DEBATE – KAY CABERRY

Conclusion 2

JEREMY:
Because I come back to the point that I think I quoted at the start, where there is research coming out saying that older workers are actually getting progressively less satisfied with their conditions of work, with the way that they’re treated with what the circumstances they’re working in.  Do you think this is just a direct reflection of the fact that there are probably more older workers now who have been recruited to work in relatively unsatisfactory conditions?  Or is there something about maybe the brutalisation of what was previously more civilised working circumstances that they’re finding particularly difficult to handle and to like?

KAY:
Well, I don’t know because I haven’t seen that research and obviously you’d have to drill down a bit to see what’s behind what those workers are saying.  But there are some things that you can speculate about.  Demands on people are greater now, both in terms of the way that work is changing so that you need to exercise high levels of skills.  Work in a lot of areas is becoming more intense, you’re expected to work longer hours and you’re expected to do more in less time and you’re expected to be more productive perhaps without the degree of support that you need.  And so maybe some of those effects are particularly impacting on older workers who maybe for whatever reason less able to cope with that. 
JEREMY:
It’s interesting isn’t it?  I think it’s going to need somebody doing some quite serious and focussed work on it to find out.

KAY:
Well indeed, so it’s very worrying to hear ... 

JEREMY:
Yes it is.

KAY:
... if people are saying that. 
JEREMY:
Yeah.  The first question actually about the legislation came from Pip Betts OWEN, that’s the Older Workers Employment Network, another of our development partnerships.  Pip, I’m not sure – I won’t plumb for a he or a she here Pip, I’m sorry I don’t know quite which you are, you could be either.  How can we ethically, legally promote an older workforce without ending up being accused of discriminating against younger workers?

KAY:
Well, the age of discrimination legislation is age discrimination, it’s not discrimination against older workers. It’s discrimination against anybody simple on the grounds of their age.  I suppose that’s one thing to say.  I don’t think that if we’re talking about particular measures to enable older people to participate more fruitfully in the labour market, that means that we are not also looking at issues that affect other people in different areas of that market.  Because there’s a huge amount of work being done on parents of young children in the labour market and it’s not a zero sum gain, there’s plenty for him to give attention to different workers’ needs. 

JEREMY:
Hilary Stevens who we’ve already heard from one has come in and is following this conversation extremely closely. 

KAY:
Good ... good. 
JEREMY:
Employers will retain a worker/workers as they age but there seem to be very few statistics around on the recruitment of older people.  Is that right?  Are you short of information about that? 

KAY:
Well I’m not sure how you would gather such statistics.  I mean we know about the age profile of the workforce.  How you would know exactly what happens in every recruitment exercise I don’t know.  So if Hilary is following this closely perhaps you could enlarge on that and I’ll happily come back to it. 

JEREMY:
There you are Hilary.  Perhaps you might like to enlarge on it.  And if we get some sort of a chance to pop you response on in later on then we certainly will.  Just one point before we leave the discrimination issue at least for the time being.  This is Alan Denbigh, again who we’ve heard from before.  But the only person who raised a rather very interesting point to me at any rate and equally is a European initiative and there’s a lot of trans-national work in Equal.  

 
Saying one of the things we picked up from our Equal trans-national partnerships is the strength of the social partnership that exists in mainland Europe but not here.   Do you think if we had stronger social partnerships we wouldn’t have had the 65 default national retirement age inserted into legislation which I gather was achieved as a result of lobbying from the CBI.  Or do you think this might have happened anyway because there’s a natural suspicion from the grass roots that the act is an attempt to force us all to work for longer? 

KAY:
Oh well I think that’s about 6 questions. 
JEREMY:
It is.

KAY:
Well I could spend a lot of time talking about the absence of what you might recognise as social dialogue in the UK as opposed to other ... 

JEREMY:
I’d love to know what you think, tell us. 

KAY:
... member states.  Well there aren’t social dialogue structures here as there are in other member states and we’re having a little bit of a discussion with the government now about the new EU charter and the social aspects of that.  But let’s not get side tracked.  I think that despite the absence of formal social dialogue structures we have been talking to the government, as I said at the beginning, over the last 10 years about all these issues around the employment of older people.  


On the specific question of the default retirement age.  That decision that was eventually made was actually a product of social partnerships and it was the product of a discussion between us and the TUC, the CBI and the government and it was very much a compromise, it wasn’t what the TUC wanted to see.  But the CBI would have preferred to have a much lower default retirement age.  Our position was we didn’t want to have any mandatory retirement age.  And we’ve come to a compromise which is only a temporary one, but perhaps it might be reassuring that that was actually the product of a social partnership discussion. 
JEREMY:
I think the social partnership thing here one doesn’t want to back track and be negative about what doesn’t exist, but it does seem that this is one of those issues which isn’t, as I said before, a straight forward one about work.  It’s one about lifestyle, it’s one about how really how our communities are organised. 

KAY:
Yes. 

JEREMY:
It’s about social care. 
KAY:
Yes. 

JEREMY:
It’s about health care.

KAY:
Indeed. 
JEREMY:
It’s about education and it’s one of those ones, which I think you could argue is crying out for a social partnership approach and we don’t seem quite able to give it, do we?

KAY:
No and I agree with that.  I think that if we could manage to convince the government that across the range of a huge number of social issues and employment issues it would be beneficial if we had more formal structures and so that we could work together.  But I think we’re a bit of a way from that. 
JEREMY:
Yes we are.  We are.   
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