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To: The Secretary

       Senate Committee on Superannuation,

        Parliament House

        CANBERRA ACT 2600
Personal background information relevant to this submission:

I retired from the position of Deputy Dean of Medicine and Professor of Biochemistry at Monash University in 1991 at the age of 65. I decided to change career direction and undertook and completed an Honours BA in Social Sciences, majoring in Psychology and Sociology.

During this time I became involved in research on the psychological and social problems associated with retirement and published this as part of my BA Honours thesis.

 I assumed my current role of Personal Retirement Counsellor for the Australian Retired Persons, Over 50’s Association in 1997 and in addition to private counselling have given many public lectures on Psychological aspects of the adjustment to Retirement for both the retiree and partner. . I undertook vocational training in Couples Relationships and Bereavement Counselling from 1995 –2000 to enhance my practical skills in dealing with common problems encountered in counselling retirees and became a member of the Australian Psychological Society (MAPS) and the Australian National Association for Loss and Grief (MNALAG).

 I have used my background training to enhance the welfare of older people by serving on the   steering committee of the Victorian Organisation for the International year of the Older Persons’ from 1997-1999 and more recently, on the Ministerial Advisory Committee of Senior Victorians (MACSV) and the ‘Working for all Ages’ subcommittee of the Equal Opportunities Board of Victoria from 2000 to the present.

I have submitted review papers to the MACSV on:

Ageism, and its Social Implications.

Commonwealth and State Initiatives associated with the Employment of Older Workers.

Superannuation: A vital part of retirement income policy.

The following Comments relate to the Senate Select Committee’s terms of reference (a & b) in   an ‘Inquiry into Planning for Retirement’.  I did not have sufficient time to comment on (e) but could do so if requested.

(a) The Effects of Age on workers productivity.

The Australian Centre for Industrial Relations Research and Teaching (ACIRRT) in 1996 summarised employer’s most negative perceptions of older workers and by inference the reasons why age may make them less productive as:

· Have deteriorating physical and mental abilities

· Are not receptive to new technology

· Are more resistant to organisational change

· Lack appropriate skills & are difficult to retrain

· Lack drive, ambition, energy and the creativity of younger employees

Regarding the question of deteriorating physical and mental abilities. 

Most of the evidence from Australia and Overseas does not support these contentions. For example the same organisation found a consensus amongst researchers that there are only small declines in the physical and mental capacities of workers over 45 and other qualitative studies showed that where these did occur they were offset by tacit skills and experience related qualities.

The Seattle Longitudinal Study in the USA (1998) tracked 18,000 people over a 36 year period and submitted them to a battery of tests on: verbal ability, spatial reasoning, numeric ability & perceptual speed.  Peak ages for performance in inductive reasoning and spatial orientation are in the 50’s and for verbal ability and verbal memory in the 60’s. There is overlap in these tests between younger and older workers until the 80’s are reached.

Regarding the question of their not being receptive to new technologies and more difficult to retrain.

The research evidence is that many older adults possess the ability to gain new cognitive skills or to enhance skills obtained earlier in life. Employers tend to put more value on the mechanics of the cognitive system ie processing speed, reasoning and working memory capacity. This may decline slightly in older workers but is compensated by their improved capacity to apply their knowledge through acculturation, education and training resulting from their longer job and life experiences.

The available evidence suggests that productivity does not decline with age and comparison between active 65 year old and active 25 year olds in memory and learning skills shows they are similar. A 1986 study found that mature workers ‘output level, accuracy and steadiness of work output’ was positively related to their increasing age. The over 55-age group had the fastest uptake of Internet usage.

So if these observations represent the reality, why then do employers hold such negative expectations of older employees?

I would suggest that older workers often have great difficulty in presenting the keen ‘can do’ attitudes of younger workers and that this is something that employers observe and generalise from to assess productivity.

Many older workers internalise the ageist attitudes in the workplace over time, especially when they compare themselves unfavourably with younger workers. Their often-entrenched attribution behaviour tends to attribute any perceived inferior performance on their part to their age and therefore something that cannot be readily remedied by their own efforts.

It should not therefore be surprising that older workers may appear more cautious, less ambitious and therefore lack drive. This often reflects lowered self -esteem and a confusion of personal aims and understanding of what exactly is required from them.

The problem may relate more therefore to the supportiveness and quality of communication in the workplace rather than any real defect in the older worker.

Some of the behavioural characteristics of older workers that enhance their productivity are:

Workers between 55-69 stay in a job longer than younger colleagues. For example a study showed that for any one year 25% of the 20-24 age group change jobs compared with the 55-69 age group,

A WHO study showed that attendance records are better for the mature age group and 1988 ABS data showed that only 14% of employees absent on sick leave were in thew 55+ age group.

There are instances of companies who have decided to employ older workers not through compassion or social justice but by profitability and availability of skills.
For example in the USA:

Days Inns used older workers in their telephone reservation system and found that older recruits trained in the same time and showed a lower turnover and generated more business bookings.

The Travelers Corporation created an in house job bank to replace temporary hire and saved %US 871,000 in one year.

In the UK:

B & Q Home Improvement Stores decided to re-staff by age 50+ employees and increased profits by 18% and a six fold reduction in staff Turnover.

In summary there is no compelling evidence that age alone within the 45 – 75 age range has any significant effect on workers productivity.  

(b) The continuing relevance of the concept of a fixed retirement age.

Prior to the 20th century the concept of retirement hardly existed. Most older people expected to work until they were physically unable to do so, death tended to occur soon after the end of their working life. Thus, at the turn of the 20th century nearly 90% of older men capable of work continued to work but by the end of the 20th century less than 20% continued to do so.

 A major factor in this development was the rapid spread amongst industrialised countries of State funded Social Security and Pension benefits as ‘old age’ entitlements. 

In the 1880’s the German Chancellor Bismarck introduced a new concept of the right of older workingmen to receive a state funded ‘old age pension’ on reaching the age of 65.This was designed to relieve penury and hardship when they were eventually unable to work.

 The costs born by the state were moderate since at that time the average life expectancy was only 45yrs and therefore the number of the 65 year olds supported by the total working population (dependency ratio) was very small. Subsequently this principle was adopted in other countries including Australia, which in 1908 also adopted age 65 as a marker defining the beginning of old age and the age one retired and received ‘old age pension’ entitlements.

Why then should we question the relevance of the fixed retirement age?

In recent times three new factors have emerged worldwide which should cause some re evaluation.

1) In common with other countries the average life expectancy in Australia has dramatically increased from around 47 in the early 1900’s to 74 for men and 82 for women at the present time. Since the presumptive retirement age has remained unchanged at 65, we now have a further 10 to 20 years retirement, equivalent to more than half of our working lives. This has raised two important problems. For the retiree, the problem of how to reorder his/her life to take full advantage of this bonus and for the government how to meet the rapidly expanding costs of pension funds and the increasing demands on health and other social services.  

2) Socially retirees have long been described as ’old’ and the commonly accepted stereotype image was of dependence, declining health and social separation from the mainstream younger population.

 A newly emerging factor is the rapid improvement in the general health and fitness of the older age groups such that many of the current retirees are as physically and mentally able as in the twenty years before retirement. What is also abundantly clear is that the stereotypic tendency to regard retirees as different from mainstream society is both unjust and neither socially nor economically desirable. It shows the failure of our youth orientated society to grasp that the age stereotype grossly misrepresents the present reality. 


The plus side is that active retirees are not expected to fit into a work orientated image and thus have the ability to fully enjoy an extended ‘new life’ period and can experiment within the restraints of imagination and financial circumstances, something previously reserved for the rich in our society. The down side is that even though much of their vitality and energy remains, those who wish to continue working and participating in mainstream life are not expected or encouraged to compete for jobs, or to continue to make a major contribution to public opinion on health, political and social matters. They are still expected to accept more socially dependent roles even though the overwhelming majority are strikingly independent.

3) A third factor is the ageing of the Australian population as a consequence of declining fertility rates and increased life expectancy. This is also producing an ageing working population in which the fastest growing component is the older worker in the 50+ age category There is no doubt that these will form a major recruitment pool for future labour needs.

 At present employers are barely aware of the size of the impending catastrophe, the speed with which it will arrive and the enormous impact this will have on present employment practices.

Although equal opportunity laws have abolished age- enforced retirement it still exists and age barriers to employment are all pervasive. In the not too distant future a completely new orientation by society and employers will be needed to entice and encourage older workers to consider working beyond the present retiring age.

 In the present business climate the older worker does not feel valued and wanted. In the future when he realises how much he is needed he will need encouragement to participate in the ongoing patterns of updating skills and demand much more recognition for the value of his mature qualities and experience. The pendulum is swinging his way; we cannot afford to continue to place barriers against the recruitment and employment of older people.

 Employers need their labour to maintain business activity, the government needs their taxes and superannuation contributions and older people may need income and super supplementation as well as being made to feel more included in the mainstream of life than at present.

So what steps could be contemplated? 

The age for retirement entitlements should gradually move upwards with increasing life expectancy and as the level of superannuation entitlements increases across the older population. It will produce a more favourable dependency ratio and reduce the burden on the full time working population and perhaps help to counter intergenerational disputes over the issue.

   Retirement itself should become a broader concept of a new and qualitatively different life stage freed from the constraints of career and family development but offering other new choices for older people to gain satisfaction and a sense of achievement.

It should stimulate choice and freedom to adventure and experiment, and above all renew the bonding of the individual with the community by being more involved and giving something back to the community. 

The timing of this ‘retirement phase’ as opposed to ‘retirement entitlements’ would be by individual choice and would begin with either a graded withdrawal from full time work or entry into a cyclical process in which older people move into and out of a variety of work situations interspersed with periods of updating skills, review of life stages and community commitment. Retirement will more generally become a period to look forward to, a period when healthy active older people by their numbers, wealth and life experience, will regain a more valued role in public affairs, and one which presents yet another opportunity for the older individual to link with others in the community and to relate to communal needs. 

