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As the retired proportion of the population rises, boosting activity rates among those of working age becomes increasingly important. With the share of younger workers set simultaneously to decline, low participation rates at the older end of the age range  - which, in the context of longer active lives, is no longer as old as it once was - are a luxury the economy cannot afford.

HM Treasury Report to the European Commission (July 2002)

As the recent National Audit Office (NAO) report
 highlights, there are individual and business benefits to be gained from the employment of older people. For many older people, being out of work can result in poverty, insecurity and social exclusion; working can help to combat these. 

Employers too can benefit from the reliability of older workers which can lead to lower staff turnover, greater productivity and skills retention. It is estimated that the relatively lower level of employment among older workers costs the economy £19-£31 billion a year in lost output and taxes and increased welfare payments. 
This Learning Theme looks at labour market factors affecting the employment prospects of those over 50, with a focus on initiatives to improve access to, or enhancements in, work for this diverse age group.  The issue has a particular resonance for the South West, reflected in a key demographic trend: the increasing proportion of older workers moving into the region, many to take up early retirement, bringing with them a substantial skills base which, if tapped, could unlock significant economic potential. Understanding how to improve employability for an ageing workforce needs to be a strategic priority for the South West region if it is to maintain a healthy and productive workforce. 

In this Learning Theme, we explore a range of issues which are also reflected in a new £2m European Social Fund EQUAL initiative, the South West Opportunities for Older People (SWOOP):

· Skills and Learning and Information, Advice and Guidance (IAG) – workplace support and mentoring, flexible practices, training, retirement options; 

· Employer Engagement – informing age-friendly staff recruitment and development policies, and improving worker choice of career opportunities;

· E-portfolios – providing innovative ways of representing individuals’ aptitudes and stimulating new skill development.
Recommendations

Set out below are the main issues and recommendations arising from the Learning Theme:

1.
Measures to raise employer awareness of the aging workforce

Agencies within the South West, particularly local Learning and Skills Councils (LLSCs), need to support awareness-raising campaigns regionally and locally to reinforce the potential impact of demographic changes and explode myths about the value of older workers. This needs to be accompanied by improved age legislation awareness for employers (especially small businesses) and recruitment agencies.  Good practice in age diversity should be publicised and transferred.
The value of continued workforce development, which includes older workers, needs to be reinforced. The introduction of all-age ‘apprenticeship’ schemes could be developed to foster all-age training.
The work of Age Positive Champions needs to be built upon and utilised, including case studies of employer good practice such as: Ginsters, ASDA, B&Q and the Meteorological Office. Through the SWOOP project, two to three employer-focused pilot projects in key sectors could be developed, then promoted and disseminated as good practice.
2.
Up-skilling the older worker

Employers should be encouraged to provide continuing professional development as an actively managed policy. One possibility is to consider technology solutions such as a ‘skills bank’ for older workers.

Employers should develop policies and practices which encourage succession planning and provide routes where accumulated expertise can be channelled into possibly less demanding roles within the organisation. 

3.
Changing employer recruitment practices

Best practice across the sectors needs to be built upon and could include: the development of a non-age specific application form, as promoted by the Employers Forum on Age; and a reduced dependence on qualifications (often regarded as ‘lazy human relations’) with more emphasis on aptitudes and personality. 

4.
Role of community organisations as employers

There needs to be a greater focus on opportunities for older, semi-retired or retired workers with the time and skills to lead social enterprises and community-based organisations which can bring about enormous community benefit and utilise older workers skills effectively.

5. Empowering older workers to overcome barriers

There needs to be greater sharing and understanding of a range of innovative initiatives which focus on improving the employability of older people and dealing with the multiplicity of barriers which they face.  

6.
Connecting with older people

Innovative approaches will be needed to connect with this age group in settings and contexts with which they feel comfortable. The region can learn from successful practice elsewhere which includes targeted measures to retain older people in active employment and community engagement.

The effects of individuals’ own perceptions of low self-esteem and status should not be underestimated and can act as a potent barrier. To overcome this, training should be offered to older people which includes how to promote oneself to a potential employer.

A ‘one-stop shop’ for age and employability issues should be established, perhaps within Equality SW and the SWOOP project.

7.
Making better choices

Better market intelligence is needed about employment opportunities to enable more informed decisions about participation in the labour market.  

8.
Recognising the role of the community and voluntary sectors

More use could be made of voluntary and community sector initiatives to enable short-term employment ‘trials’.  More resourcing is also needed to support family learning which provides a positive example of intergenerational working and can be effective in breaking down age-related preconceptions. 

9.
Developing an integrated ‘age’ agenda for the region

If the challenge of the ageing workforce is to be faced effectively, then greater priority needs to be given at the policy level within the region to the development of an ‘age’ agenda.  This should be led by the SWESA board and should set out the nature of the challenge and identify actions that individuals, strategic agencies and employers, working together, can take and ensure proper integration of policy, so that targets, funding and provision are effectively locked in to tackling the issues. This needs to be accompanied by a better analysis of the impact of current policy on older people and the extent and nature of provision. 
Much greater awareness of age demographics and more flexible resourcing is needed to inform and develop responsive action plans by LLSCs and Sector Skills Councils (SSCs). With this in view, local LSCs should build partnerships with more innovative service providers from whom good practice could be adopted.  More research would help to identify age-related issues in learning and working, including more active tracking of older age groups. 
10.
Information, advice and guidance

Older people need access to dedicated guidance services and better intelligence about employment opportunities. It is proposed that the region develop a ‘single point’ initial access and follow-up IAG service.  This should be explored through a small scale pilot to test the feasibility and cost of providing the ‘ideal’ service as measured against the economic benefits of raising the skills level, motivation and working lifespan of those aged 40+.
In tandem with this, measures should be established to promote and support job changes for older people that complement an acknowledged shift in the nature and intensification of work.
11.

The design of learning and skills programmes

There is presently a mismatch of approaches in the accreditation of prior and experiential learning and support which impedes parity of esteem. More efforts should be made to ensure outcomes and accreditation are matched, and flexible training should be more widely implemented. 

SSCs will have a key role to play in incorporating age-friendly representation into their workforce development strategies. The learning support skills of workplace assessors and line managers need to be addressed, and more use should be made of champions and mentors drawn from an older age group.

Expertise in mid-life planning amongst service providers should be enhanced. This might include a greater focus on non-LSC funded provision for older people that extends beyond funding allocated mainly in response to skills shortages. Service providers should open up greater flexibility in choices available to older people, making available a wider range of working arrangements and improved awareness of transferable skills.
12.
Develop a regional e-portfolio

A regional e-portfolio, similar to Careers Wales’s, for co-ordinating age-related efforts by agencies within the South West should be developed, linking the provision of online intelligence with guidance services in a clearly integrated and systematic way. This should be developed by the SWOOP project building on best practice elsewhere.

� NAO, Welfare to Work: Tackling the Barriers to Employment of Older People (2004).





