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1
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

1.1
Background

This report presents the outcome of a research project commissioned by the Equality Authority under the Employment and Human Resources Development Operational Programme (EHRDOP) of the National Development Plan (NDP). 

The research focuses on older people and the labour market in Ireland. Key areas of investigation were the labour market aspirations of older people, identifying the barriers to accessing labour market opportunities for older people, and outlining the solutions available for addressing these barriers.

Methodologically, the research employed a qualitative research design, using ten focus groups to gather the views, perceptions and opinions of a range of older people throughout Ireland. The extensive use of this method of research to investigate the views of older people and the labour market is innovative, and generated a rich vein of data. Moreover, interviews were conducted with selected programme providers (public sector organisations involved in the delivery of EHRDOP measures).

1.2
Contextual Overview

A review of labour market involvement reveals that there was an increased uptake by older people of employment opportunities during the 1990s. Indeed the figures for involvement by older people has recently exceeded the European Union (EU) average. 

In terms of unemployment it is clear that the figures do not differ greatly between older and young age cohorts. There is evidence to suggest that the rate of unemployment of older people is under-represented in official figures. The incidence of long-term unemployment is particularly widespread amongst older people, and data suggests that the problem of older people finding work is particularly marked in Ireland.

The occupational profile of older workers is generally bi-polar- concentrated at the top (managerial) and the bottom (unskilled) levels. Although there appear to be greater levels of self-employment of older people in Ireland compared to other EU countries this is partly explained by the economic dominance of agriculture in the Irish economy. Yet evidence shows that older people are over-represented in declining sectors of the Irish economy (such as agriculture) and under-represented in growth sectors (such as information technology). 

The public policy debate, in an EU-wide context, has tended to focus on economic issues – such as the recruitment of older people to employment. Any work to address disadvantage has been largely couched in efforts to promote economic dynamism and prosperity – and utilising older people to best achieve this.

In Ireland specifically, any state intervention to promote the involvement of older people in the labour market has been remedial. Much of the direct intervention has been aimed at younger people with a recent focus on addressing long-term unemployment. There is little evidence to show that the state has sought to explicitly target older people in labour market initiatives. Overall the tenor of any initiatives to promote labour market opportunities have lacked a strategic imperative.

1.3
Key Findings: Barriers to the Labour Market

Participants identified seven key barriers/ themes:

1. The emphasis on qualifications by the modern labour market was seen as an important barrier for participants, with much debate focusing on the lack of value attached to the experience held by older people;

2. A perceived skills mismatch – the skills and competencies of older people were seen as being out-of-step with the attributes necessary to play a role in the ‘modern’ workplace;

3. Opportunities to access training were seen as limited, in addition to concerns by older people about the type of training offered and the costs;

4. Concerns about the availability/ quality of jobs for older people were seen as a disincentive to accessing job opportunities/ returning to work;

5. Financial barriers associated with pensions/ benefits/ taxation were identified as a practical barrier for those wishing to return to work – principally around the concern that older people would be financially penalised for returning to work;

6. The structural barrier associated with a compulsory retirement age;
7. Overall cultural barriers, principally those associated with attitudes towards older people, from young people particularly was an interesting and ubiquitous element in the focus group discussions.

Throughout all the focus group discussions there were no substantial comments to support the incidence of any systematic or extensive discrimination towards older people.

1.4
Key Findings: Solutions

The key solutions for addressing barriers to the labour market, recommended by the older people were:

1. There was a strongly argued case for giving some form of accreditation/ or take steps to reflect the value of experience as a ‘qualification’ – an example was in the shortlisting of candidates for jobs.

2. Older people called on FAS to change the eligibility criteria for training. It was also felt that FAS could explore the possibility of developing training programmes specifically for older people, recognising key needs in the areas of basic skills and support. Finally, there was extensive support for community-based delivery of training to older people.

3. There was also support for direct financial interventions to enable participation by older people in the labour market.

4. There was no evidence of support to encourage older people to develop self-employment opportunities.

5. Participants advocated efforts to encourage employers to consider flexibility in relation to working hours particularly, to encourage older people to return to work.

6. Focus group members thought that there was a need to raise awareness of older people and their needs in relation to the labour market, as a way of addressing negative stereotypes.

1.5
Conclusion/ Recommendations

The qualitative nature of the research and the extensive views expressed by older people in relation to the labour market represent an important contribution to the area of study. Views relating to the qualifications versus experience debate, the comments on the availability and quality of employment available, and the identification of cultural barriers to the labour market – and the emphasis on perceived inter-generational tensions, are fairly distinctive findings from this research.

The research recommendations are strongly based on reflecting the rights, choices and aspirations of older people in the first place. At the same time, they take on board the critical assessment of these perceptions, not least in the light of the views of programme providers. The recommendations are across five areas and are summarised below (more detailed practical outputs are outlined in the recommendations section):

1. Valuing Older People

The need to give recognition to the experience of older people and best utilise this to promote participation in the labour market. Practically, Government could take the lead in promoting positive action initiatives to support ‘experience-focused’ approaches towards labour market opportunities for older people.

2. Making Training Work for Older People

Steps to increase the numbers of older people accessing training need to be promoted. FAS should introduce a strategy to address the training needs of older people. 

3. Establishing Work Opportunities for Older People

A key practical barrier to accessing work opportunities, fear of incurring financial penalties for participating in the labour market, is something that Government needs to address by reviewing benefits and taxation arrangements to stimulate greater participation by older people. Moreover, the issue of the compulsory retirement age is also something that Government needs to review in the light of the negative impact this has on older people. In this regard, the need for Government to link with employers and older person’s representative organisations to develop policy on preparing older workers for retirement should also be a consideration. Ultimately Government should seriously consider making subsidies available or offer tax credits/ breaks, to encourage those older people who wish to return to the labour market to do so. There is scope for the positive action measures by employers to transform the availability and suitability of work for older people.

4. Challenging Working Practices

The scope for altering working practices to enable greater participation in the labour market is influenced by the type of job. The recommendations outlined below are dependent on the development of a good practice code to be distributed to employers, outlining ways of increasing the work opportunities for older people. 

5. Promoting Age Awareness

In many ways the greatest challenge is to promote a positive perception of older people and the potential they have to offer the labour market

2
INTRODUCTION

The relationship between older people (over 50 years of age) and the labour market has become a salient issue in OECD countries in recent years. Its importance has largely been predicated on changes to the labour market. In many European countries, structural changes are underway as a result of fundamental demographic shifts. Lower birth rates along with decreasing mortality rates and a prolonged life expectancy have resulted in an ageing population in general, as well as an ageing workforce in particular (OECD 1998a). As the unprecedented post-war ‘baby boom’ reaches maturity, the relative size of the older age cohort has increased (European Commission 1998, 1999a). Projections point to a further increase in the older age cohorts and a relative decline in younger age cohorts. 

Parallel to these demographic trends, a second factor has had a profound impact on the structure of the labour market. During the late 1970s and throughout the 1980s, labour market policies were devised in many European countries that sought to encourage older workers to retire early from employment, frequently with the explicit aim of creating job opportunities for the younger unemployed. This has effectively led to a large-scale exit of over 55 year olds from the labour market.

Yet at the dawn of the twenty-first century, questions are being raised throughout Europe about the impact of ageing societies on the labour market. Key issues concern the decrease in the traditional working age pool of labour across Europe – particularly when cross-referenced with increasing welfare expenditure (see, for instance, European Commission 1999a), and the debate over the potential to utilise the human capital of older age cohorts in the population. 

One of the key outworkings of the changes in demographics and labour market profiles are discussions about the scope and form of state welfare arrangements. Ultimately this debate raises concerns over the appropriateness of pensions, social security and wider welfare arrangements in the changing climate. 

In Ireland specifically, distinctively different population dynamics are important. The Republic of Ireland continues to have a greater proportion of its population in younger age cohorts than most other EU and OECD countries. Hence, projections suggest that the timing of the ageing process is different: the main demographic shift is projected to take place later than in most other European countries (European Commission 1998).

A recent complicating factor to the demographic debate has been the influence of Ireland’s buoyant economy, as evidenced by unprecedented Gross Domestic Product and employment growth during the 1990s, which has tended to raise previously unheard-of questions about labour supply. The extraordinary economic growth has undoubtedly increased the pressure on labour availability (European Employment Observatory Review Spring 2001).

Thus, although Ireland does not currently have the relative older age profile of most European countries, labour supply pressures have been a factor in stimulating debate on the labour market. It is in this context that the role of older people in the labour market has been addressed. Essentially the debate has focused on the extent to which older people should be utilised in the labour market.

Ultimately, the debate about older people and the labour market in Ireland has been relatively low-key to date. What debate has occurred has tended to focus on participation issues. There is an urgent need for the discourse to be contextualised by a broader socially oriented discussion around the position of older people in Irish society. Important elements of this macro-discourse are the social needs of older people, their rights as citizens grounded in questions of equity and the scope for promoting a range of opportunities for this section of Irish society.

Much of any debate on older people and the labour market has been stimulated by research studies, which have largely been derived from an EU perspective (see, for instance, OECD 1995, 1998; Denman 1998; Walker 1997a,b,c; Kuhn 1998; European Commission 1999a) and have focused on economic matters such as addressing the issue of increasing employment participation rates. 

There have been few studies addressing older people and the labour market that have been grounded in notions of equity. Moreover, the emphasis on quantitative research and the absence of exploratory studies on the views of older people, has limited the scope of research enquiries. 

While quantitative analyses usually take into account all of the OECD or EU countries, it is striking that most in-depth analyses have commonly focused on the most populous countries of continental Europe (see for instance OECD 1995; Walker 1997a,b,c; Drury 1997). Specific research on older people and the labour market in Ireland has largely been absent.

Indeed, a further conclusion would suggest that the level of research on older people and the labour market in Ireland was virtually non-existent until recently. A notable exception was an early study by Whelan and Whelan in 1988. However, with debate about labour market supply pressures in Ireland becoming more prevalent, the publication of two recent studies - published after this research was commissioned - have signalled an increasing interest in the position of older people and the labour market (see also McGivern 2001; NCAOP 2001). The two studies are:

· the PACEC study (PACEC 2001)
commissioned by the National Competitiveness Council and the Expert Group on Future Skills Needs;

· the ESRI study (Fahey and Russell 2001)
commissioned by the National Council on Ageing and Older People.

The brief of the PACEC study related to examining the labour market participation of people aged over 55 and to make recommendations on how to increase participation rates. It was primarily concerned, therefore, with participation of older people in the labour market, not however, with its quality. Methodologically, it relied on desk-based research as well as primary research, the latter comprising a survey of 216 non-workers, as well as interviews with policy makers and social partners.

The project firstly sought to determine the scale of the potential for an increase in the labour force participation rate of older people, based on the comparative analysis of Irish rates with those of OECD countries. It found that – from a comparative perspective – the potential for an increase in participation rates by older people was small overall. By comparing participation rates across the various age groups, the authors moreover argued that:

· the potential for an increase was greater amongst younger than older people;

· the scope was greater for older women than for older men;

· in relation to geographical aspects, it was greater for older people living outside Dublin than in the capital region.

The study argued, however, that older people constituted a labour market resource that could be tapped into more thoroughly in all of the comparator countries (of the EU).

The primary research undertaken by PACEC also focused exclusively on non-workers. Three sub-sets of older people were surveyed: retired people, females in home duties and unemployed males. The report’s findings underlined the importance of health problems in inducing early retirement and hence forming an insurmountable barrier for a significant number of people to re-enter the labour market. On the other hand, it likewise pointed to the importance of mandatory retirement, age discrimination, unsuitable hours and a lack of financial incentives as the main barriers for participation in employment by retired people. For females in home duties, caring for dependants was identified as a major obstacle by PACEC.

The ESRI study took a markedly different approach by focusing on the preferences of older people. It stressed the importance of choice for older people whether or not to participate in the labour market. Its methodology was quantitative, based on a telephone survey of 817 older people aged 55-69. The sample encompassed employed, unemployed and retired people as well as those involved in home duties.

The project firstly focused on the issue of retirement. It found that health and financial incentives were key factors in triggering early retirement. Moreover, it suggested that older people preferred more flexible retirement arrangements. 

An additional element of the research examined attitudes to work and retirement. In relation to people involved in home duties and with an interest in taking up paid work, the report found that a lack of suitable jobs in local areas, a lack of part-time jobs, a skills mismatch – the non-congruence of skills available with skills required – age discrimination by employers and a lack of self-confidence were perceived as labour market barriers. Finally, the research explored older people’s participation in training. While recording extremely low participation rates, it pointed to the need for further research into the reasons for this finding.

Both the PACEC and ESRI studies constitute valuable contributions to the debate on the relationship between older people and the labour market in Ireland. This research seeks to build on these studies, as well as exploring unique approaches to the work. Firstly the research is focused exclusively on qualitative enquiry – exploring the views of older people, giving participants an opportunity to discuss these views. Secondly, the research is linked to the EHRDOP of the NDP and is therefore focused specifically on older people and the labour market. The study is also concerned with collecting the views of both older people generally, and those older workers, still engaged in labour market activity. Finally, both the PACEC and the ESRI study focused their empirical research on perceived barriers. This research also wishes to engage with older people in identifying solutions for addressing barriers to participation in the labour market. 

Overall therefore, this report at one level presents the findings of a study that focuses on the position of older people in relation to the labour market in Ireland. Yet moreover, the research is about assessing the experiences and opportunities of older people – in relation to the labour market – from an equity perspective. Finally, this study seeks to present recommendations, influenced by the views of older people.

2.1
Research Aims and Questions

More precisely, the aims and objectives of the research can be defined as:

· to examine the position of older people in the Irish labour market at present in an EU/OECD context (providing a more in-depth analysis beyond the mere consideration of participation rates);

· to analyse public policy interventions in the labour market and the role of older people in labour market policies;

· to critically assess experiences, perceptions, suggestions of older people in relation to barriers and solutions;

· to explore the views of selected programme providers on the perceptions and suggestions of older people;

· to present recommendations, influenced by the views of older people.

The research sought to specifically address three broad research questions:
1. What are the labour market aspirations of older people in Ireland generally?

2. What are the barriers to accessing labour market opportunities for older people?

3. What solutions are available to address barriers to the labour market for older people?

2.2
Methodology

Methodologically, the research built on three main components:

· a critical review of existing literature;

· the primary analysis of key policy documents;

· primary, empirical research (a set of focus groups and interviews).

In deciding on a suitable methodology for addressing the research questions, the research team was conscious of methods employed in recent research studies, the scope of the questions being posed, and the target group for any fieldwork. Given the quantitative orientation of much of the recent research on the labour market and older people and the relatively under-researched subject of the study, it was decided to utilise a qualitative research approach.

The nature of the target group was also an important factor in choosing a qualitative approach to the research. The choice of group discussions or focus groups as the data collection tool was influenced by their relative success in securing the participation of excluded or ‘hard to get at’ groups (Stewart 1998). The exploratory nature of focus groups (Sarantakos 1993) was attractive to the researchers given the subject’s specific focus. Practically, issues such as costs and time considerations also played a role in deciding to use focus groups to collect data from older people.

Of course the researchers were also aware of the potential shortcomings of focus groups. Brymen (2001) pointed to disadvantages connected with difficult data analysis, organisational difficulties, group effects, potential to cause discomfort in participants and the lack of control by the researcher using focus groups as a data collection method.

In planning the focus groups the research team sought to address or mitigate possible downsides to the data collection method. Firstly, the focus group meetings were meticulously structured to assist the logical and planned collection of data – and hence make analysis easier. Appendix 1 presents the focus group questions and prompts. The research team also worked with a range of older person’s representative organisations to assist in the planning of focus group meetings. The possibility of group effects – such as the influence of dominant personalities – was mitigated by deliberate actions taken by the moderator to gather the views of other group members, as well as the convening of sub-groups during the meeting. A number of steps were taken to minimise the potential discomfort of participants taking part: brief and non-jargonistic information on the research was given to participants in advance; each meeting was preceded with a light meal which also gave participants an opportunity to meet the research team; meetings were kept to a maximum of one and a half hours. Finally, the research team had agreed a series of prompts and scenarios for the focus groups in advance to reduce the danger of the discussions becoming tangential.

Another key issue was one concerned with the representativeness of the focus group participants. The research team sought to use purposive rather than random sampling in selecting focus group members.  There was a deliberate emphasis on gaining insights and understanding from representatives from the target population, without being bound by the rigours of survey sample design. The research team was however careful to ensure that members reflected a wide range of experiences across the spectrum of older people. Appendix 2 provides further information on the composition of each focus group. Table 1 summarises the key characteristics of those participating in focus group meetings.

	Characteristic
	Number (percentage of total)

	Total number of attendees
	94 (100)

	Urban 
	41 (44)

	Rural
	53 (56) 

	Older Workers
	40 (43)

	Older People
	54 (57)

	Male
	50 (53)

	Female
	44 (47)

	Note: ‘Urban’ is defined in this context as the major urban centres in Ireland – Dublin, Galway, Cork, Limerick and Waterford. ‘Rural’ refers the areas lying outside the urban areas defined. 'Older workers' refers to those who defined themselves as being in employment (either full-time or part-time). 'Older people' includes the unemployed, those who are retired, those who are disabled or retired from work on health grounds, and those involved in home duties.


Table 1: Key Characteristics of the Focus Group Sample.

In all the research team carried out ten focus groups. Each meeting was facilitated by two moderators and lasted for 1- 11/2 hours. All meetings took place in hotels and were organised in conjunction with a range of representative organisations. Each meeting considered a number of core questions, with the moderators leading the discussion and prompting debate where relevant. All focus group meeting discussions were recorded using audio equipment and subsequently transcribed for analysis.

2.3
Structure of Report

The report is presented in seven sections.

SECTION 1
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The first section contains an executive summary of the report.

SECTION 2
INTRODUCTION

This section presents an introduction to the study and also describes the methodology for the research. 

SECTION 3
OLDER PEOPLE AND THE LABOUR MARKET IN IRELAND: KEY FEATURES IN A EUROPEAN CONTEXT

The third section presents an overview on the position of older people in Ireland within a European context in terms of demographic developments and changes to the labour market.

SECTION 4
PUBLIC POLICY INTERVENTIONS

Key public policy developments of relevance to older people and the labour market are reviewed – both from a European and an Irish perspective.

SECTION 5
BARRIERS TO ACCESSING THE LABOUR MARKET FOR OLDER PEOPLE

A number of key barriers/ themes for older people in relation to the labour market are identified from focus group discussions. The section also briefly considers evidence of discrimination from the perceptions of older people.

SECTION 6
SOLUTIONS

This section presents the solutions identified by participants to address labour market barriers.

SECTION 7
CONCLUSION

After briefly outlining key findings from the focus group research, this section presents the views of selected programme providers. Finally, the findings are critically assessed and recommendations for addressing issues identified during the study are advanced.

3
OLDER PEOPLE AND THE LABOUR MARKET IN IRELAND - KEY FEATURES IN A EUROPEAN CONTEXT

3.1
The Scale of Labour Market Involvement of Older People

Over the past 30 years, the involvement of older people in the labour force in Ireland has undergone profound transformations.
 In the main, employment and activity rates have seen a marked decrease. A closer look at annual figures reveals, however, that a decline took place primarily during the 1970s and 1980s.

While rates continued to decline during the first half of the 1990s, a significant turn around has taken place in recent years. Since 1996/7 the involvement of older people has been on the increase. While it may be argued that the scale of this increase is still rather small compared with the substantial loss of older workers from the workforce in the preceding decades, the nature of this development is noteworthy, given that it signals the reversal of a long-standing trend.

According to Eurostat (2002), the employment rate of older people (50-64 year olds) in Ireland has risen by over 8% since 1995 (see table 2). At present
, it falls below that of the entire 15-64 year-old population: 53% compared with 64% (Eurostat 2002). In a similar manner, activity rates of older people in Ireland remain below the level of 60% for 15-64 year-olds (CSO 2002), with the exception of 50-54 year-olds who attain a rate of 67.5% (Goodbody Economic Consultants 2002).

	
	1995
	2000

	Belgium
	34.5
	39

	Ireland
	45.2
	53

	Sweden
	72.8
	72

	EU-15
	46.6
	49


Table 2: Employment Rates for Older People (50-64) in Selected EU Countries (Eurostat 2002).

The overall trend has been largely influenced by the labour market position of older males. Male employment rates in Ireland fell by approximately 30% during the 1970s and 1980s (Walker and Maltby 1997). While this trend continued throughout the first half of the 1990s, a reversal has taken place since 1997. Table 3 shows that the employment rate of 50-64 year-old men has increased by about 5 % since 1995. In the year 2000, it measured 71%. Activity rates of older males vary greatly with age, from 86% for 50-54 year-olds to 15% for the 65+ age bracket (Goodbody Economic Consultants 2002). They contrast sharply with a 71% activity rate for the entire 15-64 year old male population.

	
	1995
female
	1995
male
	2000
female
	2000
male

	Belgium
	20.7
	48.9
	27
	51

	Ireland
	23.8
	66.3
	34
	71

	Sweden
	
	75.5
	70
	73

	EU-15
	
	59
	38
	60


Table 3: Employment Rates for Older Males and Females (50-64) in Selected EU Countries (Eurostat 2002).

Simultaneously, female employment rates in Ireland have been on the increase for a substantial length of time – since the mid 1980s. The most marked rise was discernible during the 1990s. Eurostat (2002) figures record a 14% rise in female employment rates (50-64 year olds) during the 1990s. In the year 2000, this benchmark had increased to 34%. According to Goodbody figures (2002), female activity rates decline even more sharply with increasing age: they range from 49% for 50-54 year-olds to just 3% for the over 65 year olds (vis-à-vis 49% for the entire 15-64 age bracket of females).

A comparison of the labour market involvement of older people in Ireland and other countries elicits a number of noteworthy trends. It emerges that the employment rates of older people in Ireland have followed a similar profile as in the majority of European countries (Walker and Maltby 1997; PACEC 2001; OECD 1995, 2000; Bruyn-Hundt 1994; Campbell 1999; European Employment Observatory Winter 1999; Eurostat 2002).

In 1998, Ireland had a midway position in the ranking of older persons’ activity rates in the labour market (OECD 2000). It is worth noting that countries which display particularly high participation rates of older people tend to be beyond European borders - such as Japan, Korea, the US and New Zealand (OECD 2000). Moreover, those two European countries displaying exceptionally high activity rates (Iceland with 90% and Switzerland at around 75%) are not EU member states. Various explanations have been advanced to account for the high activity rates in these countries. In the case of Japan, for instance, labour shortages in the early 1980s as well as concerns over an ageing population led to an early reform of labour market policies, providing incentives for later retirement. In the case of the US, the flexibility of the labour market - boosted by high allowances for retired workers taking up employment - has favoured a rise in part-time work and self-employment amongst older people.

From an Irish perspective, Eurostat figures (2002) reveal that the employment rate of 55-64 year-olds in Ireland lies significantly above the EU average (in the year 2000 45% versus 38%) and is surpassed only by Sweden, Denmark and the UK. However, a somewhat different picture emerges if the 50-54 age cohort is included in the analysis. While Irish figures for 50-64 year-olds still exceed the EU average, the margin is smaller (53% vs. 49% - see table 3).

Furthermore, significant differences emerge when the older age cohort is sub-divided on gender grounds. Older males in Ireland are far more likely to be employed than their counterparts in most European countries. In the year 2000, male employment rates for 50-64 year-olds were amongst the four highest in the EU and by far exceeded the EU average (71% vs. 60%). In contrast, the employment rate of older females of the same age group in Ireland fell slightly behind the EU average (34% vs. 38%) and was lower than in many other European countries.

A closer look at employment rates of older people in individual EU countries reveals that the Irish situation can be usefully contrasted on the one hand with extremely low rates in Belgium, which have largely been influenced by a long history of strong incentives for withdrawing from employment (39% - see table 2). Sweden serves as an illuminating example, on the other hand, with extremely high employment rates by older people (72% - see table 2). In the latter case high rates can largely be explained by a combination of less direct or indirect pressures on older people to opt-out of the labour market, added to an official state policy of full employment.

Summary Points
· While the employment rate of older people in Ireland decreased substantially during the 1970s and 1980s, a marked turn around has taken place since the mid 1990s with increasing rates of older people, mainly due to a steep rise in labour demand.

· Substantial gender differentials exist: while the overall pattern applies mainly to the development of older male employment, the employment of older females has been on the increase for a long time, albeit from a very low starting point. The rate of increase has accelerated substantially since the 1990s.

· Notwithstanding this trend towards convergence, gender differentials remain substantial at present: the employment rate of older males at 71% contrasts sharply with 34% in the case of older females.

· Irish figures have recently exceeded the EU average for the employment of older people. These developments are mostly attributable to the employment rates of older males.

3.2
Unemployment and Recruitment

In order to gain a fuller picture of the labour market position of older people, it is important as a first step to look beyond employment figures and consider the incidence of unemployment.

Data from the Central Statistics Office (CSO 2002; Goodbody Economic Consultants 2002) for 2001 reveals that unemployment rates for older people in Ireland fall slightly below the national average of 4.3%. Unemployment rates within the 50+ cohort decrease with age (from 3.7% for 50-54-year-olds to 0.8% for 65+). Data for the first quarter of 2002 shows, however, that the recent down turn in the Irish economy has resulted in higher unemployment levels amongst older age cohorts by up to 0.5%. Furthermore, research suggests that unemployment levels amongst older people are highly uneven, varying substantially with the educational attainment level (European Commission 1999a).

Data from the Eurostat Labour Force Survey (Goodbody Economic Consultants 2002) shows that Irish unemployment rates for people in the 50-64 age cohort are fairly low in the EU context. A comparison with earlier data reveals that this is a recent phenomenon, given that, in 1996, Irish unemployment rates for older people still exceeded the EU average (European Commission 1999a; OECD 1998a
).

Official figures, however, have to be treated with caution as the statistics only reflect those officially recorded as unemployed. Hypothetically it could be argued that under-reporting of unemployment may be higher for older age cohorts. This may be explained by the relatively higher levels of (early) retirement and long-term sickness. In a similar manner, individuals engaged in home duties – which apply mainly to females – may be discouraged from job search activities and reporting unemployment. There is evidence to show that older people – after spells of unemployment - are more likely to move into inactivity as opposed to seeking employment (European Commission 1999a).

Moreover, older people are far less likely to regain employment once they have lost their job (European Commission 1999a). In other words, the incidence of long-term unemployment is significantly more widespread amongst older people, as data from the CSO (2002) clearly reveals.
 While on the average, 29% of the unemployed are long-term unemployed, their share reaches 44% among the 55-59-year-olds and 50% among people over 60.

These conclusions are under-pinned by the findings of recent OECD (1998a) research on the recruitment of older workers. Examining the age structure of new recruits, the authors found that

"many firms who employ a significant number of older workers, nevertheless, tend not to hire them" (OECD 1998a, 144).

Further analyses, which take into account the possibility that a low recruitment rate may be due to a small number of older people actively looking for work, confirm these findings, leading the authors to conclude, "older job seekers may be disadvantaged in hiring" (ibid.).

Summary Points

· At present, unemployment figures for older people in Ireland fall slightly below the national average.

· However, the recent downturn in the Irish economy during 2001/2 has led to an increase in unemployment amongst older people.

· There is evidence to show that official unemployment data does not capture a significant number of unemployed older people.

· The incidence of long-term unemployment is particularly widespread amongst older people in Ireland. The likelihood of finding work is markedly lower for older people compared to younger age cohorts.

3.3
The Quality of Participation

Having considered the scale of employment and unemployment amongst older people in Ireland within an international context, it is important to broaden the scope of analysis by examining the nature or quality of the participation of older people in the labour market. Several issues are addressed:

· the occupational and sectoral profile of older workers;

· the educational attainment profile of older people;

· participation in part-time work and self-employment by older people;

· participation in training and adult education by older people;

· the relationship between productivity and age.

The occupational and sectoral profile of older workers

Recent labour market statistics (European Commission 1999a; Goodbody Economic Consultants 2002) show that the occupational profile of older workers in Ireland is bi-polar: older employed people are concentrated towards the top (managerial) and the bottom (unskilled) end of the spectrum, while few older people work in skilled or semi-skilled occupations. This pattern is even more pronounced amongst women than men.

In a similar manner, the sectoral profile of older people in Ireland differs from that of younger age cohorts: older people are over-represented in declining economic sectors (such as agriculture) and under-represented in growth industries (such as market services) (CSO 2002; Drury 1993; European Commission 1999a; Taylor and Walker 1998). Figure 1 – even if the data refers to 1998 – clearly shows that this mismatch is particularly salient in Ireland in comparison to other EU member states (European Commission 1999a). 

The educational attainment profile of older people

A striking and much-cited feature of older age cohorts relates to the high proportion of individuals with no qualifications beyond basic schooling (Department of Enterprise, Trade and Employment 2001; European Commission 1999a; OECD 1998a). In the year 2000, 63% of older people in Ireland (the source provides data on 55-64 year olds) held less than upper secondary level qualifications, compared with 45% among 15-64 year olds as a whole (Department of Enterprise, Trade and Employment 2001). Figure 2 provides a detailed breakdown of educational attainment levels by age groups.

EU data (European Commission 1999a; Goodbody Economic Consultants 2002) suggests that low educational attainment levels amongst older people is a much more severe problem in Ireland than in many other European countries (see figure 3). It is important to note, however, that older Irish women have attained higher levels of qualifications than their counterparts in most other member states.

Participation in part-time work and self-employment by older people

The impact of gender on the profile of older people in part-time work in Ireland cannot be under-estimated. While only a fraction of older men work part-time, the phenomenon is much more widespread amongst women (a rate of more than 30% compares with around 5% for men) (European Commission 1999a). Significantly, however, the figures for both remain far below those for the entire EU.
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Figure 1: Sectoral Profile by Age Group in EU Member States.
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Figure 2: Educational Attainment Level by Age in Ireland.
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Figure 3: Educational Attainment of Workers in EU Member States.
CSO data (Goodbody Economic Consultants 2002) shows that self-employment in Ireland is a more salient feature for older people than their younger counterparts. While 33% in the 50+ age cohort are self-employed, only 17% fall into this category overall. Available statistics do not yield any information, however, on the age at which a person became self-employed. It is impossible to draw conclusions as to the extent of differences in attitude towards self-employment between age groups, or indeed the extent to which self-employment serves as a solution to problems in finding a job. Alternatively, it may be argued that the greater proportion of older people in self-employment reflects their sectoral profile - their more extensive involvement in agriculture.

EU data (European Commission 1999a), even if dating back to 1998, reveals that in this respect, Ireland resembles Southern European countries (Greece and Portugal in particular) in substantially surpassing the EU average. Given the reliance on agriculture in all of these countries, this may be interpreted as lending further weight to the argument that differences in self-employment between older people and their younger counterparts primarily reflect the strong associations with age-related sectoral activity.

Participation in training and adult education by older people

Recent FAS data, compiled for the year 1998, shows that the participation of older people in training programmes in Ireland falls significantly below that of their younger counterparts. The comparison, though provided in only fairly crude age brackets of <25, 25-34, 35-44 and 45+, indicates that participation declines with age: while about 65% of participants are made up by under 25-year-olds, people over the age of 45 comprise a mere 8% (see figure 4).

On the international level, the most comprehensive comparative data goes back to 1994/5 (OECD 1998a). The findings from the International Adult Literacy Survey (IALS), conducted by the OECD, showed that the age-related discrepancy in the participation in training and adult education in Ireland was substantially greater than in other countries. Participation rates of 55-64 year olds in Ireland measured half of the OECD average. Nevertheless, the findings gave rise to grave concerns in many OECD countries, signalling a profound need for greater numbers of older people to partake in training and education.
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Figure 4: The Age Composition of FAS Programmes.

Productivity and age

The issue of ageing and productivity has been addressed by a body of gerontological research (e.g. Yearta and Warr 1995; OECD 1998a; Williams and Crumpton 1997; European Commission 1999a). While, as the OECD review emphasises, "the critical relationship [between ageing and individual productivity and trainability] is not well understood" (OECD 1998a, 138) the available research suggests, "the productive potential of the older age groups does not appear to be substantially impaired by ageing per se" (ibid.). It is frequently argued that variations in productivity within age groups exceed those between them. Accordingly, health rather than age emerges as a key factor determining productivity levels. The influence of health factors on productivity by older people may however decline, due to increasing longevity and the less physical nature of many jobs - aided in many cases by technological advances.

Various studies moreover suggest that older people compensate for any loss of capacities by being able to draw on the experience and know-how they have gained over their working life (Yearta and Warr 1995; Warr 1994).

Summary points

· The occupational profile of older workers is bi-polar; they are concentrated towards the top (managerial) and bottom (unskilled) end of the spectrum.

· Older people are over-represented in declining sectors and under-represented in growth sectors of the economy. In Ireland, this gap is even more pronounced than elsewhere in Europe.

· In a similar vein, intergenerational differences in educational attainment levels are particularly marked in Ireland. The share of older people with less than upper secondary qualifications is larger than in other European countries.

· At present, only few older people in Ireland work on a part-time basis, well below the EU average.

· Self-employment is more wide-spread amongst older Irish people than both younger people and older people in other European countries. This is arguably due to their unique sectoral profile, the greater reliance on agriculture in particular.

· Older people are greatly under-represented in training and adult education programmes. Participation levels in Ireland fall well below those in other OECD countries.

· There is no evidence to suggest that productivity declines with age. Health rather than age can be identified as a key factor to explain differences in productivity levels.

4
PUBLIC POLICY INTERVENTIONS

This section shifts the focus to public policy interventions in relation to older people and the labour market. The examination is presented in two parts. The first part traces the development of the ‘Age Agenda’ on the international level from the beginning of the 1990s. In addition, it briefly reviews recent progress in the implementation of this agenda on a macro level (OECD and EU wide).

A further part focuses in on labour market policies in Ireland. Initially, the development of policies is traced from the late 1960s to the mid 1990s. The later sub-section examines current policies.

In order to determine to what extent the age agenda has found its way into policy making in relation to the labour market, the general thrust of employment policies is examined and their implications for older people are considered.

4.1
The Development of the Age Agenda

4.1.1
A Chronological Overview of Discourse on Older People and Employment

It is mainly since the early 1990s that a well-documented discourse has emerged regarding policy responses to inequalities for older people in relation to work (Drury 1993, 1997; Kuhn et al. 1998; Walker 1997a,b,c; Denman 1998; European Commission 1998, 1999b; European Foundation 1999). The EU and OECD in particular have actively supported an engagement between researchers and policy makers, such as in the development of good practice.

The origins of the recent discourse can be traced to the early 1990s when European policy makers became increasingly concerned with the implications of an ageing society. A significant milestone in efforts to raise the age issue came with the declaration of 1993 as ‘European Year of Older People and Solidarity between Generations’. Employment issues featured highly on the age agenda from the very beginning. In order to gather information on the status quo, the European Commission provided funding for a piece of research on Age Discrimination against Older Workers in the European Community (Drury 1993). The research was undertaken on a European wide level by a network of experts and coordinated by a non-governmental organisation, Eurolink Age.

The project examined statutory measures and a selected range of employers’ practices in order to explore the nature and extent of age discrimination in employment. In effect, it identified five main areas:

· retirement

The research found that the specification of a mandatory retirement age in employment contracts was a widespread practice.

· early loss of employment

The report came to the conclusion that allegedly ‘voluntary’ redundancy was often compulsory in reality. Moreover, older people were frequently coerced into early retirement after a period of redundancy (be it directly by employers or due to social pressure). The report also noted that early retirement schemes included at least strict limitations - if not an outright ban - on further employment in many European countries. The report also highlighted the loss of entitlement for full pensions to older people, where they were unemployed in the final years of their working life.

· no return to employment (recruitment)

The study found that age discrimination took various forms in relation to recruitment, ranging from blatant forms such as age limits in job advertisements to more subtle forms such as prejudice and stereotypes held by personnel managers. These, it was argued, resulted in widespread self-discrimination as older people withdrew from jobsearch activities.

· older unemployed

Further study findings pointed to the excluding nature of age limits for some state measures in relation to the unemployed compounded by a lack of specific positive action measures for older people to participate in the labour market – compared with younger counterparts. 

· exclusion from training

It was also stated that older people frequently encountered barriers to training. Culturally, the layout and presentation of the training material was seen as being inappropriate, lacking in understanding to the needs and sensitivities of older people.

Building on this analysis, the authors advanced a number of recommendations for future action, both in the short and medium term:

· retirement

The report called for the enforcement of the principle for free choice in relation to an older person’s retirement decision.

· early loss of employment

In a similar vein, the report argued for early retirement schemes to be implemented purely on a voluntary basis. Furthermore, changes to the calculation of pensions were suggested to remove undue penalties for older people who chose to return to work. The report also sought to discourage employers from targeting older workers for redundancy (by obliging them to assist them in job search activities or to retrain them).

· no return to employment

It was suggested that legislation should be introduced to prohibit age limits in job advertisements. Furthermore, the report stated that personnel managers should be targeted for age awareness campaigns. In a similar manner, it was argued that financial incentives for recruiting older people should be offered to employers.

· older unemployed

The authors called for age limits to be scrapped in relation to active labour market policies and for targeted measures to be developed (including financial incentives for employers to recruit and retain older workers).

· exclusion from training

Likewise, the report argued that age limits for government training schemes should be abolished and financial incentives developed to encourage employers to involve older workers in in-company training schemes. Moreover, training methods should be developed which are geared to the needs of older people. Finally, it was emphasised that older people needed to be encouraged to participate more fully in existing schemes.

The report also advocated flexible working time and flexible retirement arrangements. Finally, the authors pointed to the key significance of the public sector in spearheading positive change in the workplace, given its function as a role model.

Even though the project thus produced a thorough analysis of direct and indirect forms of discrimination, as well as straight-forward, practical policy recommendations about how these can be counteracted, its findings did not have any immediate impact on policy making in European countries. Nor indeed did it spark off any substantial further debate at the time, judging from the paucity of publications on the topic during the following years. 

On the EU level, tentative first steps towards raising the profile of the issue were taken in 1994/5. Firstly there was a statement at the Essen summit in relation to the 'need to improve employment opportunities for older workers', then with the publication of a European Council Resolution 'on the employment of older workers' in 1995 (Official Journal 1995). In a similar vein, the OECD published a study on the labour market and older workers in selected countries in 1995 (OECD 1995). However, no other major studies, policy documents or discussion papers emanated for some time thereafter.

In the second half of the 1990s, however, as the implications of ageing societies became more and more of an issue, the policy discourse was given a new impetus. Two further research projects with a European remit were commissioned:

1. 'Public Policy Options to Assist Older Workers: What Role for Public Policy in Combating Age Discrimination in Employment?' by Eurolink Age (Drury 1997)

The aim of the project related to identifying areas with the greatest potential for effective reform. Recommendations were based on a survey of about 300 'opinion formers' across selected EU countries (Germany, Greece, France, Italy, The Netherlands, the UK, and Austria).

2. 'Combating Age Barriers in Employment' by the European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions (Walker 1997a, b, c)

The brief of this subject related to an examination of existing initiatives to retain, retrain and reintegrate older people into the labour market. Methodologically, it built on desk-based research, interviews and questionnaires. A case study approach, illustrating good practice, was chosen from which recommendations were derived.

The explicit aim to identify and promote good practice signalled a move towards advancing the age agenda. While, in the main, the findings of both of these projects underlined the conclusions and recommendations of the earlier research, a slight difference in emphasis was evident. An even greater weight was placed on an individualised approach. The authors called for the ongoing personal engagement with older people in the form of providing assistance, support, and counselling. Recommendations advocated greater efforts to encourage older people to take advantage of the existing and newly created employment opportunities. In a similar vein, the need to change attitudes of all actors involved was stressed.

The European Foundation project - in addition to providing good practice and recommendations - was particularly valuable on a conceptual level. It advanced the concept of 'integrated age management', based on several core principles:

· the need to address all policy fields involved (holistic approach);

· the need to encompass all workers (intergenerational relations are of vital importance);

· the need to address the entire career path and lifespan, not just its last phase (the prevention of social exclusion is crucial, spelled out in particular regarding health and training);

· the need to consider the interrelations between work life and private life;

· the need to understand age management as a task for all social partners (involving a broad range of actors from civil society in addition to national and supranational policymakers, namely employers, trade unions, NGOs and older people themselves).

The findings of the two European projects provided a starting point for a wider debate. In 1998, a European conference was convened in Twente in the Netherlands that explicitly took the research findings from these two projects as a basis for discussion. It sought to consider appropriate policy measures both on the EU and national levels in response to the challenges posed by an ageing workforce (Denman 1998). The proposals for future action reiterated those of the preceding projects. 

A European symposium took place later in the same year with a similar remit and outcome (European Commission 1998). It is important to note that in recent years, the emphasis has been increasingly placed on a long-term, preventive approach. This has meant that the issues of life-long learning and health, particularly in relation to work conditions (job design), have gained in importance.

In 1998, the OECD published a document outlining policy recommendations for an ageing society entitled Maintaining Prosperity in an Ageing Society (OECD 1998b). It defined principles for action in relation to:

· public pension systems/taxation/social transfer systems;

· job opportunities for older people and employability;

· fiscal consolidation;

· retirement income;

· health and long-term care;

· financial markets;

· strategic frameworks.

While most of these issues refer to changes in macroeconomic policies, the first two areas directly relate to the employment situation of older people.

It has become clear, therefore, that by the turn of the century a consensus had emerged amongst researchers and decision-makers across Europe as to pertinent issues concerning older people and the labour market.

Summary points

· The origins of the age agenda date back to the early 1990s. Yet it was not before the second half of the 1990s - as the implications of ageing societies became more pertinent and tangible - that policy makers and researchers engaged in a more wide-ranging discourse.

· The debate on disadvantages has focused to date on the issues of redundancies (the coercion of older workers into taking early retirement), recruitment (age limits in job advertisements and prejudice of personnel managers), unemployment (age limits in state programmes), and training.

· The main recommendations under discussion relate to the need to ensure the voluntary nature of early retirement schemes, age awareness campaigns targeted at personnel managers, developing positive measures for older unemployed people, and improving the participation of older people to training programmes. Recently, emphasis has been given to a more individualised approach in engaging with older people and to implementing a more long-term, preventive approach, especially in the form of life-long learning measures.

4.1.2
Recent Developments

With the introduction of various measures in EU Member States and OECD countries, the debate has increasingly focused on monitoring developments, reviewing their outcome on an ongoing basis and providing recommendations (European Foundation 1999; OECD 2000).

In 1999, a conference on Active Strategies for an Ageing Workforce was convened in Turku by the European Foundation (1999). It brought together researchers and policy makers from across Europe with the aim of examining the development, implementation and assessment of ‘active strategies’. Overall, little progress on implementing the age agenda was recorded. 

To ’showcase’ positive action strategies, a number of case studies were presented. The studies for instance found that the take up of gradual retirement and part-time pensions is relatively low at present - although this is frequently predicated on the alternative options available within states. In France, for instance, such schemes compete with early retirement schemes as well as the eligibility for unemployment benefit. In other cases, such as Greece, gradual retirement schemes are often implemented as early retirement measures, with individuals simply working full-time for a shorter number of years. The research concluded that part-time pensions were not presently a way of prolonging working life beyond the normal retirement age.

During 1999, the UN International Year of Older Persons, the OECD conducted a survey with the purpose of producing an update on the process of ageing and on the state of reform (OECD 2000). Particular emphasis was placed on the analysis of new reform trends since 1998. In relation to employment issues the study shows that almost all the recorded reforms have been in the area of retirement incentives:

· In some OECD countries, such as Japan and the UK, the age of eligibility for pensions has been raised or the required years of contribution increased.

· Many governments have significantly tightened the eligibility for early retirement schemes and closed pathways to retirement such as disability or unemployment benefits (for example in Finland and the UK).

· Moreover, a number of initiatives have been introduced to enable employees to work fewer hours i.e. gradual retirement (for instance in Belgium and Luxembourg).

It is important to note that in a number of countries, the retirement age has thus been effectively raised.

Moreover, measures, which have been introduced in relation to the employability of older workers, include:

· Penalising employers for laying off older people and other forms of discriminating against them (as, for example, in France).

· Abolishing mandatory retirement ages in the private sector (as, for instance, in New Zealand, The Netherlands).

· Employment and reintegration subsidies to employers for recruiting older people (introduced, for example, in Germany).

The report emphasises that reform trends regarding the employability of older workers significantly lag behind those concerned with retirement incentives. This suggests that, overall, reforms have so far been aimed more at removing obstacles than at pursuing positive action measures.

From a comparative point of view, it emerges that Ireland is significantly less proactive than other OECD countries in contriving, initiating and implementing reforms. The gap is particularly marked in relation to the employability of older workers. There is a strong sense that the age agenda in Ireland has not moved towards the policy implementation stage: here, measures are merely under consideration in contrast to reforms having been introduced (or at least agreed) elsewhere (OECD 2000, 130).

4.2
The Development of Irish Labour Market Policies in a European Context up to the Mid 1990s

Key questions in relation to the age agenda concern its impact on labour market policies, the input of older person’s lobby groups in shaping policy and ultimately, the outcome of public policy interventions on the labour market participation of older people.

In seeking to provide answers to these questions, the following section firstly explores the overall thrust (i.e. the aims and objectives and their delivery) of labour market policies in Ireland over recent decades, before focusing in on the implications for older people.

A review of public policy reveals that until the end of the 1960s, intervention in the labour market in Ireland was fairly limited (Sexton et al. 1996; O'Connell and McGinnity 1997; Kavanagh 1998). Very much in line with the practice in other European and OECD countries, the policy focus, was placed on improving the effectiveness of market processes. This was complemented by a small social public work component in order to provide employment for a limited number of unemployed people.

The steep rise in unemployment during the recession of the 1970s sparked a major expansion in public policy intervention, a development that occurred across OECD countries. Both the scale and scope of interventions increased substantially. A range of so-called 'active labour market policies' (ALMP) – measures to either prevent or reduce unemployment
 – were devised. Measures introduced during the 1970s were in two areas: training and employment subsidies. Temporary direct employment schemes were likewise expanded, even if their role remained subsidiary to other measures. It is important to note that these measures reflect the development of a marked focus on young people.

During the 1980s, employment figures in Ireland continued to decline. Youth as well as long-term unemployment increased significantly over the decade. Public policy makers responded to deteriorating labour market conditions by further expanding the scale and scope of active interventions. While training schemes were increased on a rather modest scale, direct employment schemes grew substantially. Once again, rather than acting in isolation, Irish policy makers largely followed OECD recommendations.

These developments - in particular the massive increase in direct employment schemes and in the range of individual schemes - continued into the first half of the 1990s. In fact, ALMPs increased even more dramatically after 1992, resulting in a pronounced shift away from supply to demand-side measures. Participation figures underline the extent of these developments: throughput more than doubled between 1983 and 1994 (O'Connell and McGinnity 1997). More importantly, the emphasis on young people as a target group of both training and employment programmes was reinforced.

Commentators have been rather critical of these trends, mainly on three accounts:

· problem of progression/placement

· dead-weight

· fragmented delivery

Problem of progression/placement in programmes with weak market linkages

Evaluations of Irish ALMPs as well as international research have shown that participants of programmes with weak market linkages - especially direct employment schemes - are less likely to find employment afterwards. O'Connell and McGinnity conclude:

"thus, the category of active labour market programme which has expanded most rapidly in recent years - direct employment schemes - is the programme type which we have found to be least effective in improving the employment prospects of their participants. (...) Accordingly, we believe that the recent expansion of direct employment schemes represents a policy choice which favours high volume programmes at the expense of quality and effectiveness, and (...) is a step in the wrong direction" (1997, 142).

The dead-weight problem

Moreover, research indicates that employment subsidies (the second type of measures to have increased significantly in recent years) frequently carry dead-weight, which is to say that participants would have found employment in any event, even if the subsidies had not existed.

O'Connell and McGinnity conclude:

"this would suggest that policy formation in Ireland has been slow to take account of international experience relating to (...) dead-weight" (1997, 143).

Fragmented delivery

The involvement of a number of government departments and agencies such as FAS, the Department of Social, Community and Family Affairs as well as the Department of Education creates fragmentation. It is argued that this results in an uncoordinated implementation, at times in outright competition and waste of resources:

"The range of employment subsidies currently available in Ireland, some to employers, other to job-seekers, is such that for a given job employers may be competing with job-seekers for different subsidies, or both could potentially receive a subsidy for the same job - a situation which is likely to create confusion as well as entailing a wastage of scarce public resources available for stimulating employment" (O'Connell and McGinnity 1997, 143).

The authors finally conclude:

"many of the changes in the structure of provision may not be in the best interests of those most disadvantaged in the labour market" (O'Connell and McGinnity 1997, 141).

Summary Points and Conclusions

A review of Irish labour market policies up to the mid 1990s reveals the following:

· A marked shift from the initial support for the operation of market mechanisms to direct intervention measures has taken place.

· State intervention has traditionally focused on remedial rather than preventive actions.

· A recent move has taken place from reactive to more proactive measures.

· The focus on young people within Irish labour market policies is long-standing and well-established.

· This emphasis has more recently been complemented by a focus on the long-term unemployed.

In relation to older people specifically, a number of conclusions can be drawn:

· Older people have not explicitly featured as a target group within labour market policies in Ireland.

· Any concerns about the employability of older people have been eclipsed by a focus on youth unemployment in particular.

· The age profile of training uptake reveals that older people have not benefited from training policies.

· The more recent targeting of long-term unemployed people in theory may bring benefits for older people, given their above average representation amongst this group.

· However, the remedial measures favoured by policy makers (direct temporary employment schemes) have little potential for progression. This means that they serve as 'stop gap' employment. They do not empower older people to compete in the open labour market.

4.3
Current Labour Market Policy in Ireland

4.3.1
Introduction

Policy inputs into current labour market policies in Ireland are twofold: the national Programme for Prosperity and Fairness (Department of the Taoiseach 2000) on the one hand and the  EU’s European Employment Guidelines on the other.
With the signing of the 1997 Amsterdam Treaty, the policy-making power of the EU in relation to the labour market has increased significantly. It was agreed that Member States would develop annual National Employment Action Plans (NEAP), which are to be set within the framework spanned by the 'European Employment Strategy' and to take account of annual Employment Guidelines issued by the Commission. In addition, the Council of Ministers agreed in 1999 that the Commission would provide annual Recommendations to each Member State on their national employment policies. Consequently, Irish labour market policies both in the form of the NEAP and the EHRDOP (Department of Enterprise, Trade and Employment 2000) have become firmly embedded in a EU policy-making superstructure. The latter explicitly draws on the objectives of the NEAP (and the NDP) (Department of Enterprise, Trade and Employment 2000, 62). Moreover, its four pillar structure is devised to reflect that of the Guidelines and the NEAP. 

The Irish NEAP moreover takes into account the outcome of negotiations between the Government and the social partners, which have been institutionalised since 1987. Their output is published in the form of a national agreement, the most recent of which is the Programme for Prosperity and Fairness.

4.3.2
The Programme for Prosperity and Fairness

The nature of the Programme is medium-term, covering the three years from 2000 to 2003. The Programme addresses a wide range of policy fields and governance issues that are deemed relevant for the nation's socio-economic development.

Under the Framework for Social Inclusion and Equality, the Programme entails a dedicated section on older people. The listed objectives and actions, however, are extremely limited, focussing exclusively on ensuring that "all older persons have an adequate income" (Department of the Taoiseach 2000). It does not include any work-related issues beyond a commitment to review income tax allowances for people over the age of 65.

Under the Framework for Successful Adaptation to Continuing Change, the Programme promises a review of active labour market policies for the unemployed with the aim to re-draw the focus towards training measures and ensuring progression from state programmes onto the open labour market. Thus, some of the key problems identified by commentators in relation to labour market policies are to be addressed.

A number of further policies are outlined which have the potential to benefit older people. First and foremost, the Programme provides for a major push for lifelong learning. A number of initiatives appear to have some relevance for older people, such as the support for training in ICT skills, an emphasis on mature students within a post-second level education, the National Adult Literacy programme and the social economy programme. However, while adults now play a stronger role than in the past, none of the measures specifies older people as a target group.

Moreover, while the Programme gives explicit support for a greater flexibility in working arrangements, it focuses exclusively on 'family friendly policies', rather than adopting the wider approach of 'flexible working policies', from which older people could benefit likewise.

It must be concluded that, from the point of view of an older person, a number of opportunities have been missed to advocate the inclusion of their interest.

4.3.3
EU Labour Market Policy 

The first Employment Guidelines (Official Journal 1998) outlined the main cornerstones of the employment policy. Four pillars were defined:

· improving employability;

· developing entrepreneurship;

· encouraging adaptability in businesses and their employees;

· strengthening the policies for equal opportunities (gender).

A range of measures was subsumed under each of these pillars. The main features emerging from the Guidelines can be summarised as follows:

· Supply-side measures ('employability') play a vital role in current policy.

· Within these, the notion of prevention receives much attention; an early engagement with individuals at risk of becoming socially excluded is deemed pivotal.

· Much emphasis is placed on two target groups: young people and the long-term unemployed.

· The notion of lifelong learning features highly on the agenda.

· Herein, the acquisition of IT skills is emphasised, mainly for younger people.

· Importance is likewise lent to improving services aimed at matching supply and demand.

· The Guidelines acknowledge the interdependencies with other policy fields (in particular with taxation and wider social welfare).

· Policies increasingly incorporate the aim of changing 'hearts and minds' (attitudes and awareness are to be targeted).

· The Guidelines call for the involvement of a wide spectrum of actors and emphasise for the need of intervention at the local level.

The Guidelines have displayed a marked consistency from year to year overall; only few modifications have been undertaken, by which a number of measures have become increasingly refined (Official Journal 1998, 1999, 2000, 2001).
 The most significant development overall relates to the conclusions of the 2000 Lisbon Council, which defined targets for an increase in employment rates to be achieved by the year 2010: an overall employment rate of 70% and a rate of over 60% for women.

From the point of view of older people, it is only in the past year that their concerns have featured explicitly on the agenda. For the first time, the 2001 Guidelines (Official Journal 2001) include a measure entitled 'developing a policy for active ageing' under the employability pillar. The significance of introducing a dedicated measure in this context should not be underestimated. However, a closer look reveals a number of limitations. Firstly, it is important to note, however, that the policy aim is defined as:

"enhancing the capacity of, and incentives for, older workers to remain in the labour force as long as possible" (Official Journal 2001/63/EC L 22/21).

In other words, the overriding aim is defined as seeking to increase participation rather than providing choice. This line of thinking has become even more manifest since the Stockholm European Council in late 2001, which has set the specific target of a 50% employment rate for people aged 55-64 to be achieved by the year 2010.

Secondly, it emerges that the scope of the suggested 'active ageing policy' is rather limited overall. The proposed activities encompass:

· providing access to education and training for older workers to maintain their working capacity and skills;

· to introduce flexible working arrangements;

· to raise employers' awareness of the potential of older workers;

· to reduce disincentives and increase incentives for older workers to remain in the labour market.

While these are important dimensions in their own right, it is not entirely clear why others - such as the reintegration of older workers - have not been included. As it stands, the choice of proposed activities subsumed under this measure appears somewhat arbitrary.

Older people - in marked contrast to young people - rarely feature as an explicit target group beyond these actions. Significantly, they are not mentioned under two further key measures belonging to the employability pillar:

· 'combating discrimination and promoting social inclusion by access to employment';

· 'developing skills for the new labour market in the context of lifelong learning'.

In summary, therefore, the current active ageing policy by the EU captures only some of the key issues for older people in relation to work. The omission of defining older people as a target group within anti-discrimination and social inclusion measures in particular is notable. While the general thrust of the Employment Strategy offers potential for advancing the age agenda, older workers will not benefit automatically from it. 

4.3.4
Irish Labour Market Policy I: the National Employment Action Plan
The recommendations spelled out by the European Commission specifically for Ireland are rather brief (Official Journal 2000, 2001). Two issues are singled out:

· the need for a comprehensive strategy to increase female participation in the labour market

· the need for development of in-company training and lifelong learning measures.

Both are addressed amongst the four key objectives of labour market policy, spelled out in the NEAP (Department of Enterprise, Trade and Employment 2001):

to promote employment growth and employment for all who seek it

to mobilise labour supply (...) through increased female participation (...)

to enhance labour quality through education, training and in particular lifelong learning (...)

to promote the economic and social inclusion of excluded persons, eliminate long-term unemployment and prevent future drift into long-term unemployment (Department of Enterprise, Trade and Employment 2001, 4).

These are to be implemented via a twin strategy:

to provide supports and mobilise labour supply from all available sources

to provide the necessary education, training and lifelong learning opportunities (ibid.).

Irish labour market policy therefore displays an even more marked emphasis on the supply side than the EU Guidelines. In the main, however, the NEAP can be seen as a direct translation of the EU Guidelines, measure by measure. In addition, however, it emerges that the active ageing policy within the Irish NEAP is even briefer than in the Guidelines. The aim of raising employers' awareness of the potential of older workers is not addressed at all. Moreover, the NEAP does not spell out any binding commitments to any of the other issues, referring only to issues 'being under discussion' or 'to be considered'. Overall, the plan conveys a certain sense of complacency and lack of urgency. This is implicitly legitimised by the statement that 

"compared to other EU countries the problem of an ageing workforce is not as acute in Ireland at the present time but will become more significant over the coming decade" (Department of Enterprise, Trade and Employment 2001, 14).

4.3.5
Irish Labour Market Policy II: the Employment and Human Resources Development Operational Programme
The EHRDOP (Department of Enterprise, Trade and Employment 2000) deals with labour market policies in Ireland for the period 2000-2006. The document outlines the overall objectives as well as priority actions and individual measures designed to implement them. The structure of the programme closely follows that of the NEAP and the Guidelines. Appendix 4 provides an overview of the four pillars as well as the respective priority actions and measures.

From an older persons’ perspective, the measures subsumed under the ‘lifelong learning’ priority action within the adaptability pillar are arguably of greatest import. The priority action encompasses a range of training and education measures, addressing in particular the needs of people with low qualification levels. Given the low educational attainment levels of older people (see Section 3), it is to be expected that the respective measures (‘Back to Education Initiative’, ‘National Adult Literacy Strategy’) will be crucial to improving their position in the labour market. However, the eligibility criteria restrict access to some key programmes (as, for instance, the ‘Back to Education Initiative’) to unemployed people, thus effectively excluding the biggest sub-group of older people, namely older workers.

Furthermore, it should be noted that the sectors for which ‘skills training’ is to be enhanced (a further priority action defined within the adaptability pillar), at present are not key employment sectors for older people, with the exception of agriculture. Thus, only a restricted number of older people can be expected to directly benefit from these measures.

The wide range of measures subsumed under the employability pillar are predominately geared to two groups: young people and the unemployed. While some measures targeted at unemployed people (such as ‘Skills Training for the Unemployed and Redundant’, ‘Active Measures for the Long-Term Unemployed and Socially Excluded’) undoubtedly play an important role for older people, they are excluded from other initiatives. At present, people over the age of 55 are not eligible for the ‘Action Programme for the Unemployed’, which forms a centrepiece of the EHRDOP’s preventive approach to unemployment.

Overall, therefore, the EHRDOP provides for a wide range of measures, a great number of which are highly important for older people, in particular regarding training and adult education. However, some initiatives to which a central role is devoted, are not readily accessible to older workers, given that they are targeted at those who are registered unemployed.

Summary Points and Conclusions

· It is only in the last year that the concerns of older people have explicitly featured in the EU Employment Strategy and its Irish translation, the National Employment Action Plan. A dedicated measure has been introduced ('active ageing policy').

· The scope of the defined EU policy is extremely limited. The choice of issues to be addressed is somewhat arbitrary. Moreover, older people have been omitted from the agenda on anti-discrimination and social inclusion measures.

· The scope of the Irish 'active ageing policy' in the National Employment Action Plan is even more restricted. Moreover, it does not include any binding commitments by the Irish Government and conveys a sense of a lack of urgency in addressing inequalities for older people.

· The range of measures funded under the Employment and Human Resources Development Operational Programme is comprehensive. Much emphasis is placed on training and adult education initiatives, which potentially contribute to meeting older people‘s needs. However, in some cases, the eligibility for participating in programmes is restricted to the unemployed, effectively excluding older workers.

5
BARRIERS TO ACCESSING THE LABOUR MARKET FOR OLDER PEOPLE

5.1
Introduction

This section deals with the views expressed by older people on labour market opportunities for older people generally, and more specifically identifies key barriers. In addition, this section also briefly considers evidence in relation to the views of older people around the issue of discrimination.

The wide range of views expressed demonstrated the importance of the research subject to the older people attending focus group meetings. It is important to state that the views presented in this report represent the perceptions of the older people taking part in focus groups: some of the issues emerging were based purely on individual experiences, others were the product of local geographical factors. Analysis of the discussions did however unearth seven consistent themes/ barriers across the focus groups. The seven key barriers/ themes consistently identified by the older people were

· The emphasis on qualifications for those wishing to enter the labour market;

· A perceived skills mismatch – the skills and competencies of older people were seen as being out-of-step with the attributes necessary to play a role in the ‘modern’ workplace;

· Opportunities to access training were seen as limited;

· Concerns about the availability/ suitability of jobs for older people;

· Financial barriers associated with pensions/ benefits/ taxation;

· The structural barrier associated with a compulsory retirement age;
· Overall cultural barriers, principally those associated with attitudes towards older people, from young people particularly.

5.2
The Emphasis on Qualifications

The most important issue is terms of the prevailing level of debate during focus group meetings, concerned the issue of qualifications and the labour market. Many of those attending the focus groups pointed to a perceived trend that placed a premium on qualifications at the expense of work experience. This central tension, qualifications versus experience, was a key feature of discussions. Participants argued that the priority placed on formal qualifications constituted a nearly insurmountable barrier for older people in accessing and moving between jobs. Significantly, this was seen as a recent trend. As several group members related:

"I am ten years in one particular job now and at the same time this chap …he got the job, he hadn’t any education or qualifications for the job …he got the job. Now five years down the road a brother of his went looking for a job and before he got the job he had to have the leaving cert. Exactly for the same job!" (rural/non-worker/male).

"I’ve seen girls there [in existing jobs] and they are working in an engineering office, they are doing costings, they are doing all sorts of work, but if they were looking for that sort of job in some other company they would need a diploma" (rural/worker/male).

In turn, participants had fundamental questions about the concept of 'qualifications'. It was argued that the notion of 'being qualified' had become fairly meaningless, based on paper qualifications that were frequently exposed as being deficient in the workplace situations. The experiences of a number of focus group members working with ‘qualified’ colleagues left them feeling cynical about the ‘value’ of qualifications:

"I work with two fellas, one fella, a brilliant mechanic, he could assemble an engine bolt for bolt but I would safely say if you wrote up there in big letters on the door he wouldn’t be able to read it, and there came a time when there was a job application and someone also went for the job and the other fellah was able to read the plan, was able to do this and that, he hadn’t a clue about assembling the machine, but he got the job. (...) At the end of the day if I was the man paying those two I would want my engine going" (urban/working/male).

"But the whiz kid has the letters after his name" (rural/non-working/female).

"One that is quoted to me all the time down in my job is 'I have my leaving [cert]', I said if you are up to your neck in shit at a fire and it’s raging all around you, your leaving certs are no use to you, you start working hard and start sweating" (rural/working/male).

A common argument during discussions was that workplace experience was of greater value in practically carrying out work than qualifications. For older people, accumulated experience gave them particular advantages over those (young people) with qualifications.

"Well experience is the ability to do the job. If you’ve been on the job for years and you are doing the job you have the experience and you have the ability to do the job. The person fresh out of college with the degree has never actually had hands-on experience of the job, he has to start and learn over again in spite of all his qualifications" (urban/working/male).

"I mean all of us have worked for years, you don’t have it on paper but you have more qualifications than some of the younger people coming out with degrees. You’ve gone through life and you’ve dealt with every issue that is possible in a work situation because you have experience. You’ve dealt with it" (rural/working/female).

"Older people, they have invaluable experience as well which the younger person hasn’t got, like in situations that develop. I have only the one experience, in classroom situations, where an older person would be better able to deal with it than a younger person" (urban/non-working/female).

The research team was particularly struck by the range of older people from all backgrounds that were confident in making equivalence between experience and qualifications. One particularly articulate older person argued thus:

"Surely experience is a qualification. The books that have been written have been on the experience of the guys that have been on the ground that have worked out the mistakes that have been made rectified. Now with the guy that has been there, has seen the mistakes and seen it developed and then seen it being rectified or modified or whatever, he is experienced, and then you get someone who read all about that in a book and he comes out with a piece of paper and says ‘I attended a college and I read this book and I know about that’. Which would be the most qualified?" (urban/working/male)

Interestingly, some group members maintained that this lack of appreciation for the value of experience hastened the decision to retire from the workforce:

"Then some kid fresh out of college comes in and he’s the boss. And he’s wet behind the ears and he’s telling me what to do. Straightaway you are going on a dog track after that. You don’t feel recognised for your years of service so you are just another number. So the first chance you get you’re out" (urban/non-working/male).

“A lot of the jobs too require second or third level education. A lot of people of our age group, now I wouldn’t have it, so that is an off put straightaway” (rural/non-working/female).

The lack of formal qualifications is perceived to be particularly detrimental for older people working in occupations or sectors which are highly specialised and in which compulsory retirement applies at an early age, such as the Garda Siochana. One group of older people from this area of work argued that only a tiny part of its workforce are in the position to compete in the labour market on the basis of their qualifications:

"There would be a small percentage in the force now, there are specialised sections. For instance, mechanics, he is a qualified person with a skill that is recognised in the private sector, or radio technicians. Those people have qualifications so when they retire there is no problem getting a job.  In my own case I was in the driving school for twelve years and if I had wished I could have opened a driving school of my own" (rural/working/male).

5.3
The ‘Skills Mismatch’

Related directly to the debate over qualifications/ experience, was the perception from older people that the skills required in the contemporary labour market were out of sync with attributes being offered by more mature workers. Participants maintained that the skills which older workers acquired over the years are no longer in demand:

"I think the problem is most of the ones round this table, they probably left school in the early part of the ‘60s and their initial work experience from 1960 to 1970, the first ten years, they learned their skills. The skills that they learned now are redundant because of the IT sector and because of automation in factories and all. A lot of people that weren’t in the third level, that just got the second level education either took a trade or a semi-skilled job and those skills are now redundant and that meant that the first twenty years that they were working is gone, that they’ve nothing there. Like if they put that on an application form it doesn’t relate to any of the jobs that is there today" (rural/working/female).

Specifically, older people felt that the increasing role of information technology in the workplace posed a major barrier to older people in accessing the labour market.

"You probably know from Belfast the haulage firms used to have horse and carts around Belfast in the ‘50s, they had ferrymen there and when they took the horses off and introduced lorries those guys were redundant and half of them never worked again because they couldn’t drive. You can relate the same thing to people who were doing things manually, like manual bookkeeping, accounts and suddenly now they have to know SAGE or some other computerised system. Their skills are gone. They have to use the computer" (rural/non-working/male).

"I think they are going for the younger people. We have no experience of computers, anything like that, I wouldn’t have a clue about a computer like. I don’t think any of us here would have. We are outdated and that is it, we are gone by our sell-by date!" (rural/non-working/male)

"Even down as far as shop assistants now, the cash register is computerised, that is a computerised system, so even for the basic, that level of job, that is a shop assistant rather than the higher skills that you would need third level education for.  Like even for basic jobs, there are computer skills. It is even for like stock control or any job that you worked at years ago, like stores, administration, everything is related to a computer at some point. That is the biggest skill" (rural/working/female).

"I went for an interview in Enterprise Ireland in the Energy Section, a new section that was starting up and I went for the interview and I felt I did very well but they asked me about my computer skills and I said I would really need to get training. And from that I could see the whole thing sort of sliding downwards. Once I said no, I really don’t have these skills" (urban/working/female).

It was argued that pre-dominance of information technology in the modern labour market accentuated the fears of older people:

“The internet or use of a computer, (…) older people are still probably scared of this – I find from talking to people in our own organisation that there is still a high percentage of people who feel now if I pressed the wrong button on this computer everything will be lost and putting that in a job context – I would be fired” (urban/non-working/male).

"Computers are a major obstacle to older people (...). I think there are a lot of people, we got a computer, my daughter actually got one and I am kind of used to it, but a lot of older people have never tried it, they are afraid of it" (rural/working/female).

Notably, and on a more positive note, however, some respondents argued that the disadvantage arising from a skills mismatch for older people in relation to IT will become obsolete in the near future, given the shift towards lifelong learning:

“There may be at this point in time a skills deficit with people who are retired at the moment and not having been IT sound or whatever else but I believe that is only a short-term scenario” (urban/non-working/female).

"In two generations down the line all the children will have formal education so it won’t be needed. So it is only in the next twenty years, that’s what you are looking at, people who left school at fourteen or fifteen like we did. So it is only for twenty years down the line, it is not going to be an ongoing thing because all the kids now are staying in school and getting their leaving certificate and then going on and doing college education" (rural/working/female).

5.4
Access to Training

A third key barrier/ theme related to training opportunities for older people. Participants voiced concerns that disadvantage arising from an emphasis on formal qualifications and a skills mismatch were aggravated by a perceived lack of access to training. Although participants expressed strong views on this issue, questioning the accessibility of FAS initiatives, it was difficult to assess whether these views were always informed by real barriers or were an outcome of other factors – such as the unsuitability of courses being offered or psychological barriers to training – given the discrepancy between perceived and actual criteria of eligibility in some cases.

At one level there was the perception that FAS was reluctant to admit older people onto their courses:

"The FAS courses on IT and computers and so on are in great demand among older people. I have come across a number of cases where people have had difficulty, in fact they were refused, access to the FAS courses on the basis that really these courses were aimed at training people for the workplace and by the time you were through and are finished your course – these words weren’t used obviously – by the time you are through your course you are going to be too old to go to work" (urban/non-working/male).

"They don’t want to know once you are over 66. All my friends were down doing computer courses but I couldn’t go I was over age, they all took early retirement [so they were younger] but I couldn't go" (urban/non-working/male).

"The likes of FAS and that won’t give a person the likes of my age, over the age of 70, training" (rural/non-working/male).

"FAS, certainly, they don’t cater for older people" (urban/non-working/female).

Although possibly a consequence of limited supply, various group members referred to the perception that preference was given – in terms of access to training - to young people at the expense of older people:

"A lot of the FAS courses are geared for young people, not that there is anything wrong with that, but the only one that caters for older people was the technical school. They used to run special courses for older people so that they could do it on Saturday mornings and Saturday evening. Now a lot of that is changing (...) but it was good" (urban/non-working/male).

"They [FAS] take no old person, no old person would be trained on the computer. They take a younger person" (urban/non-working/female).

Participants moreover raised concerns regarding the criteria applied for the eligibility to courses, namely the perceived exclusive focus on the (long-term) unemployed:

" If you are working, the opportunities are not there for you to better yourself. I had to be unemployed to get the training. The training was only open to people who were unemployed. So I had to be unemployed" (rural/working/female).

"It is all about taking people off the register and that is why you and I, local agencies aren’t interested in us because we are not on the register" (rural/non-working/male).

Focus group members questioned the rationale for the exclusion of older workers from training opportunities, pointing to their vulnerability of becoming marginalised once unemployed. This is seen as being in conflict with the current aim of labour market policies – of encouraging older people to stay in the workforce for a longer period of time:

"To get on a FAS scheme you have to be a year unemployed, to get on an Enterprise scheme it is six months, so the whole thing is so ridiculous. They encourage people to stay in jobs but they allow you to come out of the job and to lose your motivation and then it is harder to get going again, instead of having support from day one" (rural/working/male).

In a similar vein, participants argued that FAS policies are counterproductive to the aim of encouraging older females and retired workers to return to paid employment:

"It is always your position on the social welfare scale that determines what training is open to you. That sort of way discriminates against a lot of over 50s, especially females who were homemakers for a lot of years and want then, when their children were grown up, to return to the workforce. It means they can't get the training unless they pay privately for it" (rural/non-working/female).

"The FAS schemes (...) are no use to anyone retiring at 57 because one of the conditions is that you have to be unemployed for a year and you have to be drawing unemployment. A retiring member won’t be drawing unemployment" (rural/non-working/male).

While participants acknowledged that many training courses are offered on a commercial basis, access to these by older people is perceived as difficult - on account of the fees and other costs involved: 

"Maybe it is right in saying you can get it all right but you pay for it. You can get it up to 80 if you want. There is no trouble getting it" (rural/non-working/female).

"If you are on low wage you can't afford the cost of training" (rural/working/female).

"Then you would have travelling costs and other costs, although the course might be free but you would have travelling costs and other things.  You might be away all day from home so you might have to stay all day for it" (rural/non-working/male). 

"If you are coming from the home or haven't worked for a while (...) you don't fit the criteria so you've no access unless you go for commercial courses and it is big bucks" (rural/non-working/female).

Participants emphasised that barriers to accessing training mainly apply to the private sector. Interviewees from a public sector background pointed to a markedly different situation for civil servants and public sector employees:

"The Civil Service is different. From the day you go in, no problem at all, course after course. (...) Personal development, you name you’ll get it. Anything you put down on your PMDS form" (urban/working/female).

5.5
Availability/ Suitability of Jobs

The availability/ suitability of jobs for older people was seen as an important barrier to accessing the labour market. At one level there was the argument that older people who had been out of the labour market for some time were particularly disadvantaged in accessing job opportunities.

"If you’ve been out of work for a while and you haven’t got proper training for most of the jobs, that is a factor. Particularly with office skills, if you haven’t worked for a while you are definitely out of date. I don’t know about other ones, I suppose even factory ones" (rural/working/female).

"But it is so difficult, you have spent maybe 20 years rearing your family, working hard at it for nothing, and then when you go to try and find a part-time job or training you can’t get into the system, all doors are closed. It is not made easy, no way is it made easy" (rural/non-working/female).

Participants also pointed to a lack of suitable jobs available for older people seeking employment. Interviewees emphasised that the poor quality of available jobs is a key barrier for older people, in particular for those considering to return to work.

"People often ring the office, say we have vacancies, we have jobs here. ‘Have you any retired members that might be suitable?’ It is nearly always security jobs. A lot of the retired members have no interest any more in security, they spent their lives at it and security is a lonely sort of a job, it is minding a factory at night, there is nothing very attractive about it, you must really want the money or you must feel retirement must be weighing very heavily upon you before you are prepared to go out and do nights again. (...) Oh the jobs are there, the jobs are there but in security. I am inundated. I can’t get enough people to fill security jobs" (rural/non-working/male).

Concerns were also raised not just in relation to the nature of jobs available, but also to poor work conditions:

"I would say generally speaking it is almost impossible for someone retiring at 57 to get a permanent job (...). For instance now they get a job at the Census, Census collection and supervision of the schools at the moment, they get that, but they are all temporary jobs. Three months’ duration or the Census a couple of months, a month delivering and a month collecting. It is all that type of thing, so I would say that the people at 57, retiring getting permanent jobs would be few and far between" (rural/non-working/male).

More interesting was the view that many older people would prefer working part-time. Focus group members felt that this opportunity to involve older people in the labour market was not reflected in the quality, type and incidence of part-time work available:

"The retired people say ‘I’d be interested in something part-time’. They don’t seem to want the full-time job anymore and I would say ‘Well what are you talking about part-time now?’ And they would say ‘Well about two or three days a week.’ That sort of thing. And they would say ‘Is there anything going out my way?’ In other words they don’t want to travel across town or travel too far" (rural/non-working/male).

"This is the point, I think, that some of us were not able for the full rigors of a day’s teaching but we still would have something to contribute on a part-time basis, and certainly long after we would be 65. So that there should be some accommodation for going into specialist teaching or some part-time ongoing employment. But the terms seem to be you are either in it totally or you are out" (urban/non-working/female).

However, some participants argued that the availability of jobs varies greatly between sectors, occupations and educational attainment levels:

"When I see people in Telecom, TSB and whatever and they retire they can go back and do contract work for so many months of the year, which is great, it keeps them in contact and it gives them a few quid and their minds are ticking over" (rural/non-working/male).

"I think it depends on what your profession is. (...) A primary teacher in Wexford could teach up to say 80. I know a 78-year-old and she still teaches, nearly anyone willing to take over a 7- or 8-year-old class will get work. Also I know doctors in town who are in their 70s and still working. So if you are privileged..." (rural/non-working/female).

“I think there are individuals who would like to contribute something, even part time. I think that it comes back to really education and the profession. A nurse is always wanted later on. She can get work in a private nursing home or even looking after a patient at night time. Doctors (…) always get second jobs. Those people will find no difficulty getting jobs, and judges stay on till all years. It is the people who have not got proper education or the second chance that they need at around 65 or 60” (rural/working/male).

Significantly, participants moreover emphasised that the availability of jobs in general varies greatly within and between regions. It was argued that regional disparities were particularly marked between the Dublin region on the one hand and the North-West as well as the South-East on the other. In the case of the latter, therefore, regional imbalances were seen to be greater than imbalances between different age groups:

“There is no employment round here. The jobs just aren’t there” (rural/non-working/male).

“I really don’t think it is so much age. It is nothing to do with age and if there are no jobs, there are no jobs, it doesn’t matter who you are. In this end of the country we don’t have jobs. Young people have had to go. Every one of our children have had to leave. Every Friday, Saturday, they just pile onto buses, you see them on a Sunday going back, three buses going to Galway and three more going to Dublin and three more out west” (rural/non-working/female).

“It is the part of the country that we live in that has been discriminated against” (rural /non-working/female).

The overall lack of employment in these regions was seen to be exacerbated by difficulties for people in remote areas to access jobs in the towns. Participants identified transport as a major obstacle in these areas:

“We have no bus service either. If I wasn’t able to drive I wouldn’t be here today and then you have to have a car and if there is another member of the family working you need two cars and it is not very often that, you know, some people can afford two cars, some people can’t” (rural/non-working/male).

5.6
Financial Barriers

A particular disincentive for older people returning to the labour market was the fear by some focus group members, particularly those from manual backgrounds, that they would be penalised financially for returning to the labour market. The risk of losing entitlements in relation to benefits and allowances particularly, was seen as a major barrier to returning to work (even on a part-time basis:

“If they [older people] come out at 65 their mind is still very active but sometimes with the tax system like that, if they go back to work everything is taken off them, they lose an awful lot” (urban/non-working/male).

“if you earn or if you have more than 123 [sic] a week you lose your entitlement to your medical card, you lose your entitlement to free travel, and then you are taxed on everything. (...) Like I mean it is a lot to lose” (rural/non-working/female).

“What happens is these jobs put them over the threshold for tax responsibilities. So if you like it is the law of diminishing returns, you must really want to go out and do it before you do it” (rural/working/male).

Furthermore, there were a number of specific comments around perceived inconsistencies in pension arrangements:

“The problem here is that at 65 you don’t get the old age pension, you get a retirement pension. You don’t get your old age pension until you are 66. If you get your retirement pension you cannot work. When you get to 66 you can work again. So in fact they are telling old people to stop work at 65 and at 66 they can start work and keep their pension” (rural/non-working/male).

5.7
Compulsory Retirement Age

Those from a public sector background in particular identified the compulsory retirement age as a major barrier to returning to the labour market. At one level, for many participants there was a sense that a set age for retirement was anachronistic, failing to reflect the changing demographics, and the health and lifestyle outlook of older people in Ireland today:

“Like 65 is too young to retire nowadays. We are living longer and we’re healthier. Yeah, my granny was sitting at the fire saying her rosary at my age. No, I think 65 is wrong. It’s too young” (urban/non-working/female).

“I enjoyed my working life and by 63 I was delighted to retire, but I would not have liked to have had to leave at 57 as the members today have to do. I think 57 is an extraordinary strange age” (rural/non-working/male).

There was also a strong sentiment that the arbitrary retirement age sends out negative psychological messages for older people, which affects their orientation towards returning to the labour market. At one level, these negative feelings for older people relate to ‘disposal’, ‘redundancy’ and ‘being no longer needed’:

"So if you look at it kind of radically we don’t retire at all, we are sacked because you come to a certain age, we have no choice, 60 or 57, whatever it is. You have no option. (…) It’s compulsory retirement. I would change the language and I would say ‘When you come to a certain age you are going to be sacked out of your job, you are going to be sent home.’ That puts a different projection on it altogether. (…) Your services are no longer required” (rural/non-working/male).

Moreover, the negative psychology of a set retirement age, is also manifest in a feeling that older people have exhausted their labour/ economic worth and have nothing to contribute further as a worker:

“I think it (the age of retirement) provides a kind of psychological barrier to thinking of working beyond. The department or whoever, decides 65 you stop and I think it does have certain psychological effects. (…) So that is the end of your working life” (urban/non-working/female).

5.8
Cultural Barriers

A noticeable, if less tangible, aspect of much of the focus group meetings was the sense that culture also presented a barrier to older people accessing the labour market. In its most direct manifestation, the ‘cultural barrier’ was evident in the discussion on inter-generational relationships. For many participants there was a feeling that the practices and approaches of younger people shaped and dominated the labour market, to the exclusion of older people. Participants perceived a fundamental move towards a youth culture in the workplace:

"We are living very much today in a young person’s culture. If you are over twenty you are old, if you are over thirty you get the boot!" (urban/non-working/male)

"The youth path, it is always put forward that the thing to be is to be young and I think it has an effect on the employer, it has an effect on society in general and I think that is a factor" (rural/working/male).

"You are shoved on the scrap heap. It's the under-50 market, it is in all the advertising, 25 seems to be the age that they look for" (rural/non-working/male).

"You have a culture that says you know that we want the youngest and brightest at the cheapest rate and where there is experience and all the rest of it, it is really not worth the value it used to be or traditionally" (urban/non-working/female).

Alarmingly, a number of focus group members thought that the influence of younger people in the workplace also involved a sense of hostility towards older people:

"Years ago employers used to have older people they would have called ‘bedding down the line’ they would always have somebody older with the youngsters that acted as an agony aunt and a referee and that was actually the term they used, ‘bedding down the line’, in production. It calmed the line down. Young people are so confident now, I don’t think they want older people now as a calming influence. It is just a pity they don’t give older people a chance" (rural/working/male).

"Quite a few companies as well where the individual who is doing the interviewing could be 20 or 25 years younger than you and doesn’t want to be hiring an older person; might feel uncomfortable" (urban/working/female).

"Years ago old people passed on their knowledge and the young people don’t want that now because they are coming out of college, they are a lot better educated probably than what we were, I am not saying they know more but education wise the length of time they spent, and they assume that they don’t need what we have. They don’t need our knowledge. And it is a pity that they don’t just stop and ask, listen" (rural/non-working/female).

Yet for older people the apparent cultural antipathy by younger people, underestimates the positive contribution made by those from older age groups. A series of comments were made underlining the positive self-image that many older people had towards their involvement in the labour market, a selection are detailed below:  

"I would think myself that people, employers, would get great benefits from employing senior citizens. I don’t think there is enough made of that. I think people in that age are certainly more committed" (urban/working/female).

"Down where I work, the bad timekeepers - bad timekeeping was a major problem - they were mostly young people. The older people are much more reliable. So what you may have lost in production you gained in being on the job, being there all the time" (rural/working/male).

"In fairness they are foolish because in our age group you don’t miss days because children are sick, we are a lot more responsible, we have loyalty and we are grateful to have a chance to get back out into the workforce.  It is just a pity they don’t say that" (rural/working/female).

"This sounds as if I am biased but I just feel that the older person has a more positive attitude to work and that given the opportunity that they would be able to express themselves and be of tremendous help. So that the government, by not allowing us to work, they have negative effects from that. Now that is not saying that every young person is negative in their approach to work, no, but I think that an older person is more conscientious" (urban/non-working/male)

"The lost skills and the lost experiences, the interpersonal skills and the legal knowledge that is lost. In our jobs, 40 years, the extent of the legal knowledge and I would say the vast majority is better than any solicitor. It has gone, forgotten about. (...) I think it is lost" (rural/non-working/male).

5.9
Evidence of Discrimination?

The research team also sought views about perceptions of discrimination towards older people in the labour market. Participants argued that there was little evidence to suggest that direct discrimination towards older people was a feature of the Irish labour market. 

Nevertheless, a number of participants pointed to the examples relating to redundancy as an area where there were concerns over the unfair treatment of older people. A number of participants suggested that the evidence for discrimination was based on the use of indirect methods:

“Then you have what is called the ‘yellow pack’ operation where you have in large private companies they outsource and downsize and they set up another company of very cheap staff and that means that they can release all of their older experienced staff” (urban/non-working/male).

“So you are out the door on a pretext, they will get you on to something. They will either change your job, make the work hard, send you out for study, make life really difficulty, get back in and hire a younger person and bring them along and you are out the door” (urban/working/female).

“That is where the voluntary redundancy comes in, it is not discrimination but they are coaxing and they are tempting the older person to take the package and go, without coming out openly and discriminating just because you are old, but they are tempting you. They offer you so much to go if you want to go. (…) That is just the system they use, it tempts the older person” (rural/non-working/male).

“They show the carrot, people tend to go for the carrot. It is just people might have circumstances within their own family that they need a few pound up front and they will go for it to relieve that situation” (rural/working/female).

Moreover, there were also a number of comments from some focus groups members that suggested that employers were more likely to employ relatively inexperienced, usually younger applicants to jobs, based on the perception that more experienced (usually older) staff had higher labour costs.

"It is the feeling that if it is an older person they have to pay them more because they think that person is looking for more money whereas the younger person you can pay them the minimum wage" (rural/non-working/male).

"Depending on your position on the salary scale (…), as we get older we go up and therefore they will employ someone who is in the beginning" (urban/non-working/female).

Generally, as with the perceived intergenerational conflict described earlier in this section, much of any unfavourable behaviour was concerned with attitudes and stereotypes about older people.  This ageist behaviour was certainly about lack of understanding of the outlook and aspirations of older people but for one older person in particular the problem lay in a more obvious prejudice:

"Ageism – people are quite happy to hand over their most precious assets – their children – to old people to mind them but old people to work for them – all of a sudden they are not capable. (...) It is a peculiar situation" (urban/non-working/female).

Summary Points

· Older people felt that the lack of value placed on experience was an important issue, and saw the reliance on qualifications by employers as a barrier.

· The sense that the skills required for the labour market were out of step with the skills required in the modern workplace was evident. Older people were particularly concerned at their ability to adapt to the dominance of information technology.

· Participants felt that there were access barriers to training for older people. There were particular criticisms of FAS in relation to perceptions that the focus of training initiatives was too skewed towards younger people and concerns over specific eligibility criteria. 

· It was felt that employment opportunities for older people were constrained by the poor quality of work available, the over-rigid working hours and the variability of employment available across different sectors. 

· There was a general fear that availing of labour market opportunities would result in older people being penalised financially – in terms of benefits for instance.

· Specifically, participants felt that the compulsory retirement age was both an actual and psychological barrier to accessing labour market opportunities.

· A general context underpinning many comments made by participants was a perceived cultural barrier, with older people feeling that the modern labour market was constructed on youth-centred norms. The research team also noted the comments by some focus group members that younger people were hostile to them.

· Finally, it was argued that there was no major evidence of direct discrimination towards older people, although there were some comments to indicate unfavourable treatment on a more indirect level.

6
SOLUTIONS

6.1
Introduction

Participants were asked to consider what could be done to address perceived barriers for older people in accessing the labour market. As well as encouraging a fairly open discourse on potential solutions, the research team also outlined a range of ‘best practice’ ideas from other parts of Europe.

Yet the discussion on addressing barriers was put in context by many participants who said that providing labour market opportunities for older people should be based on choice. Focus group participants stressed that the need to develop and nurture labour market opportunities also had to be balanced with the rights of older people to choose whether or not they would access these.

"I don’t want to be flippant about all this, but I am getting very worried, I have visions of myself being trained and put out to work!!" (urban/non-working/female)

"It's a question of choice" (rural/working/male).

"So I think that whole question of choice for people when they come to a certain age is very important because there will be people who want to continue on and there will be people who will say no really I have had enough – 40 years" (urban/non-working/female).

"This is a very relevant point, I think, that someone made reference to a fair while ago, that those older people wishing, wishing, to return to work are free to. An organisation keeping a register of older people willing to return to work, for instance, it would be compiled on a basis of ‘yeah, I want to return to work’. But on the other side you might get Jack and he mightn’t want to work" (rural/working/male).

Although most of the suggestions below directly relate to barriers identified in the previous section, participants also sought to highlight more generic areas where they felt solutions could be applied.

6.2
Formal Qualifications vs. Experience

There was recognition by many participants that the emphasis on qualifications was an ingrained aspect of the modern Irish labour market. For some, the emphasis on qualifications was a necessary outcome of the goal of sustaining a well-qualified workforce. Other focus group members felt that the emphasis had become an accepted – without being questioned – part of the modern workforce.

Participants did feel that there was scope for addressing barriers in two areas. Firstly, there was the general suggestion that work experience as a practical ‘qualification’ should be recognised and given further emphasis. One group member did single out one statutory body, in relation to this area:

"The Higher Education and Training Accreditation Council is looking at this at the moment" (rural/non-working/male).

Essentially, focus group members advocated a culture shift in the way that employers viewed experience in comparison with qualifications:

"I do think that things have to change, the value and the culture because at the moment the only way you can get accreditation is through some form of a third level qualification. I think it is time to look at these areas and give accreditation to people for their experiences in their work. (...)" (rural/non-working/male).

"(...) For example, a lot of people would agree, that we as Gardai are very good social workers but they cannot employ you because you don’t have the piece of paper. But we can easily give you the piece of paper if we change the system. Instead of asking you to sit down and do exams and study, if we just look at your practical work over a number of years and qualify it. And I think it would make a huge difference to people, (…) people who have experience anywhere. (...) Whether as a social worker or whatever’, and we will qualify them, give them a certificate, a diploma or degree. Now on the basis of that you can then be employed in an area that you have got a lot of skills acquired over a period" (rural/non-working/male).

A practical outcome of this solution is that employers would, subject to the job not requiring specialist vocational qualifications, take positive action to consider work experience alongside qualifications in the shortlisting process. A further general suggestion referred to action at a local level to provide employment for older people. One participant proposed a pool of local employers defining job profiles in terms of essential skills rather than formal qualifications, which could then be matched with the local available, supply of workers - in particular older people.

"Maybe also some sort of a pool of training, where the firms could say ‘this is what we need’ and the Resource Centre then trained different people in that skill and then they can come along and say ‘we need somebody with that skill’, individual skills, it wouldn't necessitate the university degree in a lot of cases" (rural/working/female).

6.3
Training

Focus group members were unanimous in their call for reforms concerning access to training for older people. There was much debate about the need for FAS to take steps to address the training needs of older people. 

Fundamentally it was argued that training should be open to anyone, irrespective of a person's employment status:

"From the FAS point of view, this being unemployed for twelve months… is a serious gap (...). So the challenge is to have a fair structure or framework that enables people to have the job mobility (...) and to have the opportunities to upscale" (urban/non-working/female).

Furthermore, participants felt the question of access to training for older people also had implications for the general confidence and motivation of older people. 

"When I was working there I thought I couldn’t do anything else, but I retrained, I learned how to use a computer and I would never have applied straight from a factory but just because I trained, it gave me confidence" (rural/working/female).

"Again it goes back to opportunities to train because in training you are increasing your confidence in yourself and in your skills.  You are meeting people, you are back out there and you think good about yourself.  That is what is great about the Resource Centre, we get so much training, it comes out your ears!  But it is brilliant and definitely your confidence increases as time moves on" (rural/non-working/female).

It was argued that such positive effects could be further strengthened by intensive career guidance and counselling services for older people:

“Facilitating and identifying a person’s skills and what more they now want to take on. So a more individual approach is what is needed” (rural/non-working/male).

More pointedly, there was some support for one suggestion that training providers introduce quotas as a positive measure for ring-fencing a certain number of places for older people:

"I think what they should do is have a certain number of vacancies for over-50s. I mean we are talking about legislation again, but if you had a certain number that would be a good thing" (rural/working/male).

In addition to the basic issue of equal access to training, older people also pointed to the need to review the content and form of courses. It was argued that more appropriate skills should be promoted for older people – such as basic, non-academic, vocationally-oriented courses in IT, literacy and numeracy:

"Training, I think that is one area we could look at, having meaningful training, certainly meaningful training. You have lots of courses, flower arranging and making your own coffin and things like that (...). I think that meaningful opportunities of training are crucial" (rural/non-working/male).

"They should provide training courses for different skills, rather than to have a degree that you might never need" (rural/working/female).

There were also concerns about the way training is delivered. It was emphasised that training should be tailored to older people's needs, and their preferences for learning – such as flexibility in terms of the timing and venues of courses. Several older persons using the services of a local community-based resource centre pointed to positive examples:

"In the centre it is learning without putting you under pressure. It's less formal than in the classroom situation, you know like the tutor at the top of the class. It is informal. You feel comfortable, you feel happy and relaxed" (rural/non-working/female).

"And everybody there has been unemployed, they have all been there at the start doing computers and feeling maybe panicky and foolish.  And I think the tutor we had was brilliant. When you asked a question nobody started to twitter or laugh and it was answered and you found then that half the rest of them wanted to ask the same thing. (...) You could come in as often as you wanted to practice. If you didn’t have a computer at home it didn’t matter. There were practice sessions there for anyone.  There was always the staff there to help you through your practice session" (rural/non-working/female).

"Not even on the Return to Study programme which is held down in the old tech there, (...) I did it but - that size, to be quite honest and truthful with you, it was like as if you were still being back at school and still being taught. I tried different avenues and the only one that I can say that I felt happy in is in the Resource Centre" (rural/working/male).

Interestingly, as well as calling for more positive approaches to ensuring access to training for older people, a strong preference emerged for community-based approaches in the delivery of training. A number of participants called for greater funding for local community action, maintaining:

"If places like the Resource Centre were expanded and got more funding and more training for people..." (rural/non-working/female).

"There could be more computer courses in their community to encourage them" (urban/non-working/male).

"And I think only for the Centre for the Unemployment that is trying to do something on this level, but again the resources they have, like everything else, it is only a pittance" (rural/non-working/male).

The overall consensus on the delivery of training may not have been surprising given the strong representation of older people from community organisations, but this prevailing view also included those not involved in the voluntary sector. 

For those focus group members from occupations in which compulsory retirement applies at a relatively young age, it was suggested that the employer - in most of these cases the public sector - should provide for opportunities to participate in further education courses prior to retirement.

"I think that what you have already mentioned, three years prior to retirement, when a member of the force reaches 54 he should be offered an opportunity to retrain in whatever field he is deemed capable of undertaking. In other words that the State should offer him the opportunity, if he requires it" (rural/non-working/male).

"The last three years should include a course of some kind, a legal studies course, for example, and give them a qualification, addressing the questions you face at work" (rural/working/male).

Significantly, older persons viewed the provision of training and qualification/accreditation opportunities as having a clear priority over other types of measures:

"One of the problems there would be, (...) training in job search techniques is not much good if you haven’t the training. I mean you can put in a CV and all this and they will tell you how to go about this, but if you haven’t the qualifications and the re-training..." (rural/non-working/male).

6.4
Availability/ Suitability of Jobs

A feature of the debate on barriers to jobs was the prevailing view that statutory bodies could apply good practice used elsewhere, particularly in relation to young people, to promote labour market opportunities for older people. Firstly, attention was drawn to the option of paying employment subsidies to older people:

"They could maybe pay some of their wages. Like they do when a company takes on a younger person, (...) a subsidy towards their wages for a time" (rural/working/female).

"If the Government were to put some money into employing older people, say the employer gave you 100 and the Government gave you 100 as well and make it a kind of proper job, a top up. That you would feel you are putting something back into the economy and the community" (rural/non-working/male).

Yet, it was argued that financial incentives were not the only appropriate intervention. Participants maintained that employer’s recruitment practices should be directly addressed. Local initiatives, which promote the merits of employing older people to employers, were deemed an important measure for challenging negative stereotypes:

"If you had a type of a group, I am not talking about a union as such, but some group that would maybe be in a position to canvass some of the bigger firms in a particular region, and get them to say ‘we would like that you would be able to assist us, we would be prepared to accept retired people in particular aspects of your job’, something along those lines" (rural/non-working/male).

"Setting up a small group of people that would look into this and see and sort out the other people in firms and companies around the country. They could suss out the situation relative to the different firms and companies and say well we would have so many available this year and what are the chances of facilitating them in your company" (rural/non-working/male).

Moreover, one retired person felt that Government should take more radical steps to promote labour market opportunities by directly creating jobs for older people:

"Even in Government positions, they should be making jobs for older people" (rural/working/female).

Importantly, focus group members differed substantially on the issue of quotas as a useful measure. Some felt that the most effective way of promoting uptake by older people in the labour market was to make quotas compulsory. Others had a fundamental opposition to the principle of quotas, stressing that all jobs should be allocated on merit.

"I would think that new legislation, to provide for a certain number of vacancies for over-50s or retired, whatever you want to call it, would be useful" (rural/non-working/male).

"No. I don’t agree with that. They do it for women and I think the perception now is that if a woman has a job she’s got it because she’s a woman, it is not because she is well qualified. I don’t think that is good; that is patronising" (urban/non-working/female).

For many participants, any solutions to providing more job opportunities for older people also need to address the issue of the quality of work available: 

"I don’t think that the government should be highlighting on the very menial task jobs for the older people either and putting them on at most unsociable hours and expect, ‘well here it is, you refused to do this’, if it means working till one or two o’clock at night or something like that. No, I think we should be treated fair and square and honest and up and above board in a proper job" (rural/non-working/female).

When prompted on the issue of self-employment as a solution to difficulties that older people face in accessing jobs, participants expressed serious doubts regarding the willingness of older people to take such risks. One older person argued:

“Not at 60, (...) I mean at 60 you are starting to wind down. You don’t want to be taking on the responsibility of starting a new business or what have you” (rural/non-working/male).

Finally, focus group members expressed concerns regarding the Government's current emphasis on jobs in the social economy, both because of the questionable sustainability of such jobs, as well as limited prospects for progression:

"The Social Economy Projects which are replacing our CE. I found, and everyone found the same thing, that the projects coming forward are not viable, they are not long-term viable. That is the problem" (rural/working/male).

"Like Margaret and I are trained for information officers, when we finished there is no job for us anywhere. It must have cost them a lot of money to train the pair of us" (rural/working/female)

6.5
Promoting Age Awareness

Generally, older people felt that barriers connected with cultural stereotypes and outright ageism should be addressed by proactive approaches to age awareness. A number of people felt that the Government should take the lead in co-ordinating countrywide efforts to promote age-awareness:

“I think the Government needs to focus in on plenty publicity and education, stating that they want older people to partake in the work force again. I think they have got to change the mindset that is there” (rural/non-working/male).

“I think they are in the driving position and they should be starting, getting all the publicity out continually and constantly focusing on the valuable contribution older people can make. Maybe having road shows or workshops or whatever in all these localities where older people can come and ask questions and one-stop-shops, all these things would be necessary, but I think it has to be a concentrated effort that they really are serious about wanting older people and then give us all the backups of keeping the dole and keeping everything else along with us” (rural/non-working/female).

More specifically, participants when probed felt that workplace attitudes to older people required most attention, in terms of promoting age awareness. Two typical suggestions focused on (1) managers and (2) young people specifically. 

"I wonder is it management or workers that is the problem or should there be some sort of training for workers that work side by side with the older people. Is there a lack of training somewhere and a lack of communication between the workforce and management” (rural/non-working/male).

“I was wondering if there was more communication between the management and workers and maybe something in the schools for the young people at university to try in relation to working with people of different age groups” (rural/non-working/female).

Indeed, many participants expressed a comprehensive, long-term view on how to tackle ageism, focusing on intergenerational relations:

“I think they [younger people] should be educated to realise that the lifespan of the worker is usually from 18 to 65 and they should be educated for the long haul too and to realise that.  That even if they do get into management … that they realise that some day they will hit that break off point and do they want to be treated the same way they are now treating the over 50s? They will have to learn a lot of social skills when they go to college about ageism. I think it should be part of the curriculum” (rural,non-working/female).

“When it comes to young people learning about discrimination, they learn about either it as a different nationality or itinerants or homosexuals, it is very seldom that they associate discrimination with age because it is not obvious” (rural/non-working/male).

“What you actually need is a group of different age groups to discuss the issues. Surrounding all people because if you are going to look for a job even and there is a 25 or 30 year old interviewing you, unless you change their fixed mindsets, unless you change that perception… Interaction between the age groups is what I am saying” (rural/working/male).

6.6
Addressing Work Practices

The question of working practices was also an issue for focus group participants when discussing solutions for promoting the involvement of older people in the labour market. Specifically, there was a perception that fixed working hours was a barrier to older people who wished to return to the labour market. The prospect of greater flexibility in working hours, both in terms of reduced hours and formal part-time working was seen as a solution to encouraging older people to return to work.

"Maybe at a certain age you work 25 hours instead of full-time, fewer hours, you know" (rural/non-working/female).

"If you take our primary school system, they are so short of teachers, totally unqualified people in there.  Now why are some of us who are 65 or under or whatever over - why are we not considered more suitable for going in there on a part-time basis" (urban/non-working/female).

"What we could do with, the idea of some kind of structure for part-time work for us older folk who have the experience and would be capable of dealing with those kinds of situations" (urban/non-working/female).

The point was also made that the improving health profile of the older age cohort might actually provide a basis for recruiting older people into the workforce – particularly where there were labour shortages in certain sectors of employment. 

"There could be a gradement, say at 65 on, I mean many of us who had to retire early for health reasons wouldn’t have done that, could they cut down. At least they could give you a chance to cut down to retirement. It is end of story, there you are, you are out" (urban/non-working/female).

" Because when I was aged 55 my health wasn’t good I had to leave the system, I had brownie points on my pension for doing that so therefore I’m out. Now I am quite physically well again and doing quite a hefty day’s work on a voluntary basis and would be quite capable of being in the classroom. They have unqualified people working where they could be using the talent of older people" (urban/non-working/female).

Participants also suggested that flexible working solutions also included downshifting, specifically where employers were open to utilising an older person’s labour potential by allocating them to less physical work. This was seen as a way of valuing the work motivation of older people whilst recognising specific physical barriers of this age cohort.

"Well an employer, when a person is getting on a bit, could ease the burden of that employee, keep her but take a wee bit of that manual stuff away" (rural/non-working/female).

"Another aspect (...) is that as you are older surely you are going to feel a bit more sedentary.  I mean we older people are not going to look for jobs that are very physically active, running around … and therefore the computer would seem to be much more the direction. I mean we might have been builders or bricklayers or whatever but if we are looking for work in older years it seems to me we are more sedentary" (rural/working/male).

6.7
Solutions to Financial Barriers

Although less prominent in discussions, there was a consensus that encouraging older people to participate in the labour market should not result in them being financially penalised. The solution for participants was obvious: reform financial arrangements for older people who wished to return to work to mitigate the loss/reduction of benefits/allowances. Perhaps surprisingly, the key area for those questioned was the fear of losing medical card allowances rather than the specific taxation issue:

“If they brought down the pensions to 65 and then gave a greater allowance, personal allowance for the person over 65 or whatever, that would be encouraging” (rural/non-working/male).

“The Government can also allow older people to work without losing their entitlements. My pension is a disability pension and I can work without losing it. If I was on an ordinary social welfare one I couldn’t. If I worked 17 hours I would lose my social welfare and I would only get paid basically a few pound more” (rural/non-working/male).

“I would think medical cards would be more important than your taxation because if an older person is entitled to the medical card with a pension, but then if he goes out to work and loses it… the medical card is very, very important” (rural/working/female).

6.8
Compulsory Retirement Age

It was clear that older people had fixed views on the compulsory retirement age. At one level participants stressed the importance of choice in terms of formal retirement, with older people not being coerced to return to work.

"I would be very wary of any legislation changes to moving or actually legislating that a person should be retiring at 65, 66, 67 or whatever simply because (a) they may have a lifestyle that they may want to pursue at that age after having worked 40 odd years or whatever else, (b) there is a chance by legislating for it, industry being industry, I am being a bit of a cynic here, would take advantage of that from the point of view from extra pension contributions and keeping people in the system for that much longer so, you know, just be careful" (urban/non-working/female).

However, the view of the majority of the group was also that whilst choice was important, the compulsory retirement age was too rigid. The removal of this set age for retirement, it was argued, would help to utilise the working potential of older people where that was their choice. 

"I think that barrier of 65 has got to go" (urban/non-working/female).

"So I think there is a need for more flexibility. Certainly in the education system, I don't like the idea of all or nothing" (urban/non-working/female).

Summary Points

· Participants stressed the importance of choice as an over-arching principle in any decision to access the labour market.

· There was a strongly argued case for giving some form of accreditation/ or take steps to reflect the value of experience as a ‘qualification’ – an example was in the shortlisting of candidates for jobs.

· Older people called on FAS to change the eligibility criteria for training to enable their access to this provision. It was also felt that FAS could explore the possibility of developing training programmes specifically for older people, recognising key needs in the areas of basic skills and support. Finally, there was extensive support for community-based delivery of training to older people.

· Although participants disagreed over whether there should be job quotas allocated for older people in the labour market, they were supportive of direct financial interventions to enable participation.

· There was no evidence of support to encourage older people to develop self-employment opportunities.

· Participants advocated efforts to encourage employers to consider flexibility in relation to working hours particularly, to encourage older people to return to work.

· Focus group members thought that there was a need to raise awareness of older people and their needs in relation to the labour market, as a way of addressing negative stereotypes.

7
CONCLUSION

7.1
Overview

This study has focused on enabling older people to express their views on access to the labour market and solutions for promoting labour market opportunities. The use of a qualitative research methodology, based on focus groups, has elicited a rich vein of views from older people and offers a new perspective to an area of study largely characterised by quantitative work. Admittedly analysis of qualitative research, whilst being successful at eliciting the feelings, opinions and aspirations of participants, is subject to caveats associated with representativeness and random bias. This research team recognises that this study is no different in that regard. Nevertheless, researchers were struck by the elements of consensus running across all of the focus groups and strong opinions expressed. Importantly, it should be recognised that the views expressed are ultimately the perceptions of older people, which are recorded, presented and discussed in this report vis-à-vis those of programme providers.

Moreover, it is worth noting that throughout the research there was a consistent theme that stressed the importance of older people ‘speaking out’ about their needs and aspirations. In part this was probably due to the campaigning/ political backgrounds of some of the participants, but may reflect a broader desire for older people to make their influence known on the wider policy-making and legislative agenda.

“You don’t get anything without a struggle… [older persons representative organisations] should be widened out to try because you are going to have to push and push to change what is necessary. Grey power” (rural/non-working/female).

“You need to get up and fight. We are too quiet here” (urban/non-working/male).

“We have to be proactive. And I would say to you, the more they see you and the more they hear you…” (rural/working/female).

This final brief section first summarises the key findings of the research. Then it presents the views of programme providers on the focus group findings. In the following section the research findings are critically assessed. Finally, recommendations are advanced. It is hoped that the recommendations will generally influence policy initiatives relating to older people and the labour market, whilst specifically being directed towards the Employment and Human Resources Development Operational Programme of the National Development Plan.

7.2
Key Findings

7.2.1
Research Context

The main thrust of research on older people and the labour market to date has been economic, emphasising the need to increase participation. In contrast, little research has been undertaken from a wider socio-political stance, which draws attention to the need to provide equality of opportunity and to eliminate discrimination, thus emphasising choice as well as the quality of older people's participation.

The economic pre-occupation has translated into a predominance of quantitative studies, conducted from a labour market perspective. While the literature explicitly mentions the importance of needs and preferences of older people to be taken into account, it recognises that little research has been undertaken in this field. It likewise recognises a paucity of qualitative research. 

The discourse has to date been dominated by supranational and national decision makers (representatives from government and public agencies, employers organisations, trade unions, NGOs). There has been little work to include the views of older people in this discourse.

The situation pertaining to older people and the labour market in Ireland has been remarkably absent from comparative studies and international debates. At the same time, however, a consensus has emerged regarding the limited transferability of good practice across international boundaries. 

Research on older people and the labour market in Ireland to date has been, until recently, virtually nonexistent. Recent studies have made a significant contribution to stimulating debate, but have also presented further research opportunities – particularly with regard to exploring the views and preferences of older people using more qualitatively-focused methodologies.

7.2.2
Barriers to Labour Market Opportunities

Focus group discussions highlighted seven barriers/ themes to the labour market for older people. For many, the most important barriers were those associated with qualifications for work. There was concern by older people about the emphasis placed on qualifications for accessing employment and resentment about the lack of recognition of work experience as an important attribute for participating in the labour market. Many group members questioned the excessive reliance on qualifications; some thought that ‘paper’ qualifications did not always mean someone could practically do a job. 

There was a sense from discussions that the modern labour market had developed a set of values that did not equate with those of older people . Aside from the reliance on qualifications, there was a sense that the core skills of the modern labour market presented a barrier. A primary concern was the development of information technology. Nevertheless, there was a sense from discussions that older people wished to address deficiencies in information technology in a positive way. 

Participants voiced concern at the lack of access to training for older people. Indeed, the general lack of knowledge about existing training schemes undoubtedly explained some of the access difficulties. There was a perception that younger people were given preferential treatment in accessing training. Focus group members also felt that there was a focus on unemployed people in terms of access to training - to the detriment of older workers. 

Older people variously felt that there was a lack of suitable jobs/ a poor quality of available jobs to encourage them to avail of employment opportunities. Issues connected with working hours also were seen as a barrier to those older people wishing to return to employment – with a particular concern around the availability, type and incidence of part-time work. Finally, there was some recognition that the availability of jobs for older people varies between sectors, occupations and educational attainment.

Practically, older people felt that financial barriers prevented them from availing of employment opportunities. There was a fear that accessing work would result in older people being penalised – particularly in terms of losing existing benefits or entitlement. 

Interestingly, many older people saw the compulsory retirement age in itself as a psychological barrier to accessing employment. It was felt that the arbitrary nature of the retirement benchmark had negative implications for the esteem and future work aspirations of older people.

A recurring, if less prominent aspect of older people’s views was the sense that cultural barriers to the labour market were apparent. The key focus of this centred on inter-generational relationships, and the perception by some focus group members that the negative views of younger workers/ managers was a barrier to involving the older age group in employment. 

Finally, although not identified as a barrier per se, the research team questioned older people on perceptions of discrimination. On the evidence of views received, there was little to suggest that direct discrimination towards older people was a feature of the Irish labour market. Nevertheless, a number of participants pointed to examples relating to redundancy as an area where there were concerns over the unfair treatment of older people. A number of participants suggested that the evidence for discrimination was based on the use of indirect methods.

7.2.3
Solutions

Importantly, participants stressed the overall concept of choice in presenting solutions relating to labour market opportunities – the supreme right of older people to individually and/or collectively decide whether they wish to access/ return to employment/ training.

There was a general aspiration by participants that the value of experience as a ‘qualification’ for employment would be given more recognition and greater emphasis by employers. Practically it was suggested that employers would take positive action, for specific posts, to shortlist older people for jobs by equating their experience with qualifications to do the job. Another suggestion concerned the development of job profile by employers that could be matched with the local available supply of workers, particularly older people.

There were many concerns about access to training opportunities and older people felt that FAS in particular, could take steps to address the training needs of older people. Ostensibly increasing access for older people would involve, it was argued: opening all training provision to everyone; consideration to introducing quotas of training places for older people; a review of the content of existing training to make them more culturally sensitive to the needs of older people; taking steps to improve the flexibility of training provision – in terms of timing, and venues; utilising community-based training providers. 

The debate on addressing the availability/ suitability of jobs resulted in participants expressing support for introducing subsidies to promote labour market opportunities for older people. There was a recurring view that any solution in the area of employment needed to pro-actively work with employers to challenge negative stereotypes about older people.  There was a division on the question of introducing job quotas reserved for older people. One view felt that this was the most effective way of encouraging older people to access the labour market; another view was concerned that this would conflict with the principle of allocating jobs on merit. Finally, there were less prominent contributions from members that tended to discount self-employment as a solution, and questioned the value of social economy projects for creating employment. 

A general over-arching solution was that there needed to be an age awareness campaign to promote labour market opportunities for older people. The basis of this suggestion was grounded in concerns about intergenerational relations, and the need to challenge negative attitudes towards older people in the workplace.

Finally, the group also variously suggested that: more flexible working practices needed to be adopted by employers to remove work stereotypes that were an barrier to older people accessing the labour market; reform of financial arrangements needed to be promoted to prevent older people from being unduly penalised for accessing/ returning to the labour market; the compulsory retirement age should be removed.

7.3
The Views of Programme Providers

Given the context of the research, the EHRDOP, the study team also sought the views of key programme providers. Of most interest were the views of programme providers towards the initial findings from focus groups and the practical articulation of recommendations that could be referenced to the EHRDOP.

In terms of general issues emanating from the research, there was consensus from programme providers on the following:

· Researching the views of older people with regard to the labour market, using focus groups, was a useful contribution to assessing the needs of this age cohort.

· There was an acceptance that older people were not a homogenous group and had a range of different aspirations and opinions.

· The prominence of the qualifications versus experience debate in focus group discussions was seen as a reflection of older people being under-valued and pointed to the need for further work to address this.

· The perceived cultural barriers, particularly in relation to inter-generational problems interested programme providers.  It was felt that efforts to address these cultural barriers would need to focus on employers, with support from programme providers and relevant voluntary organisations.

In relation to recommendations specifically, there was consensus on the following:

· The need to initiate age aware promotional programmes targeting employers was stressed.

· It was accepted that projects demonstrating the contributions of older people to the labour market – possible under the EHRDOP – would help to promote the needs of this age group. It was however stressed that employers needed to take the lead on this, although one programme provider pointed to the role of community-based organisations in carrying this forward.

· Practically taking steps to recognise experience by accreditation was advocated – the most common example suggested was Accreditation of Prior Learning schemes.

· Examining the scope of training for older people was accepted in principle by programme providers.

· Encouraging a greater role for community initiatives to provide training for older people was identified as a way of increasing access to courses.

Outside these general comments there were a number of specific comments from key programme providers, detailed below.

FAS

It was felt that the comments from focus group respondents might have understated the work that FAS does with older people. The state agency pointed out that many of the long-term unemployed – a key target group for FAS – were older people. It was also stressed that any perceived focus on younger people was to prevent them becoming the ‘future long-term unemployed’.

In terms of training specifically it was felt that any issues to do with access by older people towards training were not concerned with discrimination. At one level there was the argument that older people have perhaps subconsciously constructed barriers to training opportunities. It was pointed out that older people had accessed retraining initiatives led by FAS. An example cited was the work carried out by FAS with people made redundant by the closure of a major employer.

Specifically, although FAS did not currently see the need for dedicated financial support to facilitate access to training opportunities for older people, the state agency was open to supporting initiatives originating from employers or community organisations.

Finally, it was suggested that the Lifelong Learning agenda may – in time – achieve greater uptake by older people towards training. Furthermore, it was suggested that initiatives be targeted towards older people at the 40-50 year old age group.

CERT

For CERT, there was a sense that the hospitality industry offered opportunities for older people based on a unique set of circumstances. Firstly there was the shortage of resources in the hospitality industry. Secondly, CERT had begun to focus on non-traditional sectors in its marketing strategies: women returning to employment, early school leavers and the socially excluded (including older people).

Furthermore, in recognising that older people were under-represented across the hospitality industry, it was suggested that a more pro-active stance towards the involvement of older people might bring mutual benefits. For employers, the utilisation of the pool of untapped labour in the older age cohort could help to address labour shortages, as well as fostering positive attributes associated with this age group in the workplace – punctuality, company loyalty etc. For older people the prospect of accessing employment characterised by flexible working hours and the prospect of attaining ‘on-the-job training’ represented opportunities.

It was suggested that practical projects – possibly through EHRDOP measures – to positively reflect the contribution of older people in the workplace were needed. Key suggestions included employer-led workplace training, job mentoring and the adoption of flexible-working demonstration projects by employers.

7.4
Assessing the Findings

7.4.1
The Focus Group Findings and Previous Research

At one level, research findings were consistent with existing research studies and comparative work elsewhere. Preceding research identifies barriers in the areas of the skills mismatch, training, the availability and suitability of jobs, flexibility in the retirement age, awareness of age-issues generally and financial concerns. Conversely, the research team were surprised that the focus group discussions did not elicit significant discourse on other inequalities for older people – such as in the areas of job promotion and redundancy.

Yet within the remit of this qualitative research there are important nuances and stresses. Overall, the focus on labour market opportunities probably led retired participants to underplay any reservations they had about returning to the labour market in any scenario. The absence of sustained discussion on health barriers was also surprising and may have been affected by random bias in the composition of focus groups. A fear by some participants of an effective rise in retirement age was a noteworthy finding. Focus groups discussions did go some way to providing some indication for the causes of low training participation rates (the importance of which was underlined by the ESRI study) – namely the perceived eligibility for FAS courses and high costs of commercially-delivered training. Subsidiary to this, was the general support by participants for community-based training to older people. It also appears from this research that financial barriers – overall - may play a less prominent role, but this needs to be qualified, since participants from manual backgrounds gave this greater priority during discussions.

The research findings are particularly noteworthy in three areas: (1) the qualifications versus experience debate; (2) the comments of participants in relation to the availability and quality of jobs, and (3) ‘cultural’ barriers to labour market participation by older people. The dominance of the debate on the value of experience over qualification does not appear – at least explicitly – in previous research, and highlights the fears of older people in relation to the modern labour market. Participants’ comments about barriers associated with the availability/quality of employment options also emphasise the relevance of this issue in the debate on labour market opportunities. Finally, this research highlights the wider emerging concern of older people of cultural barriers as variously manifested in negative stereotypes, the perceived youth culture of the modern workplace and working practices. Clearly, this research’s major contribution lies in the range of solutions being proposed by older people. A number of these, in particular in the areas of accreditation, training, age awareness and specific employment support, provide the basis of the discussion and recommendations below.

7.4.2
The Research Findings and Irish Labour Market Policy

Regarding the primary concern of older people consulted in the research (formal qualifications vs. experience), it is striking that hardly any mention – except by one participant – was made of current Government initiatives in addressing the issue of accreditation. A lack of awareness both of initiatives (such as Accreditation of Prior Learning) and relevant institutions involved (such as the Higher Education & Training Awards Council, Further Education & Training Awards Council, National Qualifications Authority of Ireland, and the Task Force on Lifelong Learning) was noticeable. Given the findings of the analysis of current labour market policy in Ireland (see Section 4), this outcome is hardly surprising. It may be concluded that the low priority lent to the issue (as it emerges from the NEAP and the OP) has directly translated into the low profile of any efforts that are being undertaken. This suggests that significant scope remains for both increasing the efforts undertaken and for raising their public profile, disseminating information more widely to older people. In other words, a greater urgency and a greater weight should be given to the issue of accreditation.

The research has unearthed a significant divergence between the perceptions of older people and programme providers in relation to training. The prevailing view of focus group members was that there were access problems to training for older people, with many participants challenging the role of FAS in addressing perceived barriers. From the point of view of FAS, its training programmes are open to all sections of the population.

In fact, a closer scrutiny of eligibility criteria defined for FAS courses reveals that upper age limits do not apply as such. However, the desirable criteria may work to the disadvantage of older people, such as the requirement for junior or leaving cert qualifications. Given the lower educational attainment levels of this age group, the enforcement of qualifications as criteria for accessing training may indirectly discriminate against older people.

In relation to older people’s perceptions of a bias in FAS programmes towards unemployed people, the analysis reveals that a range of courses are available which do not require a Live Register criterion, even though it seems fair to say that the focus is predominately on the unemployed. Moreover, it may be argued that – on the one hand – the rationale for focusing on the young unemployed as a means of preventing their marginalisation long-term is entirely plausible. 

On the other hand, however, the research findings suggest that currently, the concept of prevention is put into practice in a fairly limited way. The emphasis is placed on preventing unemployed people from becoming long-term unemployed. It may be suggested therefore that there is ample scope for a wider approach, encompassing a greater emphasis on training older people that are in work, which reduces their vulnerability to becoming unemployed. Ultimately, any intervention that sets in once a person has become unemployed is remedial rather than preventive.

Regardless of the precise nature of eligibility criteria defined and applied by FAS, however, older people’s perceptions of significant barriers to training are highly important in their own right. Rather than merely discarding the expressed views as misconceived, it is crucial to consider the implications of the prevailing negative perceptions. As perceptions crucially inform human behaviour, the risk of self-discrimination by older people in relation to training is substantial: if an individual perceives barriers to be at work she/he will not infrequently be discouraged from availing her-/himself of opportunities that may in actual fact exist.

There was little disagreement between both focus group members and programme providers about the importance of the availability/ suitability of jobs for older people. Financial barriers and the quality of employment of work available were identified as key issues. Considering the findings from the analysis of current labour market policy in Ireland, it must be concluded that the concerns expressed regarding the quality of available jobs have to date not been addressed sufficiently in the policy arena.

This conclusion links in with more critical assessments of the employment boom during the 1990s and its representation as an all out success story, the critique of which pertains to the exclusive focus on the quantity over the quality of employment created. The ‘quality’ of jobs in this sense encompasses a range of dimensions, including work conditions and pay levels as well as the sustainability and stability of jobs. Claims for the particular suitability of the tourism industry to the needs of older people should therefore be treated with caution, considering the extent to which the sector is subject to fluctuating market forces. The perceived fall in demand during 2002 may serve as a case in point.

Furthermore, the research suggests that the scope for accentuating efforts to target the ‘hearts and minds’ of a range of key actors within civil society is substantial. Recent research on institutional actors has underlined the key significance of the socio-political environment in shaping institutional behaviour. In other words, the actions of decision makers – whether in the public, private or community/voluntary sector – are firmly embedded in the values held in wider society. It is essential, therefore to foster the development of a culture of inclusiveness. The research findings suggest that greater urgency and weight be attributed to promoting age awareness and to widening its scope.

Finally, the research reveals that the majority of older people did not detect direct discrimination to be at work regarding the sphere of employment, or – if so – that age discrimination was considered to be less severe than unfair treatment on other grounds such as gender, ethnicity and socio-economic status. While it may be argued that recent anti-discrimination legislation has contributed to reducing direct forms of discrimination it remains doubtful whether this has led to a genuine end in discriminatory practices or indeed, as some participants argued, has led to modifications in the form rather than the nature of unfair treatment.

Likewise, it may be argued that cultural factors could cause a reluctance on the side of older people to label certain practices as ‘direct discrimination’, preferring less radical and therefore controversial terms.

The present research does not allow definite conclusions on this issue. Further research is needed to determine these fundamental questions. Ultimately, however, the issue underlines the importance of promoting age awareness.

7.5
Recommendations

Overall, it is felt that there needs to be a less formulaic approach to older people and the labour market. Much of the debate is framed by a need to promote general economic progress, rather than recognising the social and welfare needs of older people. In this regard, the recommendations outlined below are strongly grounded in enhancing the rights, choices and aspirations of older people in the first place. It is argued that basing the inclusion of older people in a purely economic rationale will not achieve a fundamental shift, given the highly volatile nature of the labour market. A human rights/ equality approach, in contrast, aims to strengthen the position of older people in relation to employment on a long-term basis. The key recommendations are in five areas:

7.5.1
Valuing Older People

The emphasis on the qualifications versus experience debate in focus group discussions, subsequently accepted by programme providers as an important issue, clearly has to be addressed. Ultimately any solution has to be grounded in giving recognition to the experience of older people and best utilising this to promote participation in the labour market.

At one level there is scope for those state organisations involved in accreditation (e.g. HETAC, FETAC) to investigate the issue. The references to Accreditation of Prior Learning programmes by programme providers for accrediting training appears to be one practical way of addressing the over-arching issue.

Ultimately the EHRDOP does provide a vehicle for practically supporting interventions. The Adaptability sub-programme does provide scope for accreditation (e.g. Measure 20), whilst the tenor of the Entrepreneurship sub-programme targets ‘those who have been distanced from the labour market’ (e.g. Measure 19A).  Practically, measure leaders could take the lead in promoting positive action initiatives to support ‘experience-focused’ approaches towards labour market opportunities for older people. This might involve projects aimed at promoting good practice such as: 

· encouraging employers to use welcoming statements to encourage job applications from older people; 

· guaranteeing interviews to older people that meet rudimentary job criteria; 

· targeted training where focused support would be offered by employers to enable older people to acquire essential skills for local job opportunities. 

· establish an older person’s panel comprising those with particular skills and/or experience, that could be used – on a consultancy basis – to provide support/mentoring to new businesses.

7.5.2
Making Training Work for Older People

It is clear that the negative perceptions of older people towards training opportunities are significant and wide in scope (access to training, the type of training delivered and the methods of delivery). Such fundamental concerns signal the need for a significant strategic initiative. It is accepted that employers and voluntary organisations can play a role in enhancing training opportunities for older people. It is however difficult to accept that ‘bottom-up’ initiatives to promote training opportunities for older people will be enough in the absence of a strategic lead from FAS.

It is recommended that steps to increase the numbers of older people accessing training need to be promoted. FAS should introduce a strategy to address the training needs of older people. Such a strategy would consider: policies for access to statutory training opportunities; disseminating information to encourage training take-up by older people; the case for tailored training – in consultation with employers and older persons’ organisations and the formulation of a plan for the delivery of the training. It is unlikely that increased access to training opportunities for older people will take place without the allocation of dedicated resources although it is worth noting the financial curbs being placed on central government departments during the latter half of 2002. Finally, although there has been a recent increase in the number of studies on the position of older people in Ireland generally, there still has been little research into the training needs of older people. This is particularly needed in relation to carrying out a baseline audit of skills/ qualifications of older people and the gaps in training provision. This is something that FAS should seriously consider.

7.5.3
Establishing Work Opportunities for Older People

The fear identified by participants that they would incur financial penalties for participating in the labour market is an issue outside the scope of the EHRDOP. Ultimately it would be Government’s responsibility to review benefits and taxation arrangements to stimulate greater participation by older people. Such activities are currently underway. The issue of the compulsory retirement age is also something that Government needs to review in the light of the negative impact this has on older people. In this regard, the need for Government to link with employers and older persons’ representative organisations to develop policy on preparing older workers for retirement should also be a consideration. Essentially, Government should seriously consider making subsidies available or offer tax credits/ breaks, to encourage those older people who wish to return to the labour market to do so.

There is scope for positive action measures by employers to transform the availability and suitability of work for older people: information events for employers and voluntary organisations working with older people; enabling older people to take part in ‘taster’ placements where they would spend a fixed amount of time in a job on a fixed (although unpaid) basis; mentoring support to enable older people to develop skills to access employment opportunities with local employers. Projects in this area could be funded through the EHRDOP (under the Employability sub-programme for instance). In recognising that many retired people have portable skills that could be an asset (e.g. teachers), it is recommended that employers could develop local skills registers of older people who may wish to assist them to fill short-term or emergency jobs.

7.5.4
Challenging Working Practices

There is little doubt that dealing with barriers for older people presents a challenging agenda. Given the comments of focus group participants there is no reason to doubt the practical constraints for older people – unsuitable manual work and inflexible working hours in particular. Although for instance, there is scope within the hospitality industry for addressing the working hours flexibility issue – as pointed out by the CERT representative – the perception is that flexible working is not a universal feature of the Irish labour market.

The scope for changing working practices does require a steep change in behaviour by employers. As with training there is no doubt that employers have a role to play in changing working practices, but any initiatives require a higher level response. Ultimately the key actors in promoting more ‘age-friendly’ working practices are the Department of Enterprise, Trade and Employment, the Irish Business and Employers Confederation and the Equality Authority (in consultation with older person’s representative organisations). 

A key practical recommendation is the development of a good practice code (developed by the key actors named above and circulated to employers), outlining ways of increasing the work opportunities for older people. It is recommended, for instance, that employers consider physical aspects of their work and consider reasonable steps to make the workplace more amenable to older people. Yet, similar in many ways to gender-based positive action measures, there is also scope for employers to consider flexible working policies, such as ‘flexi-time’ arrangements or part-time working. 

Within the EHRDOP the opportunities for challenging working practices could involve supporting projects which work with employers to alter or adapt policies and working practices to increase participation by older people (probably under the Employability sub-programme). One programme provider noted initiatives taken by some supermarket chains in Ireland to stimulate participation by older people by promoting flexible working. A more holistic model for employers in Ireland might be the B&Q DIY chain that is well-recognised for its positive approach to the recruitment of older people by the creation of broad age-aware working practices. 

7.5.5
Promoting Age Awareness

There was universal acceptance by both older people and programme providers that greater efforts had to be made to promote age awareness in the labour market. The greatest challenge is to promote a positive perception of older people and the potential they have to offer the labour market. Perceived inter-generational tensions expressed at focus group meetings provide an important focus for any age-awareness work.

As with challenging working practices, efforts to defuse perceived inter-generational tensions are a cultural issue.  It is difficult therefore to also conceive a means of addressing this issue without the involvement of high level organisations in tandem with employers and relevant voluntary organisations. 

Awareness promoting work should likewise be targeted at older people themselves: promoting existing opportunities for older persons.

There are a number of suggested initiatives, co-ordinated in the first place by the Department of Enterprise, Trade and Employment to promote age awareness:

· Government establish a Unit with a specific remit for older person’s issues to co-ordinate multi-agency approaches

· An awareness campaign, possibly referencing the Code of Practice. mentioned in relation to working practices above, could be implemented, principally targeting employers

· More specifically, a national awareness day on older people and labour market opportunities could be established – in conjunction with the Equality Authority.

APPENDICES

Appendix 1: Focus Group Questions

Q1
Is unfairness relating to work (access to work and opportunities at work) an issue for older people?

Probes

· Has the issue got more or less important – and why?

· Is the current low employment of older people due to barriers or people's choice?

· Is it an issue you would discuss with other people, raise with employers or public agencies?

Q2
What do you think are the problems for older people in terms of access to work and opportunities at work?

Probes

· What are the most important types of problems:
access to jobs - progression within jobs - training - job retention - ageism - retirement (pensions/benefits/taxation)?

· Evidence of the prevalence of discrimination – what form/ does this take?

Q3
What can be done to address problems for older people in terms of access to work and opportunities at work?

Probes

Sub-groups to develop list of suggestions for addressing labour market problems (both remedies and prevention)!

· ‘How would you like to work (work conditions and career development)'?

· 'In an ideal world what would you like to see for older people’?

· Have you come across any government initiatives addressing these problems (e.g. by FAS or CERT)? If so, what do you think of them?

· How important is what the state can do vis-a-vis what employers can do?

Q4
Which of the following things do you think would help older people address problems with work and work opportunities?

Probes

Sub-groups to consider list of good practice options from other countries!

Appendix 2: List of Focus Group Meetings

	composition
	place of meeting
	contact organisation

	retired
	Dublin
	Irish Association of Older People

	workers
	Galway
	SIPTU

	retired
	Galway
	SIPTU

	retired
	Sligo
	SIPTU

	workers and retired
	Wexford
	Irish Senior Citizen Parliament

	workers, unemployed and retired
	Dundalk
	Dundalk Unemployed Resource Centre

	workers and retired
	Portlaoise
	Retired Garda Association

	retired
	Dublin
	Retired Secondary Teachers Association

	workers and retired
	Dublin
	Civil and Public Service Union

	workers, unemployed and retired
	Glenties
	MFG Teo


Appendix 3: Active Labour Market Policies

'Active' measures refer to direct state interventions to either prevent or reduce unemployment. They can be distinguished from 'passive' measures - such as income support and benefits - which primarily aim at alleviating its effects. Active measures can take a multitude of shapes. In order to provide some direction through the maze of different interventions, a number of classifications have been developed. A five-point typology, developed by the OECD, is frequently employed. It distinguishes between the following types of measures:

· public employment services;

· training measures;

· youth measures;

· subsidised employment;

· measures for disabled people.

The OECD typology, though established and widely employed, has rightly been criticised for being somewhat inconsistent. Most importantly, it conflates different types of measures with different groups of beneficiaries. O'Connell and McGinnity (1997) advance an alternative classification, which is more clear-cut, even if at the expense of detail. It is based on two basic distinctions: supply-side vs. demand-side measures and weak vs. strong market linkages.

	
	weak market orientation
	strong market orientation

	supply-side measure
	general training
	specific skills training

	demand-side measure
	direct employment schemes
	employment subsidies


A Typology of Active Labour Market Policies (O'Connell and McGinnity 1997, 19).

Appendix 4: Objectives, Priority Actions and Measures of the Employment and Human Resources Development Operational Programme (Department of Enterprise, Trade, and Employment 2000).

	employability
	entrepreneurship
	adaptability
	gender equality

	mobilisation of labour supply
· Schools Modern Languages

· Apprenticeship/ Traineeship

· Apprenticeship (Education)

· Sectoral-Entry Training – Tourism (Education)

· Sectoral-Entry Training/ Agriculture

· Sectoral-Entry Training/ Tourism

· Sectoral-Entry Training/ Tourism School Leavers

· Skills Training for the Unemployed and Redundant
	in-company training
· In-Company Training/ FAS

· In-Company Training/ Enterprise Ireland


	skills training
· Sectoral Training – Gaeltacht, Culture and Film

· Sectoral Training – Seafood

· Sectoral Training – Forestry

· Ongoing Sectoral Training – Equine Institute

· Ongoing Sectoral Training – Tourism

· Ongoing Sectoral Training – Tourism Education

· Ongoing Sectoral Training – Agriculture

· Middle-Level Technician Higher Technical Business Skills

· Undergraduate Skills

· Postgraduate Conversion Courses
	equal opportunities
· Equal Opportunities Promotion and Monitoring – Education Sector

· Educational Equality



	preventive approach to unemployment

· Early Literacy

· Early Education

· School Guidance Service

· School Completion Initiative

· Early School Leaver Progression

· Early School Leavers – Youthreach and Travellers

· National Employment Service

· Employment Support Services

· Action Programme for the Unemployed
	social economy
· Social Economy Programme

· Local Social Capital
	lifelong learning
· General Training

· Back to Education Initiative

· National Adult Literacy Strategy

· Further Education Support Services
	gender mainstreaming
· Equal Opportunities Promotion and Monitoring – Education Sector



	social inclusion
· Traveller Education

· Active Measures for the Long-Term Unemployed and Socially Excluded

· Third-Level Access

· Vocational Training and Pathways to Employment for People with Disabilities

· Refugee Language Support Unit


	
	quality of education and training
· Training of Trainers

· Adaptability – Training of Trainers

· Quality
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� Direct comparisons between sources are rendered difficult by the fact that the literature employs differing age brackets – in the majority of sources figures are calculated for 55-64 year olds, only a few employ the 50-64 age cohort in their analysis. Moreover, in most cases aggregate data is employed, only few sources provide disaggregated data for 50-54, 55-59 and 60-64 year olds. Further complications derive from the use of different parameters - namely the 'employment rate' vs. the 'activity rate' - to measure the involvement of age groups. The 'employment rate' of any given age group is defined as the ratio of persons in paid work (excluding the unemployed) over the total population within that group while the 'activity rate' includes those who are unemployed in the numerator.


� Unless otherwise stated, all figures refer to the year 2000, which is the most recent year for which the most comprehensive comparisons for 50-64 year-olds are readily available.


� These sources employ the age cohort of 55+ in referring to older people.


� The CSO data likewise employs the age cohort of 55+ in referring to older people.


� In this section, all sources quoted – with the exception of Goodbody Economic Consultants (2002) – employ age categories which do not allow for the inclusion of the 50-54 age bracket in the analysis.


� See Appendix 3 for further information on the concept and typology of ALMPs.


� The most important changes have occurred in relation to equal opportunities, which has seen a substantial increase in activities. All other modifications relate to pillar one ('employability'), which can be seen as another indication of the primary importance lent to it.
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