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International research shows that discrimination against mature 

age workers is one of the least acknowledged barriers to 

workforce participation. This can manifest in both the recruitment and retention of 

mature age staff. For example, euphemisms such as being unable to fit in the current team, 

being overqualified, lacking up to date skills, being inflexible, slow and unwilling to learn, higher 

salary expectations and concerns about overall health and fitness are often reported.  

 

The fear of age discrimination can be enough for mature 

jobseekers to ‘self-deselect’ themselves from the job market 

completely. Jobseekers are often left feeling very discouraged and just think “what’s the 

point” as they are too old now for employers to consider hiring them. In a survey of older job 

applicants (aged 50+), many reported being treated differently than younger applicants.  

 

A younger worker is more than 40% more likely  

to be called back for an interview compared to an older worker.  
Further, some professions are seen as having a more youth-focused culture such as in the 

information and communications technology industry. It’s worth noting that one can assume 

that the reason they’ve been rejected from a job is due to their age – especially when feedback 

has sounded like a ‘cop out reason’, used to protect the employer from being seen to choose 

candidates based on age. These assumptions/irrational beliefs can be fuelled and exacerbated 

by the media reinforcing the reasons why mature age jobseekers are rejected. 
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Bowman et al. highlight systemic barriers facing older jobseekers within employment services 

systems, including the young age of many employment services’ staff (mid-twenties to early 

thirties), which can lead to unconscious bias and misrecognition of older jobseekers’ capabilities 

and experience. There’s also the perception from staff that this cohort are just too hard to 

place, especially when time and resources are tight. Mature age jobseekers have witnessed 

more success in their job search when matched with a case manager who is of a similar age, 

reporting a feeling of being understood of their specific barriers.  

 

The institutionalised categorisation of adults who are over 55 years of age, unemployed and 

low-skilled as ‘older’ and ‘disadvantaged’ may further affect their opportunities across a range 

of situations, but most particularly their employment prospects. It is claimed that categorisation 

can devalue an individual’s human and social capital in the eyes of prospective employers and 

in their own eyes which may lead to a lack of motivation to participate in further education and 

training. Labelling does not enhance mature age jobseekers’ self-esteem nor increase their 

enthusiasm for participating in activities to increase their employability. In fact, labelling can 

cause that person to end up ‘behaving in the way that’s expected of them’ – the expectations 

we create for others, often become reality (behavioural confirmation). 

 

50+ JOBSEEKERS’ READINESS FOR WORK (Esher House 2018, N = 20,251) 

 

The Assessment of Work 

Readiness unveils a 

jobseeker’s genuine readiness 

and commitment to 

employment. 

 

There are marked differences 

in 50+ year old jobseekers 

compared to over jobactive 

participants. 

Most notably, they are much 

less likely to be in 

“Contemplation” – knowing 

that they should work, and 

intending to eventually get 

around to trying to re-enter 

employment.  

 

However, there are more 

likely to be in 

“Precontemplation” – in short, 

they have given up trying to 

re-enter employment, lacking 

the desire or confidence to 

do so. Additionally, they are 

significantly more likely to be in “Unauthentic Action”, stating and displaying that they wish to 

return to work, but not genuine in that commitment. 
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This data supports other academic research that suggests that mature age jobseekers deselect 

themselves and might find it easier to “hold out” for a pension. However, with extended 

lifespans and the considerable economic and experience asset of mature age workers, this is a 

huge loss of talent and a latent drag on economies.  

 

The above data evidences that a discrete mature age employment programme is justified, as 

well as a refined AWR set of assessment questions. Psychological capital-building interventions 

(building mental toughness, self-efficacy and well-being) are likely to deliver the greatest uplifts 

in employment outcomes. 

 

Both living arrangements and care-giving responsibilities can 

significantly impact mature age jobseekers’ ability to secure 

employment. Older women (45+) are much less likely than men of the same age group 

to find work, largely due to a large percentage of women having disrupted their careers or 

education to focus on their child-care commitments. This employment gap, as noted in the 

Parents Next research can affect self-esteem, self-efficacy and education/skill level.  Further, this 

cohort (both men and women) can also face the challenge of ‘balancing’ jobseeking/work 

commitments with caring responsibilities for elderly parents. Many older workers are interested 

in being able to work fewer hours or fewer days per week or having flexible start and finish 

times. Work is already hard to secure, but for those needing flexible employers who understand 

their specific needs, it can be even tougher.  

 

Out-dated job search skills & qualifications. Studies show that 

mature age job seekers often possess outdated skills and knowledge or lack skills needed for 

the present labour market (such as current IT skills). This can discourage mature age workers 

from seeking employment, or to simply settle for ‘any job’ rather than more appropriate work 

for their interests and skills. In a survey of Australian mature aged jobseekers, participants felt 

that the employment services system was primarily focused on finding entry level, low-skilled 

jobs requiring little experience or training: jobs that were out of sync with their level of 

experience and skills set.  As such, training in new IT skills in particular may be of benefit. 

Mature jobseekers realised that they might need to accept/apply for jobs one or several levels 

down. Once employed in a lower‐level job, the skills from their previous higher‐level 

employment were not fully utilised, leading to skills attrition and poor job retention. Once an 

individual loses their lower-level job, employers tended to look at their most recent 

employment and so they had to aim a little lower again than their last job. Survey of mature 

age jobseekers’ perceptions of employment support: 

“They’re disinterested in finding jobs for relatively skilled and experienced jobseekers whereas they 

have tons of dishwashers and supermarket packers” 

“Really only there to help you if you are looking for trade-like work…or have absolutely no idea of 

how to put a résumé together.” 

Contractual pressures to quickly deliver employment outcomes may also orient employment 

service providers to steering jobseekers towards relatively low-skilled, low-paid jobs that 

require little experience or formal training. Such strategies effectively ensure that individuals 

who had once been located within skilled or professional occupations are likely to be resisted 

by mature-age jobseekers who refuse to be shoehorned into forms of employment different to 

their expectations and self-perception of who they are as “workers”.  
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Physical health has a major impact on early retirement, job loss, unemployment 

or difficulties re-entering employment.  The probability of employment for men with poor 

health is significantly lower than for those who reported their health was in good condition. 

Further, long-term illness or disability is a major reason reported for not wanting to work, 

accounting for 68% of males aged 50-54 years and 54% of 55-59 years. Nonetheless, 

workers 55+ are in fact less likely to take a sick day and are the least likely cohort 

to suffer a work-related injury than younger employees. 

 

Negative self-perceptions of ageing and negative age stereotypes are 

associated with negative outcomes. Older adults who hold negative attitudes toward their own 

ageing tend to benefit less from training activities compared to individuals who have a more 

positive attitude. Intervention programs targeting middle-aged and older adults’ negative self-

perceptions of ageing hold great potential to change what are mostly negative age 

stereotypes, and therefore promote successful ageing. Hence age-specific interventions to 

build psychological capital and optimism will deliver greater returns. 

 

Mental trauma experienced from being made redundant from long-term ‘careers’ - some since 

school - can be devastating for some. There is not the modern acceptance of different careers 

and there is a disproportionate sense of stigma. This sense of loss and change of routine has a 

massive impact on an older person’s purpose and sense of identity in their lives which in turn 

affects their physical and psychological wellbeing. High levels of depression are reported in 

empirical studies by those who experience involuntary exit, with participants in qualitative 

research reporting feelings of ‘anxiety, depression, guilt, anger, and sadness’. There are also the 

serious long-term financial effects associated with prolonged loss of earnings and reduced 

capacity to save for retirement, which can lead to ‘intense anxiety’ among older unemployed 

workers ‘about their ability to manage financially for the rest of their lives’.  

 

A sense of powerlessness/helplessness about the future pervaded participants’ accounts of 

coping with joblessness and underemployment, with several ‘hanging out’ for the Age Pension. 

 

Mature age jobseekers engage less in job search activities, which 

explains 11-15% of their lower chance of reemployment. This may indicate that activation 

measures and active support for those aged fifty and over in their new job search can be 

effective. This activation could start as soon as they become unemployed, given the job search 

behaviour of those aged fifty and above is significantly lower during the first months they are 

unemployed and the highest proportion (72.5%) of the older unemployed do not find work as 

a result of their own efforts after jobseeking for three months. 

 

55+ Jobseekers Respond Particularly Well to the Esher House 

Psychosocial Intervention - Peer-reviewed data analysis evidences that 55+ general 

unemployed participants respond remarkably well to a programme of stage-matched one-to-

ones and Resilience Workshops. 

 

Placement outcomes increase from 24% under employment services as usual to 38% in the 

treatment group (N = 2,032). 
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Contact:  darren.coppin@esherhouse.org           or  adrian.king@esherhouse.org  
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