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INTRODUCTION 

The Third Age has been defined as the period of life when people emerge from the imperatives of earning a living and/or bringing up children and may be able to look forward to twenty or more years of healthy life (Stowe 1993). I argue that a welfare system, such as we have now in New Zealand, that accepts implicit retirement from the age of 55 years, represents a significant loss of human capital that the economy can ill afford. 

In this paper, I draw on my observations as someone who has been involved in working with older job-seekers for 15 years, in centres from Invercargill to Whangarei. Through my work, I have listened to people talk about their fears, joys, concerns, and successes from one end of the country to the other. From 1992 until August 1999, I was National Coordinator of the Mature Employment Support Association (MESA). 

I come from Tyneside, where the world's largest coal field is found. Thousands of men were employed in the pits. During the 1960s, the pits were closed, one by one, putting all the men out of work. The Tyne was the largest shipbuilding area in the world, but the same thing happened with the shipyards. This was repeated in the steelworks and all the heavy engineering factories. Many thousands lost their jobs. I worked in the construction industry where jobs were always uncertain. It was necessary to go wherever the jobs were in order to survive. 

I came to New Zealand to find a workforce that had never felt the threat of unemployment. This changed very, very rapidly. The people had no idea this was about to happen. The historical environment of full employment that existed prior to the mid 1970s did not encourage skill acquisition, continuing education and positive attitudes towards lifelong learning in much of the New Zealand work force. Changes to the labour market dynamic left many workers exposed as the structural changes in the economy demanded different skills and attributes. This is why I started the Mature Employment Service. 

My aim in writing this paper is to bridge the distance between general labour profiles provided by Statistics New Zealand and the descriptive studies of personal experiences of older job seekers and those in, or approaching, the "third age". The paper is organised into four sections. First, the recent history of mature employment
 in New Zealand is discussed with particular attention to the public sector restructuring of the 1980s and 1990s. This is contextualised with census and research information and legislation. The second section provides a brief overview of my experiences within the mature employment field, focusing on the psychological impact of change in the labour market. The third section is a discussion of the "third age" and related programmes. Finally, I make suggestions for the improvement of policies relating to mature employment. 

NEW ZEALAND CONTEXT 

In discussing the recent history of mature employment, I focus on public sector restructuring because that is the area with which I am most familiar, and because it provides a clear context for discussing the key issues affecting older workers. I do not discuss the causes of the restructuring (which, of course, affected the whole labour market, not the public sector alone) or the way in which New Zealand was affected by events in the wider world, e.g. oil shocks, more open trade, technology-driven changes, etc. These are beyond the scope of this paper. 

There are two key issues that I wish to emerge from this discussion. The first is that older workers are falling, prematurely, out of the labour market at a time when they are likely to have longer potentially productive time following the traditional retirement age. The second point is that New Zealanders have tended to be under- prepared (both financially and mentally) for retirement. 

Public Sector Restructuring 

The restructuring of state services, the largest single employer within New Zealand, began in 1985. The Department of Lands and Survey, the Forest Service and the State Mines were the first services to be affected. In order to assist with the restructuring, in September 1986 the State Services Commission (SSC) established the Social Impact Unit to identify and address local problems arising from the restructuring, and to work specifically in the areas hardest hit. However, the Ministerial Co-ordinating Committee on State Owned Enterprises decided to reduce Unit staffing on 6 May 1987, and the Unit was disbanded on 31 March 1989. 

The need for such a Unit was demonstrated in Southland and Otago, where entire communities, which had been dependent on state-run mining or forestry as sole employers, became centres of high unemployment with no identifiable alternative sources of employment. The impact of this was most severe for workers in the 45+ age group who had largely gone into work straight from school and who had no experience of unemployment. While younger people were able to relocate to find work, workers in the mature age group seemed to have no way to deal with either the practical or psychological impact of job loss. Thus, while redundancy payments may have been liberal and provided opportunities for some to establish new careers, many older people were severely affected by the restructuring. 

Some measures brought in to alleviate the situation also created problems. For example, the Social Impact Unit negotiated a deal with the Housing Corporation whereby they would purchase a redundant person's house if that person lived in an area of high unemployment caused by the public sector restructuring, in order to allow the person to relocate to a more job-friendly area. This was good for the redundant worker, but it had a very bad effect on the property values of those who stayed in the area. 

The Mature Employment Service 

I was the SSC Social Impact Unit co-ordinator for Southland and, when the Unit was disbanded, I continued this work by setting up the Southland Employment Resource Centre (SERC). Under the umbrella of SERC, a self-help group of older job seekers was set up. This group was called Grey Panthers and changed its name to the Mature Employment Service (MES) in 1989. MES now operates throughout the country. 

The MES philosophy suggests that forced retirement is a form of discrimination. People should be able to choose at what age they want to retire. Most people have an official retirement age fixed in their minds, This affects the job aspirations of many people over 45. Retirement is a vulnerable time of life and can be very stressful, especially if it is not planned. The stress of unplanned retirement can lead to both physical and mental ill health. 

Over the last ten years, MES Centres, Age Concern and other similar organisations have been working to find solutions to the problems identified by the older workers themselves. Each month these organisations see hundreds of older people who are experiencing age discrimination in employment. 

New Zealand Statistics on Mature Employment 

If, as the MES suggests, forced retirement is a form of discrimination, then what proportion of people are actually facing this form of discrimination? I will now briefly review the statistics and legislation relating to this question. 

For the year ended March 1988, the rate of unemployment for people in the five-year age- groups 45 years and older ranged between 2.0 and 2.3%, compared to the average rate for all working-age groups of 4.3% (Statistics New Zealand 1999: 116). In 1998, the 45+ range was between 2.9 and 4.5%, compared to the average working-age rate of 6.8% (ibid.). An examination of the long-term unemployed
 indicates that those over 45 years of age have consistently had the highest percentages of long-term unemployed within their unemployed populations (Statistics New Zealand 1999: 121). These findings suggest that long-term unemployment is a major issue for mature workers. 

An examination of the trends in the mature labour force over the past 20 years may suggest that the next decade will see 33% and 50% of New Zealand men permanently exited from the labour force by their late 40s and mid-50s, respectively (Thomson, cited in The Jobs Letter 13/9/99). For women in their mid-50s, the prediction is 60%. For those men remaining in employment, the percentage in secure employment is decreasing. The 1996 census figures indicate that less than 80% of men were in full-time employment at each age, with the level decreasing as age increased to a low of 40% for men in their 60s (ibid.). 

New Zealand Legislation 

These changes in employment patterns occurred at a time when legislation relating to mature workers was undergoing substantial alteration. The combined effect of shifts in employment patterns and legislation is that the skills and resources of older workers are often not being utilised. 

Under section 21 (1) (i) of the Human Rights Act 1993, age discrimination in employment became illegal from 1 February 1994 for persons aged between 16 years and the entitlement age for national (New Zealand) superannuation. Subparagraph (1) expired on 31 January 1999, removing the upper-age boundary.
 Under sections 151 and 152, Government employees were effectively exempt from protection under the Act until 1 January 2000; however the Human Rights Amendment Act 1999 extended that exemption until 1 January 2001.

Through the Social Security Act 1964, prior to April 1992 people who were unemployed and aged 55 years and over were paid an emergency unemployment benefit that had no work-related obligations. It was paid at the same rate as the unemployment benefit. The "55+ benefit" was officially introduced on 1 April 1992. While the entitlement criteria and rate for this benefit were the same as those for the unemployment benefit, the work test (generally, an obligation to demonstrate that one is actively searching for work) was relaxed once the person had been subject to it for six months, after reaching the age of 55 years. However, there was still an expectation that the person would continue to make reasonable efforts to move into paid employment and also that they would accept any suitable offer of employment. A subsequent change through the Social Security (Exemptions from Mandatory Interviews and Work Tests) Regulations 1996 exempted work-tested beneficiaries aged 55 years or over from the requirement to maintain registration on the job seekers' register of the Department of Labour after six months' registration. 

The unemployment benefit, training benefit and the sickness benefit were replaced by the community wage on 1 October 1998. The work test requirements for this benefit are the acceptance of any suitable offer of employment and, upon request by Work and Income New Zealand (W1NZ), participation in any activity that is anticipated to increase the person's prospects of moving into paid employment. However, the Social Security Regulations (Reciprocal Obligations: Exemptions and Deferrals 1998) enabled the previous work test exemptions for beneficiaries aged 55 years and over to continue under the community wage regime, and introduced an immediate work test exemption for people aged 60 years or more. 

When the 55+ benefit was officially introduced in 1992, the qualifying age for New Zealand superannuation was 60 years, which meant that the maximum time spent on the 55+ benefit was five years. The age of eligibility for superannuation has since been rising, and will reach 65 years in 2001. The transitional retirement benefit was introduced in April 1994, and specifically targeted people who were near the original superannuation eligibility age when the incremental change in age for that criterion was announced. The qualifying age for the transitional retirement benefit has been increasing alongside the superannuation eligibility age, and this benefit will be phased out in 2004. 

The outcome of these changes is that most people who are granted the 55+ benefit will not be eligible for the transitional retirement benefit, and will shift to superannuation at age 65 years. This means that the maximum time spent on the 55+ benefit will be 10 years. During this time, employment facilitation services would not be available. 

THE PSYCHOLOGICAL IMPACT OF CHANGE 

Prior to the public sector's restructuring, most public servants thought they had a permanent job and, on reaching 60, would retire with a reasonable income. The shock came when we realised that restructuring meant redundancy for some. It took 16 months of great uncertainty before we knew who was going. As a Public Service Association delegate then, most of my time was taken up in helping colleagues to cope with their concerns, such as losing their job or their house, and personal issues such as paying for children's schooling. 

As the months went by, tensions grew. I have seen many people make disastrous decisions at times like these. On a number of occasions I had to stand between staff members and friends who were about to exchange blows. I soon realised that people worry far more about what may happen than they do when they know what is happening. I have seen these situations of stress and uncertainty repeatedly over a number of years, with the restructuring of the Fire Service being a most recent instance. 

Despite the Human Rights Act, and the fact that age is usually irrelevant when considering workers' performance, a person's age may be the primary reason for their redundancy or for their inability to move into future employment. With regard to the loss of employment, it is devastating to be told that all the expertise, which has been gained over many years of hard work and loyal service, is no longer perceived to be of use. There is widespread and unjustified discrimination against older people on grounds of age not only in employment, but also in education, voluntary work and public appointments. 

As with most forms of prejudice, it is perception rather than reality, that counts. The stereotypes of age (high absenteeism, rigid thinking, low IT skills, high costs) have become entrenched. An understanding of the advantages of a work force with older people (experience, quality customer service, high commitment, low staff turnover) is slow to seep through. A hidden component of this prejudice in larger companies is the way in which age is implicit in organisational hierarchies. Negative views about an older person reporting to a younger person can result in younger managers choosing not to employ older candidates. 

In my view, a major part of the difficulty is that New Zealand has not had employment problems in the past. Previous generations of older workers have not needed to look at other employment options during their working lives. The older workers we have been seeing in the 1990s have worked most of their lives at a time when unemployment was not an issue. There were always more jobs than people and there was no need to seek other career options. They may have no idea how to create a new career when they have lost their job. 

I have seen many people become totally devastated when they are made redundant. They find it difficult to understand how they could come to be unemployed. They become angry, and many become depressed about the difficulty of re-entering the workforce. However, eighteen months to two years later, some of these people are working in a new career, and saying they should have made the move years ago. On the other hand, older people who find themselves redundant can be very vulnerable. I have seen older people so desperate to re-enter the workforce, due to the "shame" of unemployment, that they buy a business - any business - then eventually end up in financial difficulties. 

One of the most common characteristics of older workers made redundant through restructuring has been an unwillingness to approach government departments for assistance and a reluctance even to register as unemployed. Having worked all their lives they were loath to take handouts from the state, and they certainly did not want to discuss their situation with public servants. I found that the only way to break down this barrier of denial was through peer-to-peer discussion and a self-help approach. As the SSC Social Impact Unit co-ordinator for Southland, I saw this as the most pressing social problem and I addressed it by setting up self-help groups of older workers displaced through restructuring. 

The change to the qualifying age for New Zealand superannuation compounds the emotional effects of redundancy. The expectancy of receiving government superannuation at 60 years of age was shattered by the sudden change to 65 years. People who had made some provision for their retirement and were made redundant in their 50's knew that, if they could not re-enter the workforce, there would not be much left from their savings by the time they had reached 65. Someone at 50 years of age could be looking forward to 30 to 40 years of poverty. 

THIRD AGE PROGRAMMES 

The "third age" is not defined, nor ever can be, by a specific age range. It is a stage of life which comes at a different chronological time for each individual and which is quite distinct from the stage on either side of it: full-time employment and parenthood on one side and (usually) dependency on the other. The first age is the period of childhood and growing up, and the second age is that of careers, marriage and parenting. The fourth age is the final phase of dependency and, ultimately, death. It becomes obvious that there is a gap here for the third age, which has arisen from increased life expectancy. The third age will become more important in future decades due to the continued influence of the demographic, social, economic and biomedical factors that initially created it (Edwards 1996). 

In the remainder of this paper, I will highlight aspects of two approaches to third age issues, and I will identify specific policy implications. Third age programmes in Britain and in Christchurch offer suggestions which inform this paper, and which are important for ongoing work in this area. 

The third age programme in Britain originated through the 1990 Carnegie Inquiry into the Third Age - a comprehensive research programme undertaken by the Carnegie U.K. Trust. The Carnegie Third Age Programme was established in response to concerns about: the existence of wide-spread and unjustified age discrimination; the lack of choice for many in their third age; and wide disparities in the circumstances of third agers, with some having improving prospects but others quite the reverse. These concerns were seen alongside the enormous potential for those in their third age to achieve personal fulfilment, experience a widening of choice, and make a major contribution to society and to the economy. As the inquiry progressed, it became clearer that the issues centred around the relationship between employment and age, rather than around a definable group of people. 

The inquiry produced the following eight conclusions (Worsley 1996): 

· the third age concept is valid, permanent and significant; 

· people in their third age have a key requirement for greater choice; 

· economic benefits are generated through third agers making their contributions; 

· third agers are of great importance to society; 

· age discrimination is a major barrier to effective involvement of third agers in society and the economy; 

· many third agers suffer from several types of disadvantage, e.g. education and training, income, employment, and health; 

· action is urgently needed on all these fronts; 

· third age issues should be kept high on the public agenda. 

In Christchurch, third age issues are beginning to receive high priority though the City Council's Older Persons Policy. The Christchurch City Council and the Canterbury Development Corporation are assisting in the development of the Christchurch Third Age Programme. The purpose is to establish the facts about the third age, to identify the needs and options for change and to clarify the policy implications. 

A measure of success for the Christchurch Third Age Programme will be the extent to which the issues of the third age are established on the agenda of other organisations and institutions. We will seek formal agreements with a series of individual New Zealand organisations, such as Age Concern, employers and WINZ, that they would continue to address particular third age matters on a long term basis. The Programme will also work collaboratively with overseas organisations, such as the Carnegie Third Age Programme and Jobs East in Australia. 

Five key third age issues have been identified for New Zealand: 

· The third age may generally be one of greater freedom, but for those who move from childcare and/or full-time work into caring for a parent or parent-in-law, and perhaps a spouse, this freedom never comes.

· It is important that the third agers have access to active and enjoyable leisure pursuits. Leisure activities are vital for the well-being of us all and consideration of leisure, at a policy level, is important for keeping people independent for as long as possible. 

· It is important that third agers adopt a healthy lifestyle, including physical fitness. Being able to make choices in your third age will be severely curtailed without good health. 

· Education and training are crucial if third agers are to fulfil their potential roles with enormous benefits to themselves, to the economy and to society. Many people in third age have had no formal education since leaving school. 

· Volunteer work is a very important dimension of third age life. It provides a means by which third agers can contribute to life in their own and other generations. 

Given optimal preparation, the third age can be one of choice. Ideally, it is third agers who will decide what kind of life they want and how they will contribute to society. 

POLICY IMPLICATIONS 

This paper has focussed on employment as a major priority for third agers. Individuals' employment prospects in their third age are heavily dependent on their initial education and on the training and experience they have secured in their second age. If the community wage is the only guaranteed income available to a person, then that individual's choices are very limited. It is imperative that people plan for the transition from full-time employment and consider the possibility of continuing some employment, well into the third age. 

With this in mind, the policy implications for the employment and income maintenance of third agers may be split into four categories: during employment; before retirement; after retirement; and retirement savings. 'While most of the suggestions are at the individual employer level, there is scope for government agencies to assist in the development and maintenance of the suggestions. 

During Employment 

According to the European Foundation (l998),
 employers should: 

· recruit, train, reward and promote employees on the basis of their ability to meet the needs of the business, irrespective of their age; 

· actively encourage, and provide facilities for, employees of all ages to take personal responsibility for their self-development, especially with regard to acquiring new skills; 

· provide reasonable opportunities for flexible working hours when employees are caring for elderly relatives; and 

· promote anti-ageism policies generally. 

Hazenberg Construction in the Netherlands is an example of a company that has attempted to meet the needs of its older workers. Through job adaptation and social- medical supervision, including periodic health checks, this medium-sized company tries to anticipate potential medical problems, particularly those affecting mobility. Medical professionals advise both employee and employer on a sensible combination of load and capacity. Worker retention may be accomplished via job adaptation, such as switching from carpentry work to supervisory positions, and the mentoring of younger, less experienced operational staff. 

In conjunction with increased expectations of female labour force attachment, inflexible work hours may have a worse effect on female older workers than on their male counterparts. In the developed world, national populations are ageing and the elderly themselves are ageing (Hoffman and Leeson 1994). An increasing number of elderly attain a very great age (by historical standards), thereby requiring an increasingly greater share of care services from public authorities, and perhaps increasingly from the family. Many individuals with eldercare responsibilities are actively employed and by far the majority of these caregivers are women. 

Before Retirement 

According to the European Foundation (1998), employers should: 

· provide, or pay for, courses to assist employees in preparing for retirement; and 

· when redundancies become necessary, select those to be made redundant on the basis of needs of the business and ignore the age of individuals concerned, 

Within New Zealand, there has been some concern that an employer may believe they are activating constructive dismissal if they focus on the transition to retirement (McNaughton 1998). However, the employer can assist in this transition phase. An initial move into part-time employment as a path towards retirement can meet the needs of some workers as well as preventing the sudden loss of considerable expertise from the organisation. Where the employer wishes to retain the overall staff complement, job- sharing is an option that enables the needs of the employer and employee to be met. This solution is being used in France and Germany. If the current workplace is no longer suitable for the older worker, the employer can still assist by supporting the employee's job-search activities.

After Retirement 

Finally, after retirement, the European Foundation (1998) suggests employers should: 

· ensure that, where appropriate, retired employees can access a company pension scheme or satisfactory alternative, which provides adequate cover upon retirement; and 

· promote networks, so that retired employees can use this mechanism to offer support to one another. 

Retirement Savings 

At a time where the Retirement Commissioner has been encouraging us to save for our retirement, the removal of a compulsory retirement age may have the result that workers who are not adequately prepared financially for retirement may be unwilling to retire (Blair 1998). The Retirement Commissioner points out that, while employers should be encouraging their staff to save for retirement, there has actually been a decline in the availability and membership of employment-sponsored superannuation schemes. Only 17% contribute to an employer superannuation scheme, representing a drop of 25% in the past seven years. Among developed countries, New Zealand has the lowest level of employee involvement in superannuation schemes (see Table 1). 

Table 1 Employees in Employer Superannuation Schemes 

	
	Country 
	
	Employee coverage 

	
	Australia 
	
	90% 

	
	Germany 
	
	85% 

	
	United States of America
	
	51%

	
	Britain 
	
	50% 

	
	Canada 
	
	45% 

	
	New Zealand 
	
	17% 


The ability to save for retirement through employment is very important. However, employability is a controversial principle. For example, many women have child-rearing and family skills that could give a very secure basis for paid employment, such as negotiation and communication. These skills are increasingly needed but, despite often having good educational qualifications, many women have access to low-paid or casual jobs only. There are issues related to temporary and part-time work that have historically affected many more women than men, but they are now increasingly affecting both sexes. The New Zealand trend towards decreasing levels of secure employment as age increases is also likely to reduce the capacity of many to save adequately for their retirement. 

These factors, and the increased life expectancy of New Zealanders, mean that many people may be solely reliant on New Zealand superannuation to fund their retirement, when they choose to retire. With the New Zealand superannuation payable at the age of 65 years, many retirees can expect to spend at least 10 years on this income source. 

CONCLUSION 

For the well-being of all generations, we must find ways to keep third agers independent for as long as possible. We must enable them to continue making their contribution to society and to ensure that the third age becomes in all possible ways a gift and not a burden - to each and all. 

Third agers represent a substantial and growing proportion of the active, independent adult population, and it is essential that they contribute to society through paid work or in other ways. There is no inherent conflict between this and greater individual freedom and choice because most people find life more satisfying if they are involved in interactive and productive activities. Being excluded from work and other purposeful activity can cause all kinds of problems. We need to establish that the third age is not about retirement from activity into a long holiday, is not the prerogative of the well-to-do, is not an apprenticeship for a fourth age of dependency, is not just about consumption and is not a transient phenomenon or far-fetched invention. Our society needs to develop a norm of continuing and changing activities, some paid and some not, throughout life. 

What is needed are the imagination and resources on the part of employers, government and individuals to see how, with a little training and help, many years of accumulated experience can be brought back into use with the commitment and enthusiasm characteristic of the older age group. 

Although the concept of a third age is very important and has many implications for all age groups, it is not yet a high priority on many people's agendas. The Christchurch Third Age Programme is an example of a local authority taking action. The programme stems from the City Council's Older Persons Policy. We need action by all local authorities. Local government has an important role to play as a provider and purchaser of services, and an employer. It has an important role in enabling others to develop networks at a local level and bringing together other agents of change. Urgent positive action can effectively redress and delay the onset of many of the most damaging issues and produce major benefits for those persons directly affected, as well as for Government and employers. 

Above all, everyone should realise that the third age is not a short rest before dependency or death. It is an important and lengthening stage of the life cycle that nearly all of us will experience. With thought and preparation, the third age can be made vastly more rewarding. 
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� The term mature employment, and similar terms, are used to refer to workers aged 45 years or older. 


� People who have been unemployed for more than 26 weeks are considered to be long-term unemployed. 


� Subparagraphs (ii) and (iii) of section 21 (1) (i), which remain in force, retain the 16 years lower-age boundary.


� According to government policy, compulsory retirement ages in employment contracts should not be enforced 


� The policy implications suggested in this paper draw from European sources and are therefore only provisionally applicable in a local context, given the differences in industrial relations frameworks. 





