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What's in a name? Categorising 'disadvantaged older workers' 

 

Abstract 

The institutionalised categorisation of adults who are over 55 years of age, unemployed 

and low-skilled as 'older' and 'disadvantaged' may adversely affect their employment 

prospects and their self-esteem. This paper reports on the findings of a study that 

explored the experiences of a small group of such adults; in particular, the barriers to 

their participation in training and job-seeking activities. The research comprised a 

qualitative, phenomenological approach, and used a series of semi-structured interviews 

to gain an insight into their reactions to such categorisation. The findings could not 

identify a direct link between institutionalised categorisation and self-categorisation, but 

indicated that those labels did not enhance their self-esteem nor increase their 

enthusiasm for participating in activities to increase their employability. These findings 

indicate for policy makers a disjunction between the possibly detrimental consequences 

of the institutionalised categorisation of this cohort and the need to increase their 

participation in the labour market. 
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Introduction 

The institutionalised categorisation of adults who are over 55 years of age, unemployed 

and low-skilled as 'older' and 'disadvantaged' may effect their opportunities across a 

range of situations, but most particularly effect their employment prospects (Weller, 

2007). It is claimed that categorisation can devalue an individual's human and social 

capital in the eyes of prospective employers (Jenkins, 2008; Zoellner, 2012) and in their 

own eyes (Desmette & Gaillard, 2008), which may lead to a lack of motivation to 

participate in further education and training (Paul & Moser, 2009; Billett & Smith, 

2006). The negative consequences of such categorisation are set in the context of the 

current demographic trends of an ageing society, and the goals of Organisation for 

Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) governments to increase the labour 

force participation rates of older adults (van Nimwegen & van der Erf, 2010). This 

paper reports on the findings of a doctoral thesis that explored the experiences of a 

small group of older, low-skilled adults, and the barriers to their participation in training 

and job-seeking activities. The research comprised a qualitative, phenomenological 

approach, and used a series of semi-structured interviews to gain an insight into a range 

of interrelated barriers. This paper illuminates, in a personal way, their reactions to the 

terms used to define their cohort. The findings did not identify a causal link between 

institutionalised categorisation and the participants' self-categorisation. However, the 

data suggest that those labels did not enhance their self-esteem nor increase their 

enthusiasm for participating in activities to increase their employability. These findings 

indicate, for policy makers, a disjunction between the possibly detrimental 

consequences of the institutionalised categorisation of this cohort and the need to 

increase their participation in the labour force. 

 

Demographic challenges and barriers to participation for older adults 

Current demographic trends, such as an ageing population and the retirement of skilled 

workers, are posing challenges to the economic stability of Australia and other OECD 

countries. In this section, these demographic challenges and their consequences are 

outlined. 

 

Demographic challenges 
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Australia and other OECD member countries are experiencing considerable 

demographic challenges, characterised by two phenomena. Firstly, as longevity 

increases, the population is ageing, and there are declining birth rates (Australian 

Bureau of Statistics [ABS], 2010; van Loo, 2011). Secondly, there is a decline in the 

labour force participation rate of older workers coupled with the retirement of skilled 

workers (Australian Human Rights Commission [AHRC], 2009). This trend is claimed 

to be due to the rapid social, economic, and cultural changes in the last century, as the 

developed world has shifted from an agricultural to industrial then post-industrial 

information-based economy (Taylor, Jorgensen, & Watson, 2010). So, while there are 

increasingly greater numbers of older people living and working longer in those 

countries, there are still not enough people in the upper age group participating in paid 

employment to offset the economic imbalance brought about by these demographic 

trends (Deloitte Access Economics, 2012). These issues are particularly relevant in the 

light of recent Australian Government suggestions to raise the age for pension 

entitlements (Deloitte Access Economics, 2012; The Treasury, 2014). 

 

Economic and social impacts 

It is predicted that a continuation of the current demographic trends outlined above 

represents a threat to living standards in OECD countries (McLachlan, Gilfillan, & 

Gordon, 2013; Warren & Oguzoglu, 2010), and, in Australia, would have a negative 

effect on the national labour market (Productivity Commission, 2013). In terms of 

economic impacts, if these trends continue, the percentage of the population drawing on 

the social wage would increase, while those contributing to the nation’s finances would 

decrease (ABS, 2010), placing substantial pressures on public finances (OECD, 2006) 

due to a growing discrepancy between these two factors. These trends could cause a 

severe decline in our and other nation’s capacities to realise their economic goals, and a 

projected slowing of the gross domestic product growth (Deloitte Access Economics, 

2012; Productivity Commission, 2013). 

While these consequences are largely economic, it is claimed there are also those 

who could be psychologically and socially damaged by these trends (Ranzijn, Carson, 

Winefield, & Price, 2006). For instance, studies show a link between loss of 

employment and reduced well-being, and that unemployed people are more likely to 
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suffer from depression and health problems, including psychological disengagement, 

and a lack of motivation (Paul & Moser, 2009; Ranzijn et al., 2006; Winkelmann, 2009). 

Thus it can be seen that the consequences of not addressing the current 

demographic trends could have long term and severe economic and social impacts. Due 

to these potential impacts, the governments of Australia and other OECD countries have 

deemed that existing policies designed to sustain economic growth need to be aligned to 

those that incorporate all available labour reserves (OECD, 2006). Therefore, a primary 

strategy to offset those impacts has been to increase the labour force participation rate of 

older adults (van Loo, 2011; van Nimwegen & van der Erf, 2010). 

 

Participation in training and employment 

Whilst increasing the labour force participation rate of older adults is high on the policy 

agenda of most European countries (Cedefop, 2013a), their participation rate has been 

declining, according to statistical data (Taylor et al., 2010; van Nimwegen & van der 

Erf, 2010). This trend is often a combination of the attitudes and practices of employers 

(Billett, Dymock, Johnson, & Martin, 2011a; van Loo, 2011) and the skills obsolescence 

of employees (Mayhew, Elliott, & Rijkers, 2008). To address the latter issue, it has been 

proposed that key bases for the effective contribution of older adults in the labour 

market will be their participation in activities to become 'up-skilled' or re-trained (ABS, 

2009; Daehlen & Ure, 2009; Mayhew et al., 2008). Up-skilling is seen as essential to 

adapt to the technological changes of the age of new information and communication 

technologies (ICT) (O'Keefe, Crase, & Dollery, 2007). However, statistical data from 

Australia demonstrate that participation by older job-seekers in accredited training 

programs is low and continues to decline as those job-seekers age (AHRC, 2009; 

Department of Employment, Education & Workplace Relations [DEEWR], 2008). 

A key point highlighted here is that there is a range of factors and barriers that 

impact negatively on the participation of older adults in both training and job-seeking 

activities. These include factors and barriers that are: (a) institutional, including 

financial disincentives, such as welfare benefits, superannuation systems and retirement 

arrangements; (b) societal, such as age discrimination, reflected in employer attitudes 

and practices; and (c) individual and personal, such as low self-esteem and a lack of 

self-confidence (AHRC, 2010; OECD, 2006; Temple, Adair, & Hosseini-Chavoshi, 
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2011). Considering the economic and social consequences of not addressing the current 

demographic trends, there is an imperative to reduce the barriers to older adults' 

participation in both training and job-seeking activities. It is proposed here that the 

terms used to categorise this cohort may constitute one of those barriers. 

 

The categorisation of 'disadvantaged older' adults 

According to the literature, there are many terms and age ranges used to define and 

describe this cohort. This section suggests that, whilst institutional categorisation may 

be useful to governments, it may be detrimental to both the employment prospects and 

self-esteem of older adults. 

 

Definitions and descriptions 

The designation of when an employee becomes an 'older worker' is very vague and 

subjective, possibly because ageing is said to be 'a multi-dimensional process' (Peeters 

& van Emmerik, 2008, p. 354). The OECD defines older workers as 'employees who are 

in the second half of their working life, who have not yet reached retirement age and 

who are still employable' (Luger & Mulder, 2010, p. 60). Older workers have also been 

defined without any particular age reference, as 'those who are liable to encounter 

difficulties in employment and occupation because of advancement of age' (Tikkanen, 

2009, p. 198). In terms of age ranges, older workers have been defined as ranging from 

those aged 40 years (Luger & Mulder, 2010; Moseley & Dessinger, 2008), to those aged 

45 years and over (Billett & van Woerkom, 2008; Lundberg & Marshallsay, 2007; 

Tikkanen, 2009), and those over 55 years (AHRC, 2013; Peeters & van Emmerik, 

2008). In Australia, adults aged 45 years and older have also been described as 'mature-

aged workers' (Billett, Johnson, Dymock, & Martin, 2010; Ranzijn et al., 2006; 

Thomson, Dawe, Anlezark, & Bowman, 2005). 

In concert with the range of ages used to determine when a worker becomes an 

older worker, there is also an array of terms used to describe these adults. Some of these 

terms place older adults in a positive light. For example, Moseley and Dessinger (2008) 

use a quirky acronym and describe older worker-learners as OWLs, compared to 

younger worker-learners. Other colourful appellations include: 'the greying workforce' 

(Kapelle, 2005; McCracken, 2006), 'the silver century' (Luger & Mulder, 2010), 'the 
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silver economy' (Cedefop, 2013b), 'grey talent' (Hewitt, 2009) and 'the chronologically 

gifted' (Ford & Orel, 2005). However, the majority of the terms describing older adults 

have more negative connotations. For example, they have been described as 'last resort 

employees', a term that appears to be very demeaning, indicating they are to be 

considered for employment only when there are no other options (Billett et al., 2011b). 

Older, unemployed adults have also been described as 'displaced' (Stuart & Perrett, 

2006) and as being 'discouraged workers' (Kossen, 2004; Ranzijn et al., 2006), with 

studies finding that the longer an older adult remains unemployed, the more they 

become discouraged. The Australian Government classifies adults who are under- or 

unemployed, with low education and low skills, as both 'older' and 'disadvantaged' in 

the contemporary labour market (McLachlan et al., 2013). 

Although these labels are in common use, it is interesting to note that even those 

who are unemployed are designated as 'workers' by (Australian) government agencies. 

However, for those who are unemployed, it is suggested here that the use of the word 

'worker' in those descriptions is a misnomer. This is because unemployed older adults 

likely face a more severe challenge to sustain their employability, as they do not have a 

workplace practice environment, nor do they have the kinds of access and opportunities 

to learn 'on-the-job' (Billett, 2011). 

 

The consequences of social categorisation 

It is claimed (Jenkins, 2008) that society is structured categorically and organised in 

ways that produce inequalities of power and resources. Jenkins (2008) also claims that 

social categorisation is inherent within institutions, but such labelling removes reference 

to their individual learning or social needs, and can be seen as one way humans are 

'constituted as objects of governments and subjects of the state, such as in censuses' (p. 

107). 

In 2010, the Australian Government’s advisory group on VET, Skills Australia, 

released a discussion paper that linked the country’s long term economic and social 

prosperity to the development of 'human capital' by the VET sector, implying a close 

connection between learning, employment and the economy (Zoellner, 2012). Skills 

Australia then proposed a re-introduction of the use of 'dualism' in terms of its policies 

and funding, by having only two categories of people: 'those who are employed as 



7 

opposed to those who are disadvantaged because they are unemployed' (Zoellner, 2012, 

p. 87). In Australia, identity and status have long been closely aligned with being in paid 

employment, with claims that those who are unable to obtain work lose self-esteem and 

self-confidence (Kimberley & Bowman, 2011). 

Jenkins (2008) claims that categorisation has consequences, as labelling generates 

social identity, producing social comparisons and positive or negative self-evaluation. 

Indeed, it has been suggested that as soon as they are categorised as 'older workers', they 

'become potential targets for prejudice and discrimination related to ageing' (Desmette 

& Gaillard, 2008, p. 169). The OECD (2006) reports that various studies reveal 

perception not only devalues the worth of these older adults, but limits their labour 

market experience and opportunities. An Australian study (AHRC, 2013) found that 

35% of Australians aged 55-64 years report having experienced some form of 

discrimination because of their age. Similarly, there are reports (AHRC, 2010) of older 

adults experiencing inequality in accessing training, with claims that 'training-related 

age-discrimination is common throughout the industrialised world' (Tikkanen, 2009, p. 

221). 

It is claimed that these trends could be due to social categorisation not only 

devaluing the social and human capital and social identity of older adults in the eyes of 

prospective employers, but also in their own eyes (Jenkins, 2008; Zoellner, 2012). So it 

can be said that their employment prospects are negatively impacted by such 

categorisation (Weller, 2007). From these claims, it is suggested that older adults are 

'subject to pervasive social press and are “placed under” ... the influence of cultural 

norms and practices' (Billett, 2006, p. 60). In some instances, these older adults cope 

with their predicament by not applying for training or promotion, or by retiring early 

from the labour force (Desmette & Gaillard, 2008; Loretto & White, 2006; Mayhew et 

al., 2008; Thijssen & Rocco, 2010). These trends indicate that social categorisation can 

lead to self-categorisation, which can have unfortunate consequences for both the 

individual and the nation. 

 

Investigating the experiences of institutionalised categorisation 

Given the economic and social importance of increasing the labour force participation 

rate of older adults, and the lack of qualitative research concerning their experiences, a 
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study was conducted with a small group of older low-skilled, unemployed adults, that 

investigated their experiences of a range of issues. This section details the methodology 

that comprised the study and outlines the characteristics of the participants. 

 

Methods and methodology 

The study comprised a qualitative orientation and a phenomenological approach. This 

approach was considered the most appropriate and suitable for the nature of the inquiry 

because of its capacity to obtain a detailed understanding of an issue, particularly one 

which had 'both social meaning and personal significance' (Moustakas, 1994, p. 103), as 

was the case with this study. It was also anticipated that this approach would empower 

individuals to share their stories (Miles & Huberman, 1994), minimise the power 

relationships between the researcher and the participants (Merriam, 1998), and secure 

insightful, personal accounts (Creswell, 2007; Groenewald, 2004). 

The use of semi-structured interviews organised around a set of predetermined 

questions was selected as a method of data gathering, as it enabled a comprehensive 

exploration of the subjectivities of a small group of participants, as suggested by 

Creswell (2007) and Whiting (2008). The data-gathering process involved a series of 

five one-on-one, face-to-face semi-structured interviews with the participants, over a 

five to eight month period, using pre-prepared interview protocols. Each of the five 

interviews explored a particular issue, and there was one interview which specifically 

explored the participants' experiences of and reactions to the institutionalised and social 

categorisation of their cohort. 

 

Theories utilised to interpret the findings 

There was a range of complimentary theories used throughout the five interviews, and 

then used to analyse and interpret the findings in relation to the barriers to training and 

job-seeking for this group. In particular, theories related to categorisation and identity 

were used in Interview 3, which related to institutionalised categorisation and 

unemployed older adults. Identity theory was found to incorporate various concepts 

which could be associated with the experiences of the participants. For instance, 

personal identity is defined by Taylor (1985) as relating to certain qualities an individual 

values in themselves, and Bandura (2006) states that collective or social identity 
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includes an individual's occupational identity. Archer (2000) identified social identity as 

a quality that drives the question of how we become social beings who can act both 

individually and collectively. In social identity theory, it is claimed that the self is 

reflexive, meaning that 'it can take itself as an object and can categorise, classify or 

name itself in particular ways in relation to other social categories or classifications' 

(Stets & Burke, 2000, p. 225). In social identity theory, this process is called self-

categorisation. These theories were linked to theories of categorisation, in particular 

from authors such as Jenkins (2008) and Zoellner (2012), and how institutionalised 

categorisation can lead to self-categorisation, in particular from authors such as 

Desmette and Gaillard (2008) and Stets and Burke (2000). 

As a corollary to those discussed above, theories of self-esteem and sense of self 

were used in Interview 4, as a connection has been made between unemployment and 

psychological disengagement, leading to low self-esteem (Ranzijn et al., 2006). 

Theories from Bandura (2006) were thought particularly salient, as he linked self-

esteem and personal efficacy, claiming that, for those with low self-esteem, low self-

efficacy ensues, and, conversely, those with high self-esteem will have high self-

efficacy. These connections reinforce the suggestion that the self-esteem of older low-

skilled and unemployed adults could be low, because of their so-called disadvantaged 

status (Billett et al., 2011a; Hewitt, 2009). 

These theories also suggest that those who are classified in possibly derogatory 

ways may experience a loss of identity, low self-esteem and a correspondingly low 

human and social capital. For instance, Schuller (2007) claimed that, in terms of an 

individual's social identity, there is a 'causal relationship' (p. 21) between social capital 

and human capital, as an individual's social capital may or may not have a beneficial 

effect on educational achievements. Similarly, socio-economic success is seen as 

leading to further opportunities and enhancement of an individual’s other capital stocks 

(Edgerton & Roberts, 2014). 

 

The participants 

The eight participants were aged 55 years and over, low-skilled and under- or 

unemployed. Although classified by the Australian Government as 'disadvantaged older 

workers' (McLachlan et al., 2013), in this study they were called 'disadvantaged older 
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jobseekers'. They were selected though a purposive sampling procedure, as this study 

required the selection of what Neuman (2006) describes as 'unique cases that are 

especially informative' (p. 222). The participants were sourced from the author's 

personal and professional network of contacts and individually approached to firstly 

ascertain a desire and availability to participate in the study, and to also ascertain 

whether or not their characteristics fitted the criteria. Altogether, twenty-six people were 

approached, with eight of those being suitable and willing to participate. They consisted 

of five females and three males, from various backgrounds and participating in a variety 

of vocational qualifications to increase their employability. Six participants were 

receiving unemployment benefits. Five were undertaking government-funded training in 

both high and low level vocational certificates, through the Newstart Allowance Scheme 

(Department of Human Services, 2014), where there were mutual obligations attendant 

on receiving those benefits. One participant was attempting to gain a high level 

vocational certificate through the recognition of prior learning process, and two 

participants were financially supporting themselves in high level vocational certificates. 

Five participants had been born in country towns, but during the interviews, they were 

all residing in an Australian capital city. Although they had varied backgrounds, there all 

had in common an education and social history shaped by the societal expectations and 

historical events of their childhood. The outcome of that history was that the 

participants had achieved a low level of educational attainment and a low skills base, 

and that they had work histories that were unsteady, consisting of part-time or casual 

work, and long periods of unemployment, often due to family responsibilities and 

obligations. All the names used throughout are pseudonyms, chosen by the participants. 

 

The responses to the categorisation of 'disadvantaged older workers' 

As the study was part of a doctoral thesis, large amounts of data were produced relating 

to the interrelated barriers to participation in training and job-seeking for the 

participants. However, this paper only presents the findings in relation to their 

experiences of institutionalised and social categorisation. The participants were asked if 

they were aware of the labelling used by governments to classify their cohort. Most of 

the participants knew their cohort was called 'older workers', but none knew that those 

who are over 55 years, low skilled and under- or unemployed were also called 
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'disadvantaged'. They were asked to respond to those labels. 

 

Older workers 

In response to the question: What are your experiences of and reactions to the 

classification of your age group as ‘older workers’?, Corinne stated: 'Its all stupid! Well, 

it shouldn't matter whether you're older or younger, if you can do the job.' Noah 

reported that he did not like the term, explaining that ‘older sounds a little bit Victorian, 

or “old hat”. Older is patronising, I reckon'. Three participants, Linda, Kelvin and Dan, 

reported that they did not feel 'older’ and claimed they still felt the same way they had 

when they were teenagers. For example, Linda commented: 'My mind still feels like I’m 

16. Its just a very full 16.' Similarly Dan claimed: 'I still feel like I’m 15-16.' However, 

Dan did acknowledge that: 'I think opportunities will be limited for them [older adults], 

because of that perception, that, perhaps as old dogs they can’t be taught new tricks.' 

Kelvin suggested that labelling made it easier to 'stereotype or pigeon-hole people', but 

that: 

'Just because we fall into the same age bracket, it doesn’t mean we all have 

the same requirements and needs. There are a lot of different people with 

different attributes, talents and everything else. We’ve still got an awful lot 

to contribute.' 

In response to the suggestion that the term 'mature-aged' was also used for their 

age group, Ellie-May reported it may be a useful term, and observed: 'Everybody is 

maturing every day with age. Well, no, not everybody.' Noah reported he thought the 

term mature-aged was ‘new millennium’ and 'respectful'. He commented: 'We are 

mature, we’re not adolescent.' However, Dan observed: 'Bearing in mind, maturity 

doesn't necessarily come with age, so maybe 'older' is more relevant.' Three participants 

suggested that there was a distinction made in both society and government 

employment agencies between being aged 45 years and being aged 55 years and over. 

For example, Suzanne stated: 'Although lets get real, we are old! At 45 you’re still Ok, 

but at 55, you’re ancient! Well, that’s what other people think of us'. Similarly, Corinne 

remarked: 

'Yeah, that 10 years seems to be the difference. When we are 45 we were 

climbing the ladder, there's a slippery slope. Now we're falling down it, at a 
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huge rate of knots, you know? You're on your way down, once you're 55.' 

From these findings, it can be seen that the participants may have had various 

reactions to the use of the term older worker, but the majority of them reported that they 

did not 'feel' as if they were old. A common theme appeared to be that they realised the 

term was frequently used in both society and government policies, particularly for those 

aged over 55 years. 

 

Disadvantaged workers 

When the participants were asked: What are your experiences of and reactions to being 

labelled ‘disadvantaged workers’? Corinne reported that she believed she had been 

much more disadvantaged when she was a single supporting parent with three small 

children. However, three female participants, Linda, Ellie-May and Suzanne, reported 

that they had been diagnosed with physical illnesses, and that may further disadvantage 

them in the labour market. For example, Linda stated that: 'Oh, I'm definitely 

disadvantaged. Because having all this education, and sitting here unemployed. That’s 

why I say I’m like a caged lion.' However, Tamara reported that she considered there 

was a big difference in being called 'older' at over 45 years and then, at over 55 years, 

being called 'disadvantaged', and commented: 'At 45, you’ve still got 20 years, roughly, 

before you get the pension, and 55, where you’re sort of running out of time’. 

The three male participants, Kelvin, Noah and Dan, all reported that they 

considered the term ‘disadvantaged’ was an appropriate one for those aged over 55 

years with low skills. As an example of these reports, Kelvin stated: 'I think that’s 

accurate. I mean, in the modern workforce, it is a disadvantage, a handicap.' Similarly, 

Noah observed:'Well, if you got no skills, you are disadvantaged.' Kelvin stated that it 

was an appropriate label if it provided what he called 'positive discrimination' for their 

cohort. When asked to explain what that would entail, Kelvin elaborated that: ''There 

should be support for workers in that category; from government, from employers, you 

know, organisations.' 

The findings demonstrate that the participants had varied reactions to being called 

disadvantaged. Although some did not appreciate the term being used to describe them, 

there was some agreement that they were disadvantaged in the contemporary labour 

market. However, it was anticipated that being so-called would only be advantageous if 



13 

it lead to targeted support. 

 

Impacts on training and job-seeking activities 

The participants were asked if being called ‘older’ or ‘disadvantaged’ had affected their 

decisions to participate in training and job-seeking activities, or their employment 

prospects. They all commented that, although they may not view themselves as 'old', 

they were aware that they were perceived by society in a negative light. Exemplifying 

their sentiments, Corinne observed: 'I just think that government policies are creating 

huge divides in society. And now they’re creating a divide between young and old.' As 

an example of the impacts of those labels, when Tamara was asked if she had actively 

sought training and employment, she stated: 'I'm terrified to look for a job – haven't 

done a thing! I just feel so inadequate.' When further questioned as to why she may feel 

this way, she reported it was in reaction to societal sentiments of her age, commenting: 

'Sometimes I think: “How can I?” I look too old, or too tired.' Conversely, Corinne 

commented: 'No, I'll do it [training and job-seeking] if I want to. But it [labelling] 

doesn’t shape your decision on applying for a job, it shapes their decision on employing 

you.' 

In regard to the negative societal sentiments regarding older workers, Suzanne 

claimed: 'Well, the media think we're too old to have around, and young people think 

we're too “fuddy-duddy”.' In a similar way, Dan observed that the media was a driver of 

social perceptions, stating: 'Media doesn’t play up the value of the older worker'. 

Similarly, Noah observed: 'It's just the situation of society, that limits us, but doesn't 

encourage us.' Except for Tamara, the participants reported that they did not perceive 

their age and low-skills were a barrier to employment, but were aware prospective 

employers did. In particular, Corinne, Linda, and Ellie-May reported that they had 

experienced age-discrimination from prospective employers. They agreed that in their 

lifetimes, they had gained skills and knowledge, but that did not come with 

qualifications, and was thus not valued by employers. They reported that employers 

simply looked at their age and dismissed their application. For example, Ellie-May 

commented: 'I'll go into an interview and the minute they look at you, you know: 

“You're not what we're looking for”. Age goes against you.' Similarly, Linda claimed: 

'But they don't say, because legally they can't, but all they've got to say is that someone 
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else they interviewed was more suitable. But I've known it's because of my age.' 

Corinne reported that she was directly told she was 'too old' for a job. 

Four participants reported that their unemployed status impacted on their sense of 

self, which appeared to lead them all to report that they felt 'depressed'. Exemplifying 

these emotions, Suzanne described how she felt after unsuccessfully applying for 

several jobs: 'Well, lack of self-confidence, lack of self-image. That's what I feel.' In a 

similar way, Ellie-May reported that she understood her depressed state was 'a self-

esteem issue, well, lack of self-confidence.' In an extreme case, Dan's continued 

unemployment appeared to impact on his occupational identity and sense of self. Those 

dispositional barriers, combined with a series of family tragedies, led to his 

psychological ill-health and a medical diagnosis of post-traumatic stress disorder. 

Kelvin summed up the issue of his cohort being institutionally and socially categorised 

in these words: 

'There’s a category of older people who’ve fended for themselves, and 

supported themselves, you know, contributed greatly to their community, to 

their society. And now they’re having to undergo the humiliations, the 

disempowerment of handing their destiny over, you know?' 

 

The relevance of these findings to other research 

The findings from this small-scale study illustrate a disparity between the 

institutionalised, objectified and impersonal categorisation of this group, and their 

individual, personal reactions and reflections. The findings indicate that the response to 

being labelled as ‘older’ was that it was a term used by the government, not by them, to 

describe their employability or life status. In the same way, there was a commonality to 

their opinions regarding being called disadvantaged. They agreed that it was a 

disadvantage to be under-skilled in the contemporary workforce, but they disliked the 

way the term was used to describe them. But it was acknowledged that such a label 

could be beneficial, if it was transformed into appropriate support for their training and 

job-seeking activities. However, this suggestion implies that currently, the term was not 

accompanied by adequate support. 

Three of the participants reported they had health problems and one reported he 

was suffering from psychological issues. It is claimed that, for older, low-skilled and 
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unemployed adults, experiencing physical and or mental ailments can seriously affect 

employment prospects, with those in that category being described as having 'multiple 

disadvantages' (Riach & Loretto, 2009). Health problems, real or perceived, are seen as 

a major barrier to employers who view the prospective employee as an unacceptable 

risk, regardless of the link between the injury or illness and the nature of the job 

function (Poehl & Cunningham, 2011). 

The data gives a glimpse into how this group acknowledged that while the state 

may deem it necessary for their cohort to be categorised in this way, the negative 

connotations associated with those terms affected how they were perceived by society, 

and in particular, by prospective employers. Within the interviews there was agreement 

concerning the role the media played in driving societal attitudes. These observations 

are in accordance with a recent Australian study, that found the older Australian 

respondents reported that, due to the influence of the media, they experienced a feeling 

of being 'invisible', and a sense of shame, anger or sadness (AHRC, 2013). It is 

suggested that such societal sentiments influenced the conceptions and subjectivities of 

the participants, with many reporting they had a 'lack of self-confidence'. 

The premise here is that the participants internalised the perceptions of their age 

and capabilities, and turned it into a form of self-discrimination. That is, rather than 

serving as a means to identify and provide support, these terms damaged their sense of 

self and identity. This response is a consequence that has frequently been suggested in 

the literature (Billett et al., 2010; Desmette & Gaillard, 2008; Temple et al., 2011), with 

the claim that the corresponding loss of self-efficacy can impact negatively on an 

individual's belief in their learning ability or trainability (Billett et al., 2011a; Oesch, 

2010; Tikkanen, 2009). 

It is posited that there was a relational interdependence between the institutional, 

societal and personal impacts of institutionalised categorisation that influenced, directly 

and indirectly, the participants' decisions to participate in training activities to increase 

their employability. This was due firstly to perceptions of their social and human capital 

being devalued, a concept aligned with similar literature (Jenkins, 2008; Rubenson & 

Desjardins, 2009; Zoellner, 2012), which adversely effects their employment prospects 

(Weller, 2007), and secondly, by a tendency towards self-categorisation and self-

discrimination, as suggested by other authors in this field (Desmette & Gaillard, 2008; 
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Stets & Burke, 2000). In this way, it is claimed that inappropriate choices of labelling 

and categorisation contributed to this group becoming discouraged and further 

disadvantaged in the labour market, a claim posited in other studies (Billett, 2011; 

Tikkenan, 2009). 

 

Implications for the future 

From the findings, and their alignment with other literature in the field, it can be seen 

that the use of derogatory categorisation could be harmful to the social capital of this 

cohort, at a time when they have been positioned as the response group to offset the 

economic impacts of an ageing population (Cedefop, 2013a). Indeed, the economic 

imperative to increase the employability of older adults has recently been highlighted 

with suggestions in Australia of raising the eligibility age for pension entitlements to 70 

years old (The Treasury, 2014). It is claimed that the use of the term 'disadvantaged' has 

're-problematised' this cohort, 'in ways that imply they are not contributing to economic 

prosperity, and are therefore constituted as a drain on the public purse' (Zoellner, 2012, 

p. 86). It implies a difference between those described as disadvantaged, and the rest of 

the population who, by implication, can be classed as 'advantaged'. If such labelling and 

categorisation decreases opportunities for employment for older adults, it would appear 

to be defeating the purposes for which it was designed. One way of achieving a more 

positive outcome is the suggestion of 'a realignment of the existing classification' of 

workers over 45 years (Billett et al., 2011b, p. 1256). 

The findings suggest that the government agenda of increasing the labour force 

participation rate of older adults is misaligned with the government policy of 

institutionalised categorisation, with its reported negative psychological consequences. 

If these findings are indicative of similar issues in the larger population, then policy-

makers may need to consider adjusting the terms they use to describe this cohort. Such a 

readjustment would need to be aligned with other effective measures that serve to 

encourage this cohort in ways that lead to meaningful roles within the contemporary 

workforce. The findings of this small-scale study illustrate the potential personal cost 

and responses to that policy. They also illuminate the need for further investigations into 

the categorisation of this cohort, reflecting on their experiences, and gaining insight 

from their perspectives. 
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