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Employers remain 

highly reluctant to give 

priority to retaining 

older workers
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E m p l o y e r s '  t u r n  t o  b e  f l e x i b l e

T he ca co p h o n y  o f vo ice s  b e w a ilin g  
A u stra lia 's  ag e in g -w o rk fo rce  grow s 
ever m ore sh rill. A cco rd ing  to som e, 

even ris ing  interest rates are now  flo w in g  
from  industry's in ab ility  to find sk illed  la 
bour. W hethe r or not these c la im s are e x 
aggerated -  see W orkw atch  M arch  2 0 0 6  
-  it seem s c le a r that co n ce rn  about them  
is genu ine . But rem edial action is a m uch 
c lo ud ie r matter. W hat are w e  a c tu a lly  do
ing about it?

Faced w ith  actual and im m inent loss of 
e xp e rien ced  staff, o rgan isations have two 
obvious options. They can try to find m ore 
young people w ith  potential and they can 
seek w ays to keep older w orkers for longer. 
In a c lim a te  o f gathering c ris is  on this is
sue, might w e  not expect to see evidence of 
m assive em ployer efforts to do just that?

It is not yet ap parent. A nd w h ile  th is 
m ay be su p e rfic ia lly  surprising , it soon be
com es obvious w hy it is so. In order to ad
dress these tw in goals, em ployers must have 
determ ination and in form ation . At present 
not enough em ployers have real aw areness 
of what might tempt older workers to stay at 
w o rk . And even few er have a sophisticated 
approach to identifying or m easuring poten
tial in the young . M any are fa ilin g  s im p ly  
because they do not know  w here  to start.

Th e  in f lu e n t ia l H udson  Report  -  an 
im portant regu lar study of the A u stra lian  
labour m arket -  recently  found alm ost u n i
ve rsa l co n ce rn  about sk ill shortages. Yet 
nearly  ha lf the organisations surveyed had 
no system atic  m ethod for m easuring  po
tentia l. A  s im ila r proportion had no form al 
ca ree r m anagem ent program s for existing  
younger staff. Am ong notable offenders in 
this regard w e re  the education and not-for- 
profit sectors, w here a high proportion of li
brarians are located. O n the retention ques
tion , another ana lys is  by W eiss H R  M arket 
Research co nclud ed  that 'm ost com panies 
have little  real understand ing of w hy em 
ployees leave ', despite that fact that 80 per 
cent saw  em ployee retention as a vital stra
tegic priority.

No surprise then that analysts are now  
strongly focusing their research on just what 
em p lo ye rs  w i l l  need to do to enco urag e  
m ature-age w o rke rs  to d e lay  re tirem ent. 
In a new  (July 2 0 06 ) an a lys is , Hudson at
tem pts to estab lish  p rec ise ly  w hat kind of 
w o rk p la c e s  w il l  retain o ld er p eo p le . A f
ter su rvey in g  m ore than e leven  hundred 
kn o w led g e  w o rke rs  aged from  40  to 70 , 
seven key issues were identified. The Report 
found workers w ere  most like ly  to stay on if 
they w ere  offered m inim al com m uting time; 
high pay; a friend ly  w o rkp lace ; new  ch a l
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lenges; recogn ition ; fle x ib le  hours; and the 
ch an ce  to w o rk  from  hom e. O f particu la r 
s ig n ificance  is the finding that retirem ent is 
not a preferred cho ice  am ong the sam ple. If 
conditions are m ade more appealing, more 
than half prefer full-tim e work. And this pro
portion falls on ly  m odestly -  to 40 per cent 
-  am ong those aged 60 or more. The survey 
confirm s that the vast m ajority of older peo
ple w ou ld  prefer to continue w ork ing . But 
m any w ill not do so unless the ir w ork ing  
cond itions suit them .

These data are fa sc in a tin g , e sp e c ia lly  
w h en  co n s id e red  ag ainst an A p ril 2 0 0 6  
Hudson study of more than 8300  employers 
across Australia . N ationally, less than one in 
two em ployers (4 0 .7  per cent) w ere  active
ly seeking to attract and retain mature age 
w orkers. Yet 'everyone' is ta lk ing about the 
problem  -  as w e ll they might. The median 
age of Austra lians has increased by alm ost 
six  years in the last 20 years. B y2020  -  less 
than a decade and a half away -  a clear ma
jority  of Austra lian  w orkers w ill be over 45 . 
That is a lready the case in the lib rary and 
inform ation sector. Yet Professor Sol Encel, 
research fe llo w  at U N SW 's Centre for So
cial Policy Research, says Australia is sim ply 
not accep ting  these rea lities . H is research 
show s that em ployers rem ain h ighly re lu c
tant to give priority to retaining older w o rk 
ers. Encel says it is 'a un iversa l attitudinal 
p rob lem ', for w h ich  em ployers have many 
false rationalisations.

In M arch , W orkw atch  suggested A u s
tra lian  em p loyers w e re  being foo lish  and 
se lf-d estru c tive  in th e ir rig id  attitude to 
em p loym ent of young graduates. Despite 
a litany of com p laints about their problem s 
w ith  recru itm ent and retention of staff, it 
now  seem s m any are no m ore creative in 
th e ir ap p ro ach  to o ld er peo p le . W ith  so 
obvious a fa ilu re  to ad just p o lic ie s , it is a 
m ystery how  these organisations expect to 
m eet the ch a lleng es they spend so m uch 
tim e ta lk ing about.

It is som ew hat am using to see m any or
ganisations that invoked the need for 'f le x 
ib ility ' as a reason to shed jobs and slash 
cond itions in the late 1990s now show ing 
no ca p ac ity  to ap p ly  that sam e qua lity  to 
th e ir re cru itm e n t and retention  p o lic ie s  
w hen  it is d esp era te ly  needed . They  w ill 
be the losers. Hudson A ustra lia  C E O  Anne 
Hatton says current find ings are a serious 
'w ake-up ca ll to Austra lian business'. There 
is an urgent need, she says, for em ployers 
to 'get their head around the idea of fle x
ib le  w o rk  for o ld er w o rke rs , job -sharing  
and home-based o ffices', as w e ll as provid
ing w ork  and fam ily  b a lance for the young. 
W h o  can doubt that she is right?
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