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Executive summary

· Recruiters generally perceived older people as being more reliable and having a better attitude to work than younger people, especially in the trades and manual area. However, recruiters also said that some older workers were inflexible and not well adapted to new ways of working. 

· Recruiters said that employers were becoming more positive about older workers, but pockets of discrimination still existed. In particular, some employers believed that older people did not have enough energy or physical capacity for senior management roles. 

· Many recruiters saw a role for themselves in helping employers to focus on the abilities needed for a role, rather than the age of applicants. They felt they were successfully changing perceptions by sending good older candidates who met employers’ requirements.

· Recruiters said that the old barriers of technology and physical strength had been largely overcome as older people working in administrative areas now tended to have had extensive IT experience, and lifting equipment eased much heavy manual work. 
· Some recruitment consultants still heard of people in their 50s having difficulty obtaining an interview, let alone a job.

· Recruitment consultants said older candidates needed to be more confident and sell their strengths. These were often the “soft” or intangible qualities such as attitude to work and communication skills. They also needed to keep themselves up-to-date, and display flexibility, adaptability, energy and enthusiasm.

· As employers’ attitudes towards valuing older workers shifted, some recruiters said that older people could create barriers for themselves by expecting discrimination.

· Most recruiters have not changed their practices to specifically accommodate an ageing workforce. They said that by focussing on skills and abilities, they provided equal opportunities to all candidates, regardless of age. 

Background

This research project explored the views of recruitment consultants, corporate headhunters and search consultants on older workers and on their clients’ attitudes to older workers. It builds on recent EEO Trust research on employers’ perceptions of older workers. 

In this study with recruiters, the EEO Trust conducted telephone interviews of 15-30 minutes with 12 recruiters dealing with a range of employment groups from administration to senior management, as well as trades, industrial and manual labour positions. The interviews covered both permanent and temporary work in the manual and administrative areas. 
The recruiters interviewed worked for a wide range of recruitment and placement companies in the North and South Islands. Most, but not all, are members of the EEO Trust Employers Group. Some gave us permission to use their names in this report, while others preferred to remain anonymous. The EEO Trust is grateful for the information provided by them all.
We began by asking recruiters what age-group came to mind in response to the term “older worker”. Responses varied according to the position involved, tending to be 50+ for management, mid-level professional positions, and industrial or manual-type occupations, and younger (40+) for administrative positions. Overall, though, the definition was the same as that found in our study of employers: mainly people aged 50 and older.

While some recruiters felt that the definition of older worker had shifted upwards as the workforce aged, one recruiter dealing with temporary administrative staff thought it had shifted downwards. She believed that many older workers had left the workforce with the advent of IT-based working environments, which also coincided with economic restructuring and redundancies.

Changing times

Most recruiters said they were noticing more older people in their work. This was partly because of the increasing numbers of older people in the population, but also because people were working longer for financial reasons. 

The recruiters said that some older people also wanted to stay in paid work for personal satisfaction. For example, Lesley Davies, Associate Consultant at Hudson, said, “They’re quite stable, staying in jobs longer, and if they come looking for a new job they’re not necessarily looking for a job where they’re heading towards a top position. They just want a good job, with a good company, stability, interesting work, to feel valued and get on with people.”
Another recruiter, also working in the professional area, said, “More older people are applying for jobs, but not a huge number more. Older workers tend to stay put because they’re concerned about finding new employment if they leave their current employer.” 

Many recruiters, particularly those dealing with the trades, industrial or manual sector, said that older workers were becoming more valued for the skills and attitudes they brought to the workplace. “They’ve become more valuable,” said one, “because the younger generation is not as good in the area we deal with. They [older people] have traditional values towards work – they get out of bed, they’re reliable.” 

Mark Meredith, Drake International Auckland Station Manager, said, “They’re more reliable, turn up, have a better work ethic. They’re just interested in doing a day’s work. They’re level-headed and stable.” 
However, Jo Gorman of Adecco Personnel noted a difference between permanent and temporary positions, with lower demand for older people in permanent roles. 

“It isn’t the same in the permanent workforce, because younger managers can be afraid of managing people older than themselves,” she said. “It’s easier to manage someone lower down the hierarchy in terms of experience and age, so some struggle if they have to manage someone who they see as above themselves in the hierarchy. No one is open about not wanting older people, so we can’t address it directly.” 

Suzanne Boyd of Clayton Ford Recruitment thought the only change in relation to older workers was at the awareness level, rather than action. “One thing I’ve really noticed in the market is an increasing awareness by employers, government and local bodies regarding older workers and the value they bring to an organisation. I’ve also noticed more awareness about some of the barriers and prejudices of mature age workers, but not a major shift. Some employers are more relaxed and open to older workers but there isn’t a groundswell of change.”
Responses were mixed as to whether older people were becoming more successful at being selected for jobs. As there are more of them and fewer young people coming through, it should be easier for them to get jobs, but recruiters were still hearing reports of older workers finding it difficult to get jobs.

One said, “People still disguise their age – they feel it goes against them. I hear of people 50-54 finding it difficult. Over-qualified is often the reason given. Employers think they will leave, but they aren’t recognising the need for work-life balance and other priorities in people’s lives for wanting what seems like a position they are over-qualified for.” 

Other recruiters also noted that older people sometimes wanted to downshift to less responsible roles or fewer working hours. For example, Robyn Redford, Search Principal at Sheffield, said, “There’s a trend towards people at senior levels being interested in working more flexibly because they want to travel, spend more time on their fitness and other areas of fulfilment in life.” 

Lesley Davies of Hudson said, “They want flexibility, fulfilment, stimulation, [and] to make a contribution, but they also want other things in life; family [and] work-life balance, while still feeling the sense of achievement they get through doing paid work.”
Jo Gorman of Adecco added, “Many are wanting temp work to go along with retirement, because they don’t need a regular income. It’s not a livelihood they’re looking for, just supplementary income and they’re great for the casual labour force. They don’t have children to find care for at the last moment, so can be available at short notice.” 

Benefits of older workers

While a few of the recruiters interviewed were reluctant to generalise, most were quick to list a fairly consistent range of benefits of employing older people, such as experience, life skills, reliability, stability, wisdom, maturity, a strong work ethic, communication skills, mentoring and providing support for younger people.  These attributes are the same as those mentioned by employers in the recent EEO Trust research on employers’ perceptions of older workers.

Jane Kennelly, Director of Frog Recruitment, commented on older workers’ stability and loyalty, saying, “They turn up early on Monday – bright and ready for work! They’re not as tech-savvy, but are technically capable and are online. They have Facebook pages too, you know. 
“They have a strong work ethic, are wise heads, have wisdom, and many of the practices of old are still entirely appropriate in today’s business. They have an ability to communicate very effectively rather than those used to cyberspace, and offer a natural opportunity to provide support for younger peers.” 

A recruiter working with administrative, sales and industrial roles in the South Island said mature workers had “experience and life skills, and in some roles older people are ideal to handle different challenges. For example, in people interaction roles, younger people often lack the necessary life skills and ability to cope”. 

Alexis Siermans, Director of KC Temps, said older employees had “levels of experience and maturity in terms of decision-making”. 

Recruiters in the management and finance areas also mentioned the benefits of older people in that they had lived through a range of economic cycles and had seen different ways of doing things. Suzanne Boyd of Clayton Ford Recruitment, “In the area of finance, accounting and banking, older workers have seen so many systems and ways of doing things, they’re very pragmatic. They add flavour and texture to teams.”
Another recruiter said, “They’ve built up a lot of contacts over time and have experience in changing markets. For example, they have prior experience of a recession and crisis management.”
One noted, however, that experience alone was not enough, as older people needed to be up-to-date and flexible, especially for senior management positions. “If they only bring experience, it’s not enough. They also have to bring an ability to be flexible and listen, and a reasonable degree of intellect. Experience alone tends to be trapped in a time warp, and economies move fast, so they need to be able to keep up with change and be adaptable.” 
In the manual and industrial area, where different generations of a family might work together, one recruiter said that an advantage of having older workers was that they made sure the younger people turned up. In this area, the value of older workers was such that the problem was how to attract enough of them back to the workforce, or keep them there.
“Demand for older workers exceeds supply in the area of trades and drivers, plumbers [and] carpenters,” said one recruiter. “If you have a good chippie who is old, pay him to train and coach younger ones. We need to attract the older generation back. They don’t need to upskill - the skills they have are more relevant than what young people have.” 

Attitudes to older workers 

The general view emerging from these interviews was that employers’ and recruiters’ attitudes to older workers were increasingly positive. There was a greater awareness and acceptance of older workers remaining in the workforce, as well as appreciation of the value they brought to their employers.
“Most employers are more open,” said Lesley Davies of Hudson. “Not many companies we deal with are ageist any more. They realise that they can get someone for a specific job who is reliable, will give good service and is not wanting to move on in six months or go on their OE. They’re recognising the benefits and value of older workers. In fact, some are now biased against the under-30s because they move on too quickly and waste the training invested in them. Older workers are more reliable and stable.”
One recruiter working with senior roles acknowledged that ageing affected everyone. “We’re all getting older, so people are starting to see themselves as older workers. It’s all moving up, so there’s more tolerance of older applicants, but employers are still looking for the best option. We see a lot acting as mentors, which opens the younger workers’ eyes to the value of grey.”
Robyn Redford of Sheffield said, “It’s to do with increasing health and fitness as people age. The barriers set years ago aren’t valid anymore. For example, in Christchurch we have a group of over-50s cycling and mountain-biking together regularly, nicknamed the Cycling Mafia. The activity is seen as a business networking opportunity as, say, golf used to be. It shows physical fitness [and] energy, which relates to mental capability and a slowing of the aging process.” 

Adds a recruiter in the trades area, “Age is just not an issue at the moment.  It’s become more positive in the last 10-15 years because the younger generation aren’t properly prepared for work these days. 
“The issue was when there was a technology gap for older workers, and a flood of older workers looking for jobs due to redundancy during restructuring in the 80s and 90s. Now older workers come through as having always been in the workforce. Those making the decisions are older, 45-plus themselves, and in an ageing population and workforce, it’s driven by more older people and less younger ones being in the labour market. So why would it be an issue?”

Said Mark Meredith of Drake: “If there’s physical work, employers say they want someone who is young and strong and can lift all day long, so that tends to be a barrier to an older worker. But some older workers are fit and able, so we will send them out. It’s a function of ability, we don’t discount for a role on age alone. We also have work that doesn’t involve heavy lifting, so there’s always something to suit an older worker.”
Some recruiters noted that the skills shortage had forced employers to employ older people, and their attitudes had been positively changed by the experience.
“Older workers themselves are changing,” said Jo Gorman of Adecco Personnel. “They’re more agile and mobile and engaged in the workforce at the end of their careers, more flexible. The skill shortage has made employers be more open-minded and they’re pleasantly surprised when they open their eyes.”

The general consensus was that if employers and recruiters focussed on skills and competencies, age was not an issue.

“If it’s a competency-based selection process – everyone has exactly the same chance, regardless of age,” said Alexis Siermans of KC Temps. “If there’s a formal position description and measurable KPIs [key performance indicators] it gives applicants an even playing field and an equal chance of being successful. I do think there are barriers, but why should there be? If someone has got skills and experience and motivation, and is willing, ready, able and technically astute, there’s no issue.” 

Barriers facing older workers

Most recruiters believed there were still pockets of age discrimination, often because employers had not caught up with the changing nature of the ageing workforce. 

For example, Jane Kennelly of Frog Recruitment said, “We have an overwhelming response from applicants feeling they’re not getting a look-in – particularly males who were previously in management roles are finding it more difficult. One from the sales and marketing area aged 56 had sent 44 applications and not got one interview out of it.” 

Robyn Redford of Sheffield felt that barriers still existed for older workers, but the age at which they applied had increased. “There are still barriers, but the point where the barrier is has shifted up. For us it is now at 60-plus rather than a few years ago in the 50s.”
Suzanne Boyd of Clayton Ford Recruitment said there was recognition that attitudes needed to change, but that changes were not happening quickly enough. “There’s some change going on but not as much as required. There’s still a long way to go for employers’ attitudes to change.”
Another recruiter said employers were more flexible, but extended that more readily to existing employees. “They might not admit to discrimination because they understand it’s not okay anymore, but ingrained habits are hard to break. The challenge is of different generations’ perceptions to life. If a Gen X employer sees an older person as holding them back and not flexible and wanting to do things their own way, they might be resistant to employing them.”

Some recruiters referred to the closing technology gap. “Technically they’ve caught up, the gap has become smaller. Those that have stayed in the workforce have up-skilled and kept working and learning and up-to-date,” said Alexis Siermans of KC Temps.
Suzanne Boyd agreed, “There is a huge misconception that older workers aren’t up to date with technology, and that they are slower. This isn’t correct.”
However, Richard Manthel of Robert Walters had a different view, saying that poor skills could still be a problem for older people working in IT. “We work closely with clients and it’s always skills-set driven. In IT, for example, the skills required can limit opportunities for older workers.” 

Other recruiters noted, as did employers in our previous study, that the increased use of equipment for heavy manual work was eroding the barrier of physical capacity.

Solutions

A number of recruiters suggested ways to overcome the barriers they believed older workers faced. 

One recruiter said that recruiters themselves could help change employers’ perceptions that older people lacked energy or were inflexible. “Recruiters can do a lot to break it down by persuading employers to look at a specific older candidate who has got these things. Industry knowledge is a positive for older workers. There’s great scope to do retraining, which demonstrates vigour and energy, and stimulates them mentally.”
Suzanne Boyd of Clayton Ford Recruitment said that younger managers could create barriers as “many find it very strange to be managing someone like mum or dad” but “the solution is to try it. Once they’ve hired an older worker, they’ll see it’s just like any other employment relationship and they’ll reap the rewards. More exposure to older workers will benefit the organisation as they often mentor, coach and train the younger staff, who also realise they’re just as tech savvy. We just need to get more older workers into the workplace, so that people can see for themselves rather than having preconceptions.”
Several recruiters said that more education and awareness-raising amongst employers and staff would improve the situation for older workers. For example, Lesley Davies of Hudson said people needed to be educated about the ageing workforce, and that “older workers need to stay in the workforce to meet the labour market needs of the New Zealand economy. 
“Young people go overseas between 24 and 35 leaving a gap, and those jobs can be filled by older workers. Not all older workers are looking to move into management –many are happy to keep working at a mid-level role. Employers shouldn’t make assumptions about what an older person wants to do, and older people need to point out why they want or are happy with a particular role, although they may have had more senior roles in the past.”

Another recruiter said, “Employers could improve the chances of older people getting jobs by using performance-based compensation, learning how to respect values of different generations, helping management deal with those things, and offering flexibility.”
And Suzanne Boyd of Clayton Ford Recruitment wanted more initiatives from Government and local bodies. “We’ve had positive discrimination around ethnicity, now we need to focus on incentives for employers to hire older workers, and an awareness-raising campaign to dispel myths.” 
Jane Kennelly of Frog Recruitment said the age barrier largely related to management roles and there was a need for more education and awareness, as “hiring managers haven’t connected with the fact that grey may save them with staffing”. 
As referred to above, a desire to downshift is sometimes met with reluctance by employers, so the recruiters suggested that candidates spell out why they thought a particular position would suit them and what strengths they would bring to it. The recruiters also suggested that employers ask applicants about their aspirations rather than making assumptions.

A recruiter working with senior executives said, “When people are in their late 50s, a lot of assumptions are made about them, and what they would or would not want to do. We advise them not to allow assumptions to grow – tell people what you’re doing or want and why. Examples of assumptions are that ‘he wouldn’t be interested, has been too senior’, but employers need to ask people, not just assume.” 
And Suzanne Boyd of Clayton Ford Recruitment said, “New Zealanders work very long hours, and because work-life balance has become something everyone wants these days, we’re seeing a number of people wanting to downgrade hours.” 

She continued, “We offer career contracting that is, we have a lot of candidates who work six and nine month contracts for varying employers on an ongoing basis, and many of these are mature age workers. These contractors can often dictate their own hours because basically they’re self-employed. Employers like using contractors because they want people for a specific project, a new system, a peak period, or when the organisation is being restructured. These same employers don’t care about age because they just want the project done, and the contractors focus on timelines, results and outcome, without getting involved in the political aspects of the workplace. Contractors are very experienced, often more qualified and experienced than the job requires, so the employer gets excellent value for money.”
Recruiters’ perceptions of employers 

In general, the recruiters interviewed believed that most employers were focussed on ability to do a job and therefore did not stipulate age. However, they said that some employers did not mention age because they knew it was illegal.
For example, Alexis Siermans of KC Temps said it was “less a change in attitude and more a change towards being compliant. It’s legislatively-driven. Employers are more aware of compliance now, so age isn’t mentioned overtly as it was perhaps 20 years ago.” 

When clients did not want to employ an older person, recruiters suggested helping them focus on ability rather than age, presenting older workers who met the requirements and, as a last resort, refusing to work with employers who were truly resistant.

“The best way to convince clients is to bring them the best people without having thought about age,” said Robyn Redford of Sheffield. “When they see in person someone who meets all the requirements, they’re not going to ask about the age that goes with that. We focus on meeting the requirements of the position.” 

Another said, “We have good candidates in the older age group, and good employers see the benefit of life skills and experience.”
Another said that employers rarely stipulated age “and we don’t ask, and that is the key. It’s inappropriate and unethical to ask. If a client does indicate a preference, you still put forward the best candidate, regardless of age. We’ve seen a client refuse an older candidate and it backfired on them. They chose a younger candidate who wasn’t recommended and who couldn’t cope with the role because they lacked the skills. The older person was the best candidate in terms of skills”.
Mark Meredith of Drake: “If an employer requests a particular category of person, we ask them why they think that person would do the job better, and that identifies the skill or quality they’re actually looking for. Then we send them people who can meet that requirement. But most clients are conditioned to skills-based rather than age-based selection.” 

Other recruiters said that it was better for employers to be up-front about age discrimination so that recruiters could deal with it directly, rather than send an older candidate into an unwelcoming situation.
“There’s less specification around age than there used to be, and we don’t get into it,” said Jane Kennelly of Frog Recruitment. “When this is raised we talk it through, and focus on ‘the best person for the job’ approach.  We exercise intuition around who to put forward to a role, as, equally, it is not about putting jobseekers in uncomfortable positions.” 

Recruiters working in the manual, industrial and trades areas believed that age discrimination did occur, but only against the younger generation. For example, one said, “It’s positive towards older ones and negative towards younger ones. They request older, mature people. There’s a lack of trust in the life skills and work-readiness of the younger generation.” 

And another: “Older people are more stable, there are fewer issues with them, such as not turning up for a day’s work.”
Recruiters’ advice to candidates

Most of the recruiters suggested ways that candidates could improve their chances by keeping up-to-date and being flexible and adaptable. Energy and enthusiasm were important, as well as being tolerant of the different ways younger people worked. 

“Older workers have to be prepared to be part of a team,” said Jo Gorman of Adecco Personnel. “Like everyone else, they have to fit in. People tend to get more set in their ways as they get older, and less tolerant of others. The problem for older workers in the fixed workforce is partly due to their own attitudes. They can be more specialised in what they can and are prepared to do, and used to a clear upward path. Nowadays, career paths are more diversified, so older workers can be less well-rounded and too specialised, and younger ones more versatile and adaptable.”

Jane Kennelly of Frog Recruitment: “Candidates need to make sure their CVs are sharp and to the point, are technologically aware, keep up-to-date including a contemporary look and feel, fitness and professionalism. There’s strong competition coming up through the ranks with highly-educated, overseas-experienced people looking at the same roles. They appear to have new ideas and fresh thinking.” 

She continued, “Older candidates need to show they have kept up with current trends.” This was about “retraining, keeping up-to-date in their field, being open and adaptable, asking for training and development, showing they’re still wanting to keep themselves attractive in terms of skills and attributes. It comes down to attitude. 
 
“Qualifications versus experience can become an issue that is sometimes quite valid, so we encourage people to either obtain tertiary qualifications, because there’s a gap in the market for a combination of maturity and qualifications, for example, in executive assistant roles.” 
The issue of energy and drive was raised in relation to older candidates for senior management positions. As Robyn Redford put it: “We coach clients that they need to meet individuals and measure their specific energy level and ability to contribute, putting aside chronological age, that they can’t judge suitability versus age on paper. Experience counts a great deal at senior levels, and if the intellectual ability and fire in the belly remain, they don’t worry about age.” 

Another recruiter said, “If I get two applicants – one late 50s, one late 40s, with similar experience – the client will probably take the younger one because they perceive greater energy and that they will stay longer. However, they may not, because the younger one has still got another move in them whereas the one in the late 50s will stay because they’re less likely to get another job. Is age an issue in CE roles? Some say not, but energy is an issue, and in many minds the two are related.”
Richard Manthel of Robert Walters recommended that older candidates could improve their chances by looking outside formal channels. “Older people should create their own opportunities rather than just rely on recruitment agencies or answer an online advertisement. The more thorough a recruitment process, the more competition. For example, they should network rather than just respond to ads which attract hundreds of applicants. And they need to be confident to do that. They will be successful if they use the old ways, especially for small businesses.” 

Some recruiters also said that candidates’ confidence levels and perceptions of their age could work against them. 
For example, Suzanne Boyd of Clayton Ford Recruitment said that older people sometimes expected discrimination and mostly they did not find it. “I believe that if you expect it, it may change the way you behave, what you say and how you act. You might be less natural and confident, so it can be a self-fulfilling prophecy.” 

Jo Gorman of Adecco Personnel said she did not like to generalise, “but some older people should learn how to sell themselves. It can be harder to get them through the door because of preconceptions around age, but once they’re in front of an interviewer they have the same chance as everyone else. 
“Employers hire on skill and attitude. Someone’s attitude makes them great in a job, as many have the same skills. It’s the intangibles, such as customer relations and team work, that make the difference, so employers focus on that, not age.” 

However, Jo Gorman noted improvements in older candidates’ interview presentation, particularly compared to their younger peers. “I do think they’re more successful, that there’s an opening-up. I think it’s because they’re more interview-savvy and sell themselves better. Also, with the current labour shortage, older people are getting a look in again. And Gen Y often display an attitude in an interview of being less committed and interested in a position.”
Recruiters’ views on the ageing workforce

All but one of the recruiters interviewed were aware that the workforce was ageing. This one recruiter did not think the age profile of the workforce was of any interest to recruiters or employers. 
A couple of recruiters from smaller firms thought the issue had already been dealt with, while a couple from larger firms thought it was a very important issue that employers needed to grasp.
One explained, “We will have a massive retiring population and a critical skills shortage. If employers don’t recognise that and have strategic plans to attract and retain older workers, they won’t be able to meet their organisational goals. We try to help them understand that old mindsets have to change – for example, if someone is over 50, that they’re not worth investing in. We have to deal with it. Older workers need to be in the work environment longer and therefore we need flexibility and acceptance from employers, retraining, and support for management in coping with intergenerational issues in the workplace.”

Another mentioned the potential for older people to help crack the skills shortage. “Older workers are a massive group of people to relieve that. They’re a group of people under-utilised, yet people say there is a skill shortage.”
Most recruiters were not doing anything specific or different for an ageing workforce. They said that the competency and role-based criteria they used were suitable for any age.

“We’re mindful of mature candidates in having an awareness of who is interviewing them in some cases,” said one, “but that doesn’t necessarily mean having an older person on the interview panel if there’s a competent younger person who is sensitive to differences.”
And another said that her firm treated all applicants the same. “We don’t go out of our way to attract or find jobs for any particular age group. We work closely with clients and are always skills-set driven.” 

However, Jo Gorman said that Adecco Personnel had successfully changed its advertising practices to attract older workers. “It affects the way we advertise,” she said. “For example, Gen Y have been causing gyp for employers, so there’s an untapped market for older people, for example, in the distribution area. But it’s no use advertising online to attract them. 
“A lot of older people think they wouldn’t be considered appropriate for temp work; they think no one would want them, so they don’t log onto our online temp/casual job site. If they were searching, they wouldn’t use the computer, they would use the local paper or a community noticeboard. So that’s what we used, and that’s brought them in.” 

One recruiter dealing with accountancy professionals acknowledged that in the past it had focussed on recruiting younger people, but had changed its approach in the past 10 years.

Recruiters held mixed views on whether older candidates needed more help with CVs and preparation for the interview and selection process. Some recruiters felt they were in no more need of help in these areas than younger candidates. For example, one working in the trades area said, “Older workers don’t need any help to get jobs in the trades area. They’re the best-prepared.”
Others felt older people did need more assistance in the recruitment process as they had often been in one position for a long time or out of the workforce. One recruiter felt that someone applying for a senior management position who had not kept up-to-date with what was required during the recruitment process would be unsuitable for a position at that level anyway.
Most recruiters saw a role for themselves in educating employers about the need to focus on the requirements of the job rather than the age of applicants. For example, Robyn Redford of Sheffield said, “We work with clients on keeping an open mind from the outset.”
Suzanne Boyd of Clayton Ford Recruitment had the same view. “We work hard from a leadership perspective to dispel myths that clients may have around older workers. I believe that a large majority of organisations in New Zealand just automatically think they need someone young to fill the role – and that’s because they haven’t really thought a lot about the right person and all of the options available to them.” 

She continued, “Our role is to educate our clients and consult about all the options and what would be the best choice for their business. Often, many employers just didn’t even consider a mature age worker, yet once we discuss the benefits in employing someone with more knowledge and experience, who can ‘hit the ground running’, they wonder why they hadn’t considered this before.”
Another recruiter said, “We’re conscious of educating clients. We believe age is not an issue for enlightened employers.”
Conclusion
This research confirms many of the findings of our previous research with employers that attitudes to older workers were becoming increasingly positive, partly as a result of the skills shortage, but also in reaction to perceptions of, and experience with, younger workers. 

The trades and industrial sector seemed to most appreciate older workers, while consultants filling senior management roles noted some resistance, largely related to perceptions of energy levels and ambition.
Older workers’ self-confidence and presentation could stand between them and jobs, but recruitment consultants were noticing improvement in both these areas, as well as in IT skills. Recruiters emphasised the importance of a skills-based focus during the recruitment process to ensure that the best person was hired, regardless of age, and said they often encouraged employers to focus on skills.

Download our previous research with employers at www.eeotrust.org.nz/research/index.cfm. 
A new toolkit called Valuing experience: A practical guide to recruiting and retaining older workers can be downloaded from www.eeotrust.org.nz/toolkits/index.cfm. It was developed by the Human Rights Commission, Retirement Commission, Business New Zealand, the Council of Trade Unions and the Canterbury Employers’ Chamber of Commerce.
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