
Ageism in the job market 

Hamish Davidson and his former colleague, Bambos Eracleous give an open, honest and realistic appraisal of ageism in the job market and how to counter it
Overview

I once read an article where the journalist described baby-boomers as having “travelled through society like a pig moving through a python – visibly changing the culture at each stage of their development”. 

Now, given that I was born some time between the years of 1946 and 1964, I too am a ‘Boomer’ and proud of it. I too am part of this select group that has been credited as having invented the teenager before moving on to sex, drugs and rock and roll. 

But you don’t need me to tell you that this enthusiasm isn’t shared by one-and-all and that many would have you believe that if job hunting as a 50-something is anything to go by, we should not only be afraid but very afraid of what lies in store for us in later years. The sad truth is that, although cosmetic surgery can erase the wrinkles, the consequences of growing older remain the same. The wealth of opportunities that Boomers encountered in their early career have now been replaced by what some have described as the last bastion of legal prejudice in the workplace – ageism. 

As a headhunter, I have tried my hardest to ensure a level playing for us all – wrinklies included! Below, I outline my views on the reality of today’s job market and some tips for us over 50’s in finding that next challenge. 

Introduction
As ‘Boomers’, we were pioneers who paved the way for others – we threw ourselves head first into ‘new’ things like divorce and cosmetic surgery. We remember England winning the World Cup and Sean Connery’s first outing as James Bond; Ursula Andress emerging out of the blue Caribbean waters and singing ‘Underneath de Mambo Tree’; we remember Woodstock; the Mamas & Pappas; Puff the Magic Dragon; the first Moon landing; Kennedy and Martin Luther King; The Beatles, The Stones and The Who. 

We did all the things that our parents were too afraid to even think about and stuff that the Generation X and Y-ers and kids of today can only dream of doing now. We loved being young and, as we head into our ‘mature’ years, it could be said we’re the first generation that is actually looking forward to old age. 

But you don’t need me to tell you that this enthusiasm isn’t shared by one-and-all and that many would have you believe that if job hunting as a 50-something is anything to go by, we should not only be afraid but very afraid of what lies in store for us in later years. The sad truth is that, although cosmetic surgery can erase the wrinkles, the consequences of growing older remain the same. The wealth of opportunities that Boomers encountered in their early career have now been replaced by what some have described as the last bastion of legal prejudice in the workplace – ageism. 

As a recruiter of top senior professionals for over 15 years, I have tried my hardest to create a level playing field for under-represented groups across all sectors. Some of the proudest moments of my career have come when the underdog has won, where a candidate has achieved against the odds and has been appointed to a position where no-one gave them a cat in hell’s chance of winning. The flipside is that some of my lowest points have come when I have seen prejudice and discrimination at first-hand, and by this I don’t just mean the obvious. Prejudice comes in all shapes and sizes – race, religion, faith, sex, disability, background and, unfortunately, age. Ageism does exist. Many 50-somethings will have lost out on a job because of it and many more will do so in the future. But middle-age shouldn’t be seen as a disadvantage when it comes to job hunting. ‘Times they are a changing’ as Bob Dylan said and, not for the first time in their lives, the Baby Boomers are leading the way!

The ‘Career Life Span’

Let me start by saying that a heck of a lot about an individual’s employability is all about the art of selling, marketing and, in effect, reputation management. When you think about it, what you do throughout your career is market yourself to prospective recruiters and employers, in much the same way as organisations such as Cadbury’s, Kelloggs or Ford do when they launch a new product. Taking the analogy one step further, an individual’s career has a life span not too dissimilar to one of those products.  Actually, it occurs to me that if going ‘retro’ is good enough to make the Chrylser PT Cruiser a cult vehicle, and the BMW Mini and new Fiat 500 the same – then maybe some of the over-50s ought to try the same strategy.

As far as a career is concerned, there are those that have always known what to do with themselves from day one and have stuck to it ever since. There are also those lucky folk who always seem to fall on their feet, no matter how old they are. But, for the vast majority, the launch and subsequent first few years of our career or our working life is all about discovering what we do well or not so well, and what ‘rocks our boat’ or bores us rigid. Once that’s out the way, we settle into a profession, specialism or industry that we’re comfortable with and that’s when we see our career and individual marketability begin to grow. We may change organisation or role from time to time but, generally, if all is going well, we’re rewarded with increased pay and promotion. We then hit our maturity stage where everything we touch turns to gold – the Midas touch … the glory years. That time in our life when our career comes of age …… when those beneath us on the corporate ladder strive to emulate our achievements and those above look nervously over their shoulders as we close in on their flash office and the big leather chair. 

Sadly, the good times never last forever and, although the timing varies from person to person and from role to role, everyone hits their saturation point sooner or later, the point at which they’re no longer described as bright, energetic and enthusiastic but predictable, steady, mature, seasoned and a ‘safe pair of hands’. And that’s where a whole generation of Baby Boomers are now – the finishing line is closer than the start and they’re fast approaching the dreaded final stage of the career life span – the decline!    

The Reality

I’ve found that in life, you have certain reality checks that let you know exactly how old you are at any particular moment in time. There’s the time in your twenty’s when you realise that you have to start working at shifting the side-effects of junk food and alcohol. And that point in your early thirty’s when staying in suddenly becomes the new going out and your friends start having babies, affairs and divorces (and not necessarily in that order!). You know things are changing when your bones begin to ache after exercise or when you go to watch your favourite football team play and all the players are at least five years younger than you. And then there’s the dreaded Four-Oh, the surprise birthday parties and the unfunny birthday cards – you definitely know you’re getting old when birthday candles start to reappear on your cake. It gets worse still once the one, solitary, ‘sympathetic’ candle makes an annual appearance. Thankfully, I’ve yet to reach the stage where my family and friends find it necessary to help me with the blow. But I know it’s coming … one day.  And then the people you have always known as parents and the place where you normally go to for escape, support and succour start coming to you for support and aid – the parent becomes the child and the child becomes the parent.

And it’s scary. It’s a cliché I know, but it’s frightening to think how time just passes us by, especially when we spend the majority of our working life trying to save time – we’re forever cutting corners and taking short cuts in the hope that we become more efficient. But I’m slowly realising that no matter how much time I’ve saved during the years, I won’t be able to collect any extra time saved-up at the end and use it to extend my career. 

And there lies another one of those reality checks. The amount of time we spend at work and the extent to which we use it wisely. One of the standard questions I ask candidates in an interview is to talk through their career and experience to date in roughly 20 minutes.  A career spanning 30 odd years condensed in a whirlwind 20 minutes! Some are so traumatised by the scale of the task that they panic, skip large chunks from their story and do it in 10. Where did all those years go? Consigned to history and filed away under ‘insignificant’. What a waste. Some leave the interview confused. “Did that really happen? Did I really waste 6 years of my life in that rubbish job, working for that lousy boss, earning crap pay and working all hours God sends for nothing? Did I really achieve a big fat zero between the years of 1988 and 1994?” …… sadly, it happens.

And what about that other great interview question – “where do you see yourself in 5 years time?’. There was a time when your average Baby Boomer would have looked forward to answering that one. It was a chance to demonstrate ambition, to articulate plans, goals and dreams. Not any more. It’s now the question that most Baby Boomers dread to answer – after all “Who’s going to be interested in what I’m doing in 5 years time?” All those unfulfilled ambitions“.  I can’t tell the truth: Saga holidays, collecting antiques, watching re-runs of Bargain Hunt and Murder She Wrote, and a daily doses of Countdown and Eggheads.
It’s all made worse by the fact that the majority of Boomers don’t feel that they’re getting a fair crack of the whip in interviews because of their age. Unfortunately, a large majority of our society make 50-something job hunters feel as though they’re on the scrapheap - cast off as being untrainable, inflexible, weak and, in the most severe cases, senile.  What’s worse, there’s evidence that suggests ageism is now affecting those as young as 35.  Imagine that: on the career scrapheap by 40!  It’s soul destroying knowing that there are people out there willing to ignore a lifetime of work experience because of your age.

Employers try to weed out older employees for a variety of reasons. Take those senior executives who spent years working their way up the corporate ladder, adding thousands to their salary at each stage. They’re the ones whose names are flagged by the bean-counters when cost-cutting time arrives. Then there’s the opinion that older workers are perceived to be less committed to their jobs than their junior colleagues, simply because of the view that the latter’s non-marital status and anxiety to get promoted sees them more willing to work an 80-hour week. They’re perceived to be hungry and determined, whereas the older of the two is perceived to be coasting or treading water.

So, a third of 50-year-olds don’t work; many are pushed out of jobs and some jump with inducements. Others are seduced by that Saga brochure but may find their pensions fall short. Some retired early assuming they’d get another job – only to meet discrimination in recruitment. Most men aged 60 to 64 used to work but now half retire before 65.

Those out of work in their 50s find it hard when dealing with the realities of job hunting. For many 50-somethings, the experience is similar to re-learning how to ride a bicycle. Most have been with one organisation for so long that they have forgotten the art of job hunting. They need a refresher on how to market their skills and abilities and how to overcome a new set of barriers in their attempt to get back into work.  Bosses often seem to fear that an older worker will cost more in salary, pension and occupational health insurance than a younger employee and may be ill more often. They worry about integrating older workers if they have a predominantly younger workforce. Some believe that older workers will not be up to speed with new technology and that they will be less mouldable, inflexible in their thinking and less able to move around the country. 
You can also add to that the stack of ageist job adverts you see in the national press every week. For example, how many times has a mature job hunter seen their perfect job advertised with the use of words such as lively, ambitious, bright and upbeat? 
So, ageism does exist …… but is it all doom and gloom?

The Future

Let’s take a step back and remind ourselves who these poor 50-somethings are. They’re the Baby Boomers - the post-war ‘have-it-all’ generation. They’ve continuously had doors opened for them (or in some cases, forcibly kicked down) during the course of their lives.  They were born into national health, universal education and comprehensive schools. Sixth form and college were full of hope and modernity. As young adults, they had buying power and their tastes shaped everything. Most of them were born into manual working families but by the time they married and had children, society had changed radically – two thirds of them are now middle class and own their own homes. 
The weaker generations that came after them have not had it so good. They have had a more competitive, exam-driven education.  Nowadays, it seems that the only way up is through exams and qualifications. The young work harder and longer than the Boomers did when they were their age. Technology has made over-work easier (you go home in time to say goodnight to the kids, eat, and settles down to a couple of hours on the laptop) and this new generation still struggle to afford their first home whilst having to contend with higher mortgages when they do eventually buy.

My generation’s been lucky. And it looks like our luck is continuing through middle-age and beyond. There was a time when 50 was seen as being ‘over-the-hill’ but the demographics are now changing – 50% of Britain will soon be over 50. My generation is approaching retirement age as fewer younger workers are coming into the workplace. Medical advances mean that expectations of what 60 and 70 year olds can achieve (and I’m not here thinking just of Viagra) have risen and the well documented pension crisis has only served to make matters worse. No matter how you look at it, workers of all ages, particularly those in their 30s and 40s, are suddenly waking up to the fact that they may have to work well beyond the traditional 65 if they want a comfortable retirement.  Research predicts that the number of people working past retirement age will rise by 63% by the year 2020 and that the numbers working between 50 and retirement age will rise to 73% of this age group. The bottom line is that organisations are being forced to change their ideas when it comes to recruiting people over the age of 50 and the Baby Boomers are the ones that stand to reap the benefits.

The benefits of a 50-something workforce

So how does all this translate to the world of job hunting? Well, for a start, older workers tend to make the best employees. They’re generally more loyal, more committed, more punctual, more worldly wise, are less prone to get upset and take offence, and are more empathetic than their younger counter parts, particularly when they deal with clients and members of the general public as my consultants do on a day-to-day basis. Truth is - you’re likely to retain someone in their 50s longer than someone in their 20s.
Employers want people who will deliver, who will use their knowledge and experience for the good of the organisation and help others when needed. I want people who project confidence and credibility, who tell it the way it is and don’t let me down. I’m not saying that those in their 20s and 30s can’t do these things. It’s just that I’m more confident in the ability of those in the later stages of their careers to deliver on these promises. Maturity really does count.  It’s true that the majority of ‘new’ and fresh ideas come from young minds and organisations will always need them. But by the same token, organisations will always need a more experienced soul to give perspective, to share wisdom and to make the plan work. 

Furthermore, there is the added-value which the over-50s bring through skills and experience, improved recruitment and retention, lower rates of absenteeism and reduced overheads. 

Organisations are also waking up to the fact that it makes financial sense to employ older people. Nationwide Building Society, for example, estimate that they save around £5 million a year due to the high retention rate fuelled by the loyalty and credibility of their older members of staff. It actually turns out that older workers cost companies less in benefits than younger ones because they have fewer dependents and are ‘less’ likely to take time off work to visit the doctor.  They also seem to be ‘more responsible’.

We know, because of demographics, that much of our economic growth in the future will come from those people who traditionally had been thought of as ‘over the hill’. Even if the demographics allowed it (which they don’t), a workforce of youth serving an increasingly mature customer base just doesn’t work.  Diverse teams tend to make more informed decisions, and I challenge a team of 20-somethings to make truly accurate judgements about what the 50 plus consumer market wants.  Organisations are slowly being forced to realise that there is a huge amount of talent, experience, commitment and entrepreneurial vigour in the fastest growing demographic in the UK. The over-50s have 30% more disposable income than the under-50s and they possess 80% of private wealth. They are largely free from the burden of mortgages and children, and they are an audience without conditioned purchasing habits. Forget what you’ve heard elsewhere ……the future is most definitely grey!

So, yet another door opens for the Baby Boomer. There are opportunities for the 50-something job hunters amongst us, things aren’t all doom and gloom, and I predict that we’ll see more job adverts aimed at the ‘mature’ segment of the labour market in the years to come.

Job hunting for the 50-something
But part of the problem remains the attitude of the 50-something crowd towards finding a new job. From experience, I know that many are defeated even before they begin, by believing in the stereotypes that others have created – you play into the hands of those cynics by believing that you are slow to grasp new ideas, unadventurous and unwilling to make sideways or downward moves … … and you feel sorry for yourselves when your job application results in yet another rejection. 

Well get over it!  No-one’s going to do you any favours. A new job isn’t going to materialise out of thin air and land in your lap! Stop feeling sorry for yourselves and do something about it! You’ve got to believe in yourself.  You’ve got to look good and feel good.  And you’ve got to be able to take the final and most challenging test of all – you’ve got to look yourself in a mirror and ask that killer question ‘If I was interviewing me, would I employ me’? How do you expect others to recruit you if you wouldn’t even hire yourself? You have to take responsibility and stop thinking that you have ‘x’ number of years left to go.   I tell you – if you think, sound, feel and look old and past your sell by date – then you are, old and past that sell by date.

So, don’t get mad - get even! 
You see, there’s a game to be played here and you have to deploy the necessary effort, hard work and right tactics in order to win. And it will be worth it! Revenge is a dish best served cold and if the 50-something job hunter is smart enough - and wants it bad enough – there’s no reason why it can’t be done. 

And if it still doesn’t work?  If your skills and experience still don’t get you the job that you’re looking for?  Well, take your talents elsewhere, somewhere where they are appreciated and where they can flourish, and show the short-sighted fools just what they missed.

Let’s not beat around the bush. Opportunities and success will not fall into anyone’s lap, regardless of their age. Typically, as a 50-plus applicant, you will need to work harder during the recruitment process if you want to get the job. You have to be ‘savvier’ and ‘cuter’ about your strategy than the neophyte. You have to be more organised and determined. You have to turn everything to your advantage as best you can and seize the opportunities when they arrive. You have to know everything there is to know so that when you get that interview or opportunity to shine, then you blow the likes of me away.  That’s just the way it is – for now at least.

Some hints & tips

In terms of getting an interview in the first place:

· Do - Get as much information on the organisation and the role as possible. If they offer you an opportunity to receive or obtain more information about them or the role, then for heaven’s sake do it!

· Do - some preliminary research. Speak to your friends, ex-colleagues and contacts. Search the internet and old journals for information.

· Don’t - be put off by bad ad’s or poorly put together information packs – most are, but they often hide a great job

· Don’t – be put off by the types of words used in job descriptions and person specifications attached to roles. How many times have you been put off from applying for a role in a ‘robust workplace’ within an organisation looking for flexibility and the ability to cope within a fast moving environment? And yet the majority of you have brought up kids whilst working for 30 plus years! If you don’t have adaptable organisational skills by now, you might as well give up.
· Do - ring up for the informal discussion if offered.

· Don’t - ring up and say something naff like “can you tell me more about the job please”.
· Do - a trade: say that you’ve seen the ad; got the briefing/information pack [if there was one]; you might be interested in the role; if I tell you more about myself, background and experience, can you tell me if you think I might be appropriate; any hints/tips in terms of applying for the role; and is now convenient for a discussion in the first place?

· Do – project energy, enthusiasm and a progressive attitude
· Do - follow the response instructions – to the letter

· Do – look for the right kind of organisation. The strongest indication of an organisation’s sincerity when expressing their interest in hiring older workers is their track record of hiring older workers. Look for the right message and don’t waste your time and energy on those who merely play to the older crowd because it’s fashionable to do so.

· Don’t be put off by poor processes: if the organisation wants to put together a stupid recruitment process that puts off most people, don’t you be stupid too - get the job and then get rid of (or re-educate if you must) the idiot that recommended or was responsible for this daft process in the first place!

· Do - address the appointment criteria, point by point, but don’t be robotic and bore for Britain

· Do - in your supporting statement/covering letter, bring some breadth, depth and personality to the application
· Do – talk in your supporting statement about where you can engage with what they are looking for

· Do – turn what will otherwise be a two-dimensional application into a three- dimensional person

· Do - make me want to see you

· Do - put yourself in the eyes of the employer or the recruiter and think about any anxieties they might have. If so, tackle them, not aggressively, but assertively. That doesn’t mean you have to apologise about your age by the way ……but it does mean showing, by your focus, care and attention  - a passion, energy and character that is, quite literally beguiling

· Do – believe that if you do all this, you are creating a quality document. The end goal should be to create an application of such quality and focus that it fundamentally dares the ‘bastards’ not to see you.

· Don’t above all, be put off – if you think you can do the job, have a go – but remember to do all the above when you do.

Before the interview
· Research.  Do your research.  Flatter by the extent of your research.  Do more research than anyone else.

At the interview:

· Do – look the part and don’t forget we live in a society that is, in many ways, very superficial. 

· If you have any hair left to style, then make sure it is up to date.  You can buy special clippers for nasal and ear hair and remember that a layer of dandruff on your shoulders, an inch thick does not impress

· Do – project an energetic, positive attitude. Be lively and awake. Try your best not to look haggard and worn out. Sit forward in your seat. Look relaxed and make eye contact. You want your interviewer to know that you are at ease working with lots of different people. 

· Do – be careful what words you use and don’t use terms that make you sound like an old codger. Don’t refer to the younger people in your office as ‘kids’ or ‘the young folk’, and steer clear of referring to yourself as being ‘mumsy’ – believe me, it does happen. 
· Do – be able to cover, within 10 to 20 minutes, all the highlights of your career and be honest without selling yourself short. Don’t apologise for spending a long time with one organisation. Instead, say that because of the variety of projects that you’ve handled there, it’s actually been like working at several different organisations.

· Do – think in advance of all the key synergies between what you have achieved in your career to date and where there is a fit with what this role is looking for 

· Do – be able to answer sensibly why you potentially want to make a move

· Do – be able to explain sensibly the reason for your interest in this role

· Do – research carefully in advance and thus be able to give candid perceptions of the organisation if asked, and of the way the role that you are applying for is configured

· Do – be prepared and able to handle a technical interview by someone who really knows the ropes with regard to the role you are applying for

· Don’t - ‘bullshit’, waffle or lie

· Do – be able to handle the softer bits of the interview, and give answers about your style, personality etc

· Do – be able to convince that you have a balanced life, and aren’t a boring, repressed, very sad person

· Do – be able to answer honestly about your availability to take up the role if asked

· Do – be able to answer honestly what remuneration you are seeking

· Do – be ready to take a sideways move if it helps to extend your career further than this role; remember – life is sometimes about zigzag and not a straight line

· Do – be ready to answer honestly if there are any other jobs that you are pursuing at an advanced stage that might impact on the timetable for this job

· Do – be able to answer if asked are you are comfortable with how the meeting has gone

· Do – have the courage to speak up if, on reflection, you think you gave a bad answer to a question, or there is some additional reason why you may not have given your best performance

· Do – have the courage to respond if asked as to whether there is anything else you’d like to have raised
Other general tips

Think about:

· Targeting people and organisations that you would like to work for

· Building networks of key contacts and like-minded people

· Finding mentors, who will challenge and encourage you, both inside and outside your current organisation.  You are never too old to have or need mentors

· Investing in yourself, even if your organisation has ceased to

· Looking for new opportunities and avenues for employment – part-time work, interim management, short term contracts etc.

· The Interim Manager route, which is a very viable one

Depending upon the seniority of the role, recruiters like myself will be looking to judge your readiness/ability/capacity to:

· Make the leap to the role you are being interviewed for – you really need to be able to convince us on this point
· Understand how organisations work

· Understand how to change cultures and attitudes

· Where necessary, lead, manage and Influence

· Enthuse and engage

· Establish and win credibility

· Be self-aware

· Be financially and politically astute

· Take advice 
For the more junior level roles, recruiters will be looking to judge your:

· Reliability

· Honesty and integrity

· Work ethic

· Interpersonal skills

· Positive demeanour

· Can-do attitude

· Sense of humour

Above all, can I urge you to

· Not lose the hunger to learn and achieve

· Research thoroughly

· Show some enthusiasm, and don’t turn cynical

· Always seek feedback, but in a positive, constructive and non-threatening manner; constructive and honest feedback is a most precious commodity – do your best to encourage it

And remember………only the mediocre are always at their best!
To Conclude

I sadly and freely admit that employers, recruiters and headhunters are part of the problem.  Indeed, 50-something headunters are most definitely part of the problem, just as much as 20-something recruiter/whipper-snappers are part of the problem.  However, so too, the older worker is part of the problem.  How many of you are innocent of ever having practiced age discrimination yourselves in the past?  And if it’s now, suddenly, become a problem to you, how come it wasn’t before?

The harsh reality is:

· ageism DOES exist
· people DO get turned down for jobs because of their age
· the majority of organisations and recruiters DO stereotype 50-somethings as being ‘past it’ and ‘over-the-hill’; and

· becoming older DOES affect us. But that’s life. We get older and we change.

But it’s not always change for the bad. We also become wiser, better and more confident. We’re comfortable with who we are and what we know …… We know how to deal with people and we don’t get stressed out as much as we used to …… We know how to relax and switch off …… We know what’s important in life and what can be left until the next day …… We get the majority of things done quicker and better because we’ve been doing them for years ……. And, above all, we can teach those younger than us more than just a thing or two. 
The simple truth is, an old ‘un is a good ‘un and the sooner more organisations realise it, and 50-somethings believe it, the better things will get!

Bottom line?  It’s how you feel about yourself, and how you project to others that counts! 
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