DEBATE – KAY CABERRY

JEREMY:
Good afternoon.  Welcome to the 4th of the Equal Works debates.  This one is on older workers.  Those of you who are familiar with the Equal initiative will know that there are a lot of development partnerships all around the country and indeed all around the country, indeed all around Europe who are focussed exclusively on the issues of the ageing workforce and various issues and opportunities that arise as a result of that.  There are a lot more we know whose prime objective isn’t about older workers but a lot of whose work actually concern either older workers who are looking for work or older workers who are concerned about their working prospects.  

 
This debate is going to last for an hour. We’ve got a lot of questions, a lot of issues being thrown at us already.  If you want to take part in it and you haven’t actually made a comment or thrown an issue at us yet, you can do it by blogging into the debate, and if you do that and if your whatever you blog in is pertinent and decent then I’ll do my very best to include it in the debate as we go along.  So please do, please take part.


If you’re not having an opportunity to watch the whole of the debate now, within about 24 hours you’ll be able to come back onto the site and review the whole thing at your leisure.  And of course, you can recommend friends and colleagues who may not be around at the moment to do that.  We know some people obviously are on holiday.  We make very full use of these debates and so you’ll be able to watch the product of it for some time.  


The ageing workforce.  Well, we know that we’ve got more people aged 50 plus and fewer under 30 in the workforce now than we have had in the recent past.  We also know that that ageing profile is going to be more exaggerated in the years to come.  In other words that tendency is going to get more pronounced until probably the middle of the century.  We also know that we have a less severe ageing problem than many other countries, particularly those in the European Union, but nevertheless it’s something which is changing our workforce and our expectation of work.


So we’re asking today do the benefits of ageing, an ageing population, an ageing workforce actually outweigh the dangers?  McKinzie has said recently that they think the savings ratios in the economy for instance will improve because of an older workforce.  But then growth rates of the economy are likely to slow down over time.  We also know that older works satisfaction with their work rather worryingly seems to be getting less, they’re actually getting less satisfied, less happy in the work they’re being asked to do and in the conditions they’re being asked to work in, which seems an odd and disturbing thing at a time when those things are supposed to be getting better.

 
More older workers than you might expect actually don’t have an occupational pension attached to their work.  In the early 90’s, I think there were 29% who didn’t have an occupational pension. 10 years later that had grown to 38%.  That’s real income worries as well as the working condition worries.  On the plus side 50 and 60 year olds do seem to stay in their job longer with their current employers than younger people do, and they recall that their employers are more likely to listen to their suggestions.


Well, there’s a lot been written, there’s a lot been said about the issues that we’re looking at and I think in this debate over the next hour we’re going to be looking at discrimination of older workers, what actually prevents them from working or from working happily.  I hope we’re going to be looking at some of the opportunities that a greyer labour force maybe able to bring to the economy.  And I’ve no doubt at all that we’re also going to be discussing some of the work life balance issues that having older people at work for longer in their lives affects not just them but the whole of their families and indeed their friends and their whole style of life.


We’re absolutely delighted today to have with us Kay Carberry, who is the Assistant General Secretary of the Trades Union Congress.  We very much wanted to have a union perspective on this because of the work that the unions have done and are doing on discrimination and the interest and the impact that they’re having on the whole of this debate.  Kay before she became Assistant General Secretary had been the first head of the TUC’s Equal Rights Department, which was set up in 1988.  And so she’s very much the right person in the right seat to talk about this today.  Kay, welcome and thank you very much for giving us your time today.

KAY:
Well thank you very much and er we were very pleased in the TUC to get this invitation.  Because unions have, for quite a long time now, been very concerned about older workers.  I mean obviously unions operating in the work place, so they come up sharp against some of the problems that older workers have.  I mean, for example unions are well aware of the range of discrimination that older workers sometimes experience, some of it quite subtle.


They’re also increasingly aware that older workers are having a lot of their choices constrained because of worries about what’s going to happen as they get older and they move towards retirement.  And of course there’s a whole raft of issues about older workers skill levels and their opportunities for training and retraining.  So it’s very rich territory for unions and so we’re really glad to be a part of this debate.

JEREMY:
Excellent, brilliant.  Let’s go straight into a discrimination issue.  Esther Foreman of Help The Aged has actually sent us in a question, just asking – Do you think that older people are still discriminated against in the workplace simply because of their age?  I’d add to that, what kind of discrimination are the unions seeing happen?

KAY:
Well the short answer is yes.  The kinds of discrimination that we are see are in recruitment and in attitudes.  Sometimes those attitudes are overtly bordering on harassment, you know people talk about wrinklies and so on and some of the language around ageing can be quite discriminatory in ways that those who are saying that don’t fully appreciate.  

 
We also do see attitudes among employers that it’s not going to be worth investing in training older workers because they’re not going to stay for very long.  And there are also misconceptions that older workers aren’t going to be susceptible to learning new skills because they’re getting a bit doddery and they’re getting a bit slow.


So some of the discrimination is based on that sort of prejudice and those sorts of stereotypes and it comes out covertly.  But there is overt discrimination and unions get plenty of examples of people who don’t get promoted or don’t get recruited into jobs and it’s very clearly because of their age. 

JEREMY:
We’ve got a question stroke comment sent in here by Chris Ball.  He’s one of the people from Equal partnership and this is the Age Employment Network partnership called Building Opportunities Through Workplace Learning.  He’s being very personal, he says – Kay, it’s great to see that the TUC is taking part in this debate and I wish you well myself as a former trade union national officer ...

KAY:
I remember him, yes. 

JEREMY:
Do you?

KAY:
I do, yes. 

JEREMY:
Right, there you are ... There you are Chris, you’re remembered.  Now campaigning for better opportunities for older and midlife people in the labour market.  But don’t you feel the union movement has rather a long way to go to show that it really is interested in the interests of older people and particularly their rights to work?  He’s just taking one example.  We use regularly to deal with redundancies and downsizing in organisations by saying, all right everyone over the age of 60 or 55 or even 50’s got to go.  We thought we were doing the right thing when we said that, ensuring that younger people weren’t booted out of their jobs.  But in reality we were putting a lot of older people out of work and they were the very people who were going to find it harder to secure alternative employment.  Really this was age discrimination and pretty blatant at that.  So shouldn’t we start off by admitting our faults and statement a commitment to do rather better in future? 

KAY:
Well, I think Chris knows that unions often operate in very difficult circumstances and they do do their best to get the best thing possible in circumstances where they don’t always hold all the cards.  But leaving that aside for the moment, I think it would be fair to say that unions over recent years have become much more aware of the range of issues that affects older people.  When the Labour government came in in ’97 they immediately started looking at the position of older people in the workforce and they did involve the TUC and unions in those sorts of discussions.


For example we had a very active role in helping to produce the first code of practice on the employment of older people that the government produced very shortly after ’97, and we’ve continued to contribute to the debate certainly at national level.  And the latest thing that the TUC has done for example is to produce a guide jointly with the CIPD aimed at employers and at individuals to understand the way that the new regulations on age discrimination are going to operate.  So we perhaps haven’t done as well as we might have but I do think that things are getting better and unions are giving a lot more attention to the particular needs of older people, and there are plenty of examples of union activity where older people’s needs have been right in the forefront of concerns. 
JEREMY:
And do you think actually that this habit of actually addressing redundancies and on occasions when they are getting interest, the habit of actually selecting the oldest people to go first, has that actually finished, has that piece of ...?

KAY:
Well I’m not sure that that would be unions first consideration. 
JEREMY:
Right.

KAY:
And certainly the whole regulatory framework has changed and so that would not be possible now in any case.  When unions are faced with redundancies they have to take a whole range of things into consideration and so it would be very difficult to say that there’s one particular pattern. 
JEREMY:
Yeah.  We’re getting a couple of people reacting to what we’ve said already actually.  One, Hilary Stevens from South West Opportunities For Older People partnership and she’s saying with an exclamation mark at the end, that older workers do stay longer in their jobs.  They do actually stay longer in their jobs, they don’t change jobs as frequently.  So there’s a sense in which she’s making the point they’re more dependable for employers.


And somebody else actually from the same partnership, I think they must be sharing a laptop probably here.  Alan Denbigh – Groups of union reps I spoke to seem to be concerned with pensions and not being forced to work longer rather than with discrimination.

KAY:
Well I think the first comment just confirms what I was saying about stereotypes. 
JEREMY:
Yeah.

KAY:
I mean these stereotypes are wrong. 
JEREMY:
Yes.

KAY:
And older workers are reliable, they do stay in their jobs and can be trained, I mean demonstrably so.  Yes pensions is an issue for older workers and there is huge amounts of worry among some older workers about what’s going to happen when they retire.  But we can’t say that every worker in their 50’s or later has got the same range of concerns.  Some trade union members are concerned because they want to go on working well into their 60’s and they fear they may not be able to.


Others feel that they’re going to be forced to work longer for financial reasons.  So there’s no simple answer to this.  Somebody who perhaps has been working in a arduous manual job is rightly going to be very concerned if they’re not going to be able to pick up their pension for years after they expected to.  Somebody who’s spent their working life in a nice warm office and would like to go on doing that is going to be worried that they’re employer is going to be expecting them to go earlier than they would prefer.  So these are the areas around retirement that we have to give a lot more attention to. 
JEREMY:
That’s a really interesting point, interesting the way you raised that.  Because it’s quite clear that there are different groups of older workers who will have quite different perceptions.  Some, their work is their life, it’s their society and as you say physically there is no reason why they shouldn’t carry on almost indefinitely.  Others if it’s not necessarily been such a pleasurable activity and it’s a demanding physical activity maybe not conducted in very good circumstances, there’s no reason to suppose unless they’re barmy that they would actually want to continue to do it.  But for them of course there is the opportunity of going back into education, maybe going into more fulfilling quite different, maybe voluntary work.

KAY:
I think there are a lot of people who have worked in one particular field, who get into their late 50’s early 60’s, don’t want to carry on doing that particular kind of work but would welcome the opportunity to do something a little bit different and quite often they don’t get that opportunity maybe with the same employer, maybe as you say voluntary work.  But that takes me back to one of my first points about the constraining choices that older workers need to have.  And perhaps we need to be a bit more imaginative about what we might variously as employers make available to older workers. 
JEREMY:
Maybe not just employers, I mean I think that many of the Equals partnership, certainly the ones that I know would probably be saying to us, well yes employment is the road which we go into this, it’s the entry point to this particular discussion.  But the real issue is about the way in which older people can remain active, useful and fulfilled in society.  And that maybe by working, it maybe by volunteering, it maybe by learning, it maybe in other ways.  Is that the argument or the policy are that the unions want to get into rather than be constrained just to talk about work?  

KAY:
Well we look at work broadly speaking.  But we are mainly concerned with older workers who do want to be employment and who want to be in fulfilling employment and for whatever reason can’t achieve that.  I mean that’s our foremost concern and that’s why we concentrate most on discrimination, we concentrate most on lack of opportunity, we concentrate most on the raft of training issues.  So I think it will be fair to say that paid employment is the main preoccupation of our members. 

JEREMY:
We’ll come onto the training issues a bit later.  We’ve got a number of questions and points being raised about those.  Just a question, just to stay with discrimination for a moment.  The new legislation that’s out a the moment and I know you’re more than familiar with that as a board member of the CEHL and the CEHR and Trevor Phillips was in fact our first debater interviewee of this series.  Have you got evidence to show that the new legislation has actually started to impact on age discrimination?  Are employers beginning to change practice?

KAY:
It’s very early days and the regulations have only been in force for about 6, 7 months now.  

JEREMY:
Yeah.

KAY:
But I think that there is some evidence that attitude is beginning to change.  There is some evidence that we get reported from our union that employers are beginning to look at their practices.  Because what the age regulations have required them to do is actually scrutinise all their employment practices to make sure that they are free of age bias.  How much difference it’s making to individuals we don’t know.  

 
Perhaps just one other thing to say about that legislation, that the trade unions have never wanted to see people’s rights being established through individual having to take cases.  The value that we see in all discrimination or employment rights and particularly specifically as we’re talking about age discrimination, is that it can help change practices and it can help with culture change as well within workplaces so that the discrimination doesn’t happen in the first place.   And we’ve got very very early signs of that beginning, but I wouldn’t say that we could say we’ve seen a major impact yet, no. 
JEREMY:
How are we going to know the impact when we see it?  Are there cohort studies being done of older people in particular work settings?   How will we know whether it’s having an impact? 

KAY:
Well we’ve already got statistics that show us the age profile of the workforce and so that’s one thing.  It’s going to be more difficult to make a judgement about the quality of work, because even thought we can see that the over 40’s are already 50% of the workplace, that trying to get qualitative judgement about the kinds of job that are being done is a lot more difficult.  And we do know that a very large proportion of over 50’s are working at fairly low level jobs with fairly low level skill demands. 

