

Strategies for older employees to actively
mentor less experienced workers and to
integrate older workers throughout the activities
of the business can assist in the transfer of
skills, knowledge, experience and wisdom. 
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Can your company help its employees plan
for the future? 

Individuals need to plan for their own future.
The decision to retire needs to be based on
informed judgements about financial security
and the sufficiency of retirement savings, health
and lifestyle choices. 

Helping employees to understand these
decisions and the factors impacting them 
can benefit employers. Employees making 
ill-informed decisions can end up creating
problems for employers. Ill-informed decisions
about the sufficiency of retirement income,
for example, may result in employees having
to stay on in their jobs for longer than intended.
This can have a de-motivating effect on the
employee, adversely impact productivity 
and create blockages in career paths for 
other workers. 

Anecdotal evidence from BCA Members
suggests that providing access to advice
on issues like financial planning and broader
health and wellbeing can have a positive
impact on staff morale, in part because it
signals that employers are concerned about
their staff. 

RESTRUCTURING, DOWNSIZING AND
EARLY RETIREMENT

Many companies continue to offer early
retirement packages and incentives,
particularly in the context of restructuring and
downsizing. Voluntary retirement is seen as 
an effective work force management tool.
However, often these policies are offered 
on the basis of age alone, and consideration 
is not given to the skill and experience profile
of employees choosing early retirement
packages. The outcomes of such policies 
can end up being far from optimal. 

One BCA Member company noted “as a
result of our voluntary redundancy strategies
targeting workers over 55 we lost a lot of
highly skilled people. Now we are re-employing
some of them as highly paid consultants
because they are smart and know our business
so well.”
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WEALTH INCREASINGLY IN THE HANDS  OF OLDER AUSTRALIANS
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DOES YOUR PROFILE MATCH
YOUR CUSTOMER BASE?
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CAN YOUR CURRENT 
AGE PROFILE BE SUSTAINED
WITH AN AGEING POPULATION?

25%

20%

15%

10%

05%

2003
COMPANY C % WORK FORCE

<
20

 

20
-2

4

25
-2

9

30
-3

4

35
-3

9

40
-4

4

45
-4

9

50
-5

4

55
-5

9

60
+

 

HOW WILL YOUR COMPANY
HANDLE EXITS AND THE
REPLACEMENT OF SKILLS ?

WHAT WILL YOUR WORK FORCE LOOK LIKE IN THE FUTURE?

SOURCES: ABS AND BCA MEMBER COMPANIES
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CREATING OPPORTUNITY

Supporting ongoing participation of mature-age workers will require 
a better understanding of the factors that are limiting opportunities,
including those discussed above, and actively creating new options.  

Opportunities for older workers are limited 
in a variety of ways, often on the basis 
of negative and ill-founded stereotypes. 
Mature-age workers can find it more difficult 
to access training, promotions and career
opportunities such as overseas appointments
which can be reserved to motivate young ‘up
and comers’. In turn, a lack of opportunities
can contribute to behaviours that reinforce
negative stereotypes. 

If the ongoing participation of mature-age
workers in employment and training is to be
supported, these workers need to feel that
they have access to interesting and challenging
opportunities and that their contribution is
worthwhile and valued. Denying mature-age
workers opportunities for training and promotion
sends a clear signal that they are less valued. 

Another key to the ongoing participation of
mature-age workers is greater flexibility in
work. It is clear that while many mature-age
workers are keen to continue working for
financial and personal reasons, they also
want to do so in a way that enables them to
pursue other interests and activities in life. 

A work force study undertaken by one BCA
Member company showed that their employees:

• tended to have completed all formal 
education and qualifications by their early 
30s, that is at an early stage in their careers; 

• felt their careers peaked by around age 40; 

• began to disengage from work and on-the-job
training long before retirement; and 

• were more likely to have been in the same 
job for longer, the older they were - that is 
they were less likely to be challenged by 
their work on a day to day basis.  

Other BCA Member companies readily
acknowledged similar patterns and profiles
within their organisations. 

Such a career profile is unlikely to enhance
employment opportunities for individual
workers and is unlikely to contribute to the
ongoing skill development and productivity
improvements required for businesses to
thrive and remain competitive.  

While this profile reflects decisions made by
individuals, these decisions, including those
taken at a relatively young age, are likely to
reflect perceptions about the opportunities
available for mature-age workers. One Member
company noted that employees tend to see
opportunities for meaningful employment
beyond age 55 as “a joke” notwithstanding
the fact that the company does not have a
mandatory retirement age. 
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Do the mature-age workers in your company
have relevant and up to date skills? 

Monitoring the skills and qualifications 
of mature-age workers and determining
training needs can enhance productivity and
competitiveness, as well as improve ongoing
employment opportunities for mature-age
workers in the company.

Regular feedback to employees on their skills
as they relate to performance can enable
employees to take greater responsibility for
their skill development and training needs.
Employees should be encouraged to develop
strategies to maintain and enhance their skills
and experience. 

Does your company monitor the training
take up and completion rates among
mature-age workers?

Low take up of training opportunities 
among mature-age workers may reflect age
discrimination in the selection of candidates
and/or self-selection by mature-age workers.
Minimising the scope for mature-age workers
to opt out of training can counter adverse
self-selection. However, it is also important 
to clearly communicate the expectation that
mature-age employees will be given equal
access to training opportunities, and to
encourage mature-age employees to 
maintain their skills and training. In other
words, employees need to know that they 
are expected to keep their skills up to date, 
and that they will be supported to do so. 

Low take up and completion rates may also
indicate that, in some circumstances, training
courses, content and methods of delivery
may need to be better targeted to suit
mature-age workers. 

Does your company monitor promotion
outcomes by age? 

Age discrimination can also impact through
the promotion process. Many of the issues
outlined above in the context of recruitment
practices and processes apply equally to
promotion processes. 

Does your company encourage and monitor
job rotation? 

Job rotation provides exposure to new
challenges, motivates the development of
new skills, and provides incentives to undertake
further training. In addition to broadening
experience, regular job rotation demonstrates
to mature-age employees that there are diverse
opportunities available to them and that they
are not being ‘sidelined’ by their employer. 

Does your company provide phased
retirement opportunities? 

The ability to provide phased retirement
opportunities, flexibility in terms of hours
worked, job re-design, reduced responsibilities,
job sharing, leaves of absence and the like
will vary across companies and industries. 
In some circumstances, it may be difficult to
incorporate such strategies, and consideration
may also need to be given to potential
taxation and superannuation implications. 

That said, the pursuit of more flexible working
arrangements can provide an opportunity for
companies not only to hold on to experienced
and valued employees, but to promote the
transfer of skills, experience and knowledge
through mentoring and other schemes. 
Those employees who maintain their skills
and motivation are likely to find that their
employers in turn are motivated to pursue
options that will provide greater flexibility 
and choice.
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AGE CAN WORK
NEXT
STEPS

A BUSINESS GUIDE
FOR SUPPORTING OLDER WORKERS

Staying in the work force for an
extra two years can extend the
‘life’ of your superannuation
savings by seven years.

Better engagement of mature-age Australians in the work force will 
help Australia to more effectively handle the economic and social
implications of population ageing. We know from experience overseas 
that significantly higher levels of participation can be achieved among 
older workers. The challenge now is to make the commitment to 
achieving such outcomes in Australia. 
The Business Council of Australia will continue to promote the importance 
of encouraging and supporting the ongoing work force participation of
mature-age Australians. This Guide is as a preliminary step in this process.
Hopefully the Guide will stimulate interest, discussion and new approaches.
Over the coming year the Business Council of Australia will look to facilitate
the dissemination of business experiences as they address these challenges,
and highlight examples of best practice. In the end however, real progress
will only come with action on the part of businesses and individuals. 
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ARE YOU  
PREPARED FOR  
THE FUTURE?

A BUSINESS GUIDE 
FOR SUPPORTING OLDER WORKERSAGE CAN WORK

FOR THE CEO

In less than 10 years 14 per cent of Australia’s population will be aged over 65.
Have you considered: 

• How old your work force is? 

• Where your workers will come from?

• Whether your company will be able to attract and retain skilled workers in an increasingly 
competitive global labour market? 

• The business case for supporting the participation of older workers in your company? 

• Who your customers will be and what they will demand?

FOR MANAGERS AND HR TEAMS

The vast majority of Australians plan to retire before age 65, at the same time, many workers 
exit the work force even earlier than intended for a variety of reasons. Have you considered: 

• What the retirement intentions of your work force are?

• Whether your strategies discriminate against older workers? 

• How you will maintain skills and experience throughout the company over time? 

• What will be needed to support an ageing work force and ongoing participation? 

• How you can help employees to plan for their  future?

FOR INDIVIDUALS 

Staying in the work force for an extra two years can extend the ‘life’ of your superannuation 
savings by seven years. Working for an extra five years can give you over 20 years of additional 
superannuation income.1 Have you considered: 

• When you intend to retire? 

• What your financial requirements are likely to be in retirement?

• Whether your superannuation savings will be sufficient to support the lifestyle you expect 
in retirement? 

• Whether your skills are relevant to maintaining ongoing employment?

• What training and/or job changes you may need to undertake to maintain your performance 
and employability?

1  FITZGERALD V AND C ROONEY (1999) RETHINKING WORK AND RETIREMENT, REPORT TO NATIONAL AUSTRALIA BANK 
FROM THE ALLEN CONSULTING GROUP, MELBOURNE. 
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