
  

Bob’s first job was a salesperson selling menswear in the retail 
industry. He worked after school, on Friday night and Saturday 
morning.  His hard work, commitment and dedication paid off 
as he was promoted through the ranks. His leadership, 
teamwork, communication and customer service skills were 
recognised, and he eventually became a Store Manager, 
responsible for the day-to-day operations of the store, and the 
employees within.   

At aged 57, Bob suddenly found himself unemployed after 40 
years of work. The consequences of his redundancy are 
difficult: struggling to pay his living expenses, dealing with 
health issues that have been exaggerated by stress and 
depression, and telling his family and friends that he is 
unemployed. His self-esteem and confidence are low. He has 
sent out over 200 job applications but has received few 
responses from employers for interviews. Bob no longer sees 
himself working full time. 

Fifty years ago, most Australians who worked were men 
working full-time.  Most worked well into their sixties, 
sometimes beyond, and if they were not working most were 
looking for work until that age. The picture now is very 
different. 

Far more people work part-time, or in temporary or casual 
jobs.  Retirement ages vary much more, with a greater 
proportion of men not participating in the labour force once 
they are older than 55. Nowadays, 45% of working Australians 
are women, compared with just 30% fifty years ago. These are 
profound changes that have helped shape 21st Century 
Australia. 

In 1970 there were five people of working age supporting each 

Australian over 65.  At current trends, this will fall to just 2.7 by 

2050.  

 

The research by Chandler Macleod found that older workers 
have a strong drive to work, as well as a growing financial 
imperative following the blow to their savings during the 
Global Financial Crisis (GFC). 

The Chandler Macleod report states that when employers 
were asked to comment on the key issues related to hiring 
and managing older workers, 33% of responses included 
benefits older workers bring to their organisation, while 60% 
encompassed negative issues.   

Employers perceive older workers as more experienced and 
more reliable, yet less computer literate, more resistant to 
change, and more prone to health issues. Information by the 
National Training Authority lists Transport and Storage and 
Health and Community in the top four sectors for mature 
worker representation. 

With the advantages of hiring older workers, there are also 
myths and work barriers preventing employment. These 
include: 

 Myth 1 – Older workers are less productive 

A common stereotype is that of lagging older worker 
productivity. However, employers responding to the survey by 
Chandler Macleod, 2013 generally view older workers as being 
more productive than their younger counterparts. 

Myth 2 – Older workers are less safe 

Older workers are perceived to present greater safety risk at 
work.  While it has been shown that older workers suffer a 
higher incidence of stress and strain-related injuries, often 
requiring longer recovery time, Safe Work Australia reports 
that in 2009–10, workers aged under 25 years accounted 66.1 
work-related injuries per 1,000 workers. 
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Myth 3 – Older workers struggle with technology 

There is some truth to this myth.  The Australian School of Business 
suggests that older workers’ inability to come to grips with new 
technology is an issue for some employers, but this is not held 
universally. With more than one in four (28%) employers holding 
this stereotype, it is a significant issue likely to be impacting on 
older workers. 

Older workers face both personal and structural barriers to finding 
employment which makes it more difficult to sustain work. These 
include: 

Personal barriers 

• Discrimination in employment based on age. This is one of the 
largest and most prevalent barriers that can lead to exclusion 
from jobs. Mature employees are treated less favourably in both 
the recruitment and retention of staff, impacting on their desire 
to attain and to work. The Age Discrimination in Employment Act 
makes it unlawful to discriminate against people who are age 40 
or older 

• Care-giving responsibilities for family members, those with a 
long-term illness or disability impacts on the ability to find and 
retain employment. This is especially the case - usually for 
mothers, who have disrupted their career due to child care and 
other caring responsibilities 

• Flexible work arrangements are those which vary from the 
traditional full time Monday to Friday, and provide employees 
with an opportunity to balance their work responsibilities and life 
commitments. Examples of flexible working arrangements include 
changes to: hours of work (start and finish times), patterns of 
work (split shifts or job sharing), changes to the job design, and 
working from home. The ability to work part-time or flexible 
hours assists individuals to extend their working lives. An 
employer can only refuse a request on reasonable business 
grounds if it is too costly, no capacity or impractical to change the 
working arrangements of other employees, or a negative impact 
on customer service. A reduction in hours for mature age as they 
approach retirement would help current workers work more 
years 

• Mental health barriers include: depression, anxiety, and stress, 
and make it difficult for individuals to stay or return to 
work. Mental health barriers may be due to reasons such as: job 
loss, unemployment, or difficulties re-entering 
employment. Individuals struggling with mental health issues 
additionally struggle with lack of understanding and support from 
colleagues and management, bullying, harassment, 
discrimination, loss of self-esteem and confidence, inability to 
cope, and fear of relapse. To reduce the barriers and support 
individuals with mental health issues, it helps to acknowledge the 
issues, access counselling, and include work modifications to 
one’s job. 

• Physical illness, injury and disability prevents or limits individuals 
from working. This will impact on early retirement, and can create 
difficulties to find employment. 

 

Structural barriers 

• Superannuation and worker’s compensation can impact 
on the timing of one’s retirement. 

• Tax and income support systems – the complex tax 
system acts as a disincentive for mature age people to 
work. Mature age individuals who seek to work may 
decline part-time employment opportunities if it would 
cause a reduction in Pension entitlements. 

• Workplace barriers and work design of jobs – the job 
design of some occupations affects their attitudes and 
behaviour and job satisfaction at work. It may act as 
barriers towards staying in the workforce and can 
contribute to an early retirement. 

• Structural changes at industry level and workplaces 
include changing external events such as government 
legislation, competition between organisations, and 
internal events that effect the organisation such as 
restructuring and changing customer needs. 

Overcoming barriers 

Career planning is often viewed as most relevant for 
school leavers and university graduates. With the myths 
and barriers identified for mature age workers, career 
counselling is now considered just as important for 
mature age workers. 
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