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Low skilled older (male) workers and lifelong learning – what are their barriers and motivation?
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Mature (male) industrial workers’ profile, views and values:

· The kind of education they are motivated for should be: mimetic, minimalistic and instrumental (in its total set up resemble the workplace and the workers’ daily lives; not interfere too much with family and leisure time; have a clear output and result, i.e. for instance a (better) job (situation)

· They suffer from a lack of routine in literacy and numeracy, including ICT

· They have negative interpretations of ‘change’, ‘schooling’, ‘careers’ etc. – mostly due to a lack of self confidence, based on socio-cultural experiences as being ‘inferior’,  ‘failures’, ‘losers’ etc. (in school – not in practical work!)

· In a Danish context you will also see dyslexia and various forms of functional illiteracy etc.

· They are typically trained (brought up, socialized) through generations to develop a ’reactive’ attitude (‘the most important competence is to learn to do what you are told’)

· In contrast to this ‘post-industrialism’ requires a ’pro-active’ attitude (‘everybody should develop will and capacity to tell (oneself and others) what to do’)

How to deal with this in lifelong learning?
· Establish workplace learning (or: workplaces as learning arenas and environments)

· Offer this target group personal and vocational development in a practical context and set up

· Activate the workers’ own experiences and voices 

· Involve all relevant stakeholders in participatory processes (for instance via the method of ’future work shops’ – bottom up processes, during which criticism, utopian horizons and reality elements are brought forward, reflected upon and elaborated in collective decision processes)
· Realise a balance between the complexity of the challenge and the resources needed 

Most of the empirical background for this paper is rooted in a project that was carried out by Department of Psychology and Educational Studies at Roskilde University, Denmark: ‘Older workers in Focus’, which was a EU Social Fund Project carried out in cooperation with a number of trade unions and two companies in Denmark. A main idea was to see if leadership of managing demographic changes could be optimal successful by bringing forward the voice of senior workers themselves, by the means of participatory methods, i.e. interviews, questionnaires and future scenario workshops.

Background 

The background for the project was that developments and changes in the labour market in general have for quite a number of years led to older workers being laid off and finding it difficult to return to the labour market. For the group of unskilled male and female workers on the labour market, i.e. people without vocational qualifications and with 7-8 years of schooling, technological advances and increased efficiency in the workplace have meant that the manual work-tasks of former times have to a great extent been replaced by the tending of machines and by technology. This trend has meant that many older workers have found it hard to keep abreast of developments. In addition, older unskilled workers in routine and often physically demanding jobs are at present one of the most exposed groups when jobs are on the line, since it often calls for an extra effort to motivate this group to volunteer for in-service training and job rotation. Bearing the ageing of the work-force in mind, there would seem to be an increasing need for retaining and employing more older workers in companies. So an active effort to introduce initiatives on the public and private labour market that can help to increase the occupational frequency among the group of unskilled male workers over 50 would seem at present to be relevant.

Aim and target group

The overall aim of the present project has been to carry out an analysis that can help develop methods and models for concrete and actively implemented policies for older workers, ones that can improve the share of the employed among unskilled men over 50. In other words, the purpose has been to uncover the existing opportunities and barriers specific to companies when it comes to upgrading and retention on the labour market for this particular target group.

The project has its empirical point of departure in the companies Renoflex-Gruppen (refuse collection) and DSB S-tog (cleaning staff on the Danish state railways). Both companies employ a good deal of low-skilled older workers, and the management cooperate with the elected representatives and the trade unions about developing and maintaining a corporate social responsibility in the companies. They have both faced major structural changes during the latest 10 years related to privatisation and new forms of work organisation. The refuse collection company was formerly run by the municipality, but is now private. DSB S-tog used to be a state activity, but is now a more commercial oriented company, owned by the Danish state. As a result of these general changes the workers and their organisations constantly face a discourse of efficiency, productivity and competition. In this context the question of seniority and older workers policies was relevant to the two companies. They are both based in Copenhagen.

The target group for the project was unskilled men, although all employees in the departments of the two companies concerned were included. The project attempted then to include other workers than unskilled male workers over 50. This was because the drawing up of an active policy for older workers concerns all groups of employees – and because experiences from similar projects show that the inclusion of all workers provides maximum legitimacy and support. 

The project was sponsored by EU Social Fund, Danish labour market authorities and carried through as part of a long term cooperation between Roskilde University (www.ruc.dk) and FIC (a Danish trade union international training centre – www.fic.dk).

Research methodology

The project was designed as the implementation of four phases: 1) the general research, 2) a questionnaire and interview survey, 3) a future scenario seminar, and 4) recommendations concerning ‘good policy for older workers’. This design with its elements (especially phases 2 and 3) of qualitative methods and a bottom-up approach was chosen because we wanted the voice of the older workers themselves to come forward. Many discourses, policies and recommendations have had other rationales, i.e. company efficiency, state expenditure cut downs etc.

1. The general research

Prior to drawing up and implementing the questionnaire survey among all workers in the departments involved in Renoflex-Gruppen and DSB S-tog, a general literature study was undertaken of the existing research and findings related to the issue of seniority and state and company policies for older workers. This literature seems to focus on1) the political aims for older workers, and 2) the strengths and weaknesses of older workers on the labour market. The main findings in the existing literature are:

1) Population trends as regards age composition indicate that many of those now actively employed will retire in the next few years. This retirement will take place earlier than even just 20 years ago and, as a consequence of the hegemonic understanding and presentation, it will lead to a future lack of qualified labour. If the Danish economy is to be prepared for a fall in the workforce, and in the longer term a greater burden resulting from a higher proportion of elderly people, it is absolutely vital – according to the government – for there to continue to be a solid surplus in public finances in future years, especially if political economic aims are to be realised at the same time. This surplus can, among other things, be ensured via increased participation in employment – also among older workers. Some barriers would seem, however, to exist on the labour market for older people who are out of work: there is a certain over-unemployment among the 55–59 year-olds – and older workers who are laid off have a greater risk of remaining out of work. 

2) The analysis of the strengths and weakness of older workers on the labour market revealed that younger workers are assessed higher when it comes to the more dynamic factors and to knowledge of new technology. On the other hand, older workers are thought to possess advantages when it is a question of the ‘soft’ qualifications, less absence through illness, as well as the areas strictly relating to production. Older workers possess many of the qualities that companies feel are important – with the exception of the more dynamic factors such as initiative, the ability to learn new skills, the ability to adapt and knowledge of new technology.

2. The questionnaire and interview survey

Based on the above literature study, i.e. inspiration from previous surveys and the older workers’ own wishes and ideas as well as the Act on the Work Environment, a questionnaire was drawn up. The questionnaire was given to all 206 workers in the involved departments of Renoflex-Gruppen and DSB S-tog. 42% of them chose to fill in the questionnaire. The respondents were equally spread between the two companies. 5% of the respondents are less than 30 years old, 17% are 31-39, 22% are 40-44, 12% are 45-49, 29% are 50-54, 9% are 55-59, and 3% are more than 60. This means that 89% of the respondents are between 31 and 59 years old.

The design of the questionnaire was based on the literature study mentioned and findings from previous, related studies (Hansen et al, 1998). We asked for background information on age, gender, position and years with the company. Furthermore, the themes were the workers’ own notions of a good workplace and work life, including work conditions, work environment and social life in the workplace. Finally, themes around seniority: the respondents’ view on specific qualifications – and lack of qualifications – among the older workers or senior colleagues in the company; their own plans for retirement – and their ideas about a proper company policy for older workers.

The aim was to try to gain a picture of the two companies and their employees and to uncover opportunities and barriers specific to the company regarding the upgrading and retention of unskilled men over 50. These opportunities and barriers were, as previously mentioned, to form the basis of the development of concrete methods and models for the implementation of an active policy for older workers. On the basis of the questionnaire survey, an interview guide was subsequently prepared and a number of interviews were carried out: 19 interviews with a total of 30 respondents - 14 interviews with representatives of management, shop stewards and participants from trade union organisations, and 5 group interviews with older workers – all from the two companies and thus respondents of the questionnaire.

The aim of these interviews was to focus on various specific issues that had emerged as a result of the questionnaire survey and to gather concrete proposals for the drawing up and implementation of a policy for older workers. 

3. The future scenario seminar

· After the interview and questionnaire survey a one-day future scenario seminar was held for future older worker colleagues (mentors who are to assist in implementing a policy for older workers), older workers, shop stewards, management representatives and trade union representatives, in total 20 participants. The aim of the seminar was to give all those involved the chance to discuss opportunities and barriers for upgrading and retention on the labour market among unskilled men over 50. This should enable all those involved to influence the basis of a policy for older workers as much as possible. The seminar had been organised as a typical future workshop with a (short) introductory phase consisting of two presentations: one about potentials and perspectives for an older workers policy, by a trade union representative – and one about barriers, by a management representative. The general principles of the future workshop was presented: for the criticism phase and the vision phase it goes that all spontaneous key words from the participants’ brain storm will be written on wall papers, constantly visible in the room. There is no space for discussion or long monologues. In the action phase a group work was done to discuss and produce realistic plans of action related to the themes from the vision phase. Finally, the results of the group work: the concrete plans of action, were presented in a plenary session (for future scenario seminar models, see Jungk and Müllert, 1991).

Findings

The sample sizes of our empirical work is quite small and the response proportion quite low so it does not really make sense to try to give correlations between the two companies, age groups and lengths of service etc. But bearing these limitations in mind some general findings of relevance came up.

The questionnaire and interview survey probably provides a plausible picture of male workers in the 31–59 bracket and with 3–20 years’ seniority. For this group it goes that:

· A good work environment (80%), job security (80%) and influence on planning one’s own work (74%) played an important role at the time when the workers applied for a job at DSB S-tog and Renoflex-Gruppen.

· A meaningful job involves in particular good colleagues/good solidarity at the workplace (91%), and a good physical work environment (84%). 

· 72% of the employees feel that their present job ‘to a great extent’ or ‘to some extent’ satisfies their requirements for a meaningful job.

· 80-85% of the employees feel that older workers are a stable workforce, that they possess human maturity, and that they have sufficient qualifications. All those taking part in the interview survey are equally positive in their descriptions of older workers.

· 89% of the employees feel that ‘to a great extent’ or ‘to some extent’ there is a need of a policy for older workers. Most employees under 30 have answered ‘to some extent’ or ‘not at all’ to the question of to what extent their company is in need of such a policy.

· Management representatives would seem to be more cautious as regards a policy for older workers than the employees, shop stewards and trade union representatives.

· Most of the employees agree that pressure of time/stress (84%), uncertain future/no job security (67%), outsourcing of various areas (67%) and lack of information about the development/state of the company contribute to mental attrition, i.e. to lower the quality of the psychological and emotional aspects of work environment. 

· Work environment is assessed as being important by all those interviewed. But depending on the position of the interviewees different approaches to work environment can nevertheless be detected. For example, quite a few management representatives speak in favour of the strategy ‘work smarter and harder’, while quite a few shop stewards and trade union representatives speak in favour of the strategy ‘work smarter not harder’. 

· An active policy for older workers must take account of the immediate lack of motivation felt by older workers when it comes to in-service training. This can be overcome by, for example, offering other types of training, based on workers’ own articulated needs and wishes, and taking place in a familiar learning environment (see Hansen et al, 1998).

During the criticism phase of the future scenario seminar it became clear that the most significant barriers for a good working life in DSB S-tog and Renoflex-Gruppen were:

· Lack of trust among the various parties.

· Fear of being typecast (as an older worker).

· The fact that companies are competitive work places (they now have to compete on a full equal footing with other private companies). 

During the vision phase the formulated criticism was answered by personal visions of a good working life as an older worker. The most important visions that an active policy for older workers ought to include/work for were: 

· Influence on the organisation of work.

· Job security.

· Accordance between recruiting policy and policy for older workers.

· Respect for experience at the company.

Cooperation between trade unions concerning agreements (common framework agreements between trade unions).

4. Conclusion and recommendations

Our survey has shown that it is possible to identify models and methods of making company policies for maintaining and integrating older workers by the means of bottom-up approaches. Also the study points out difficulties and barriers:

· although there is a tradition in Denmark for cooperation between the social partners in companies and society, there are differencies between the view points of the workers and the management

· there is a lack of trust from the side of the workers, based on experiences of political discourses and company strategies of efficiency and rationalisation instead of social responsibility towards older workers

· also there seem to be a general feeling of insecurity among the workers as to what extend politicians and company management perform only verbal inclination towards strategies for older workers and not practical action

· the general structural changes of companies related to privatisation, competition and technological development create an atmosphere of search for younger workers with higher skills, readiness for change and flexibility in job performance and changes in work organisation

· it also seems as if there is a slight tendency towards younger colleagues being less occupied with the necessity of an older workers policy than among the older workers themselves

In general these results are in accordance with what is already shown by other related studies; it takes a specific and focussed effort to create forms of work change, qualification building and flexibility that are in accordance with the needs and wishes of low skilled, mature, male workers. This implies that if the project (to keep mature workers active on the labour market in the light of ageing of the workforce) is going to be successful older workers policies in society and companies must be based on the voice of the senior workers themselves.

The above analysis as the point of departure, the following recommendations can be made concerning the development of a ‘good policy’ as regards older workers:

· Management representatives ought, before embarking on such a project, clarify and make plain what needs and intentions the company has regarding a policy for older workers.

· Optimum internal information ought to be ensured in the departments/companies involved. It must be clear who is responsible for what.

· There must be support from all players at all levels in the departments/companies involved – employees, shop stewards, middle management, management and trade union representatives, etc.

· All information meetings for employees ought to be held in the workplaces, since this means a much larger turn-out.

· It would seem to be a good idea to hold a future scenario seminar, since this gives the policy for older workers a democratic anchorage.

· When implementing possible educational programmes, attention ought to be paid to the fact that older workers, all things being equal, have a spontaneously low level of educational motivation and that time should be set aside for talking about this.

· In developing a policy for older workers one should remember that the aim of such a policy is both to recruit new older workers and to retain those already at the company. So the policy ought to ensure both a good work environment and good opportunities for in-service training and further education.

· The policy ought to be practical and usable, not just consist of a list of general declarations of intent.

· The policy ought to be able to take into account both the company’s and the older workers’ individual wishes and requirements. In other words, the policy ought to contain a number of choices that can be offered, according to the wishes and requirements that the company and the individual older workers might have in a concrete situation.

· When the employee is about 50 years old, real dialogues ought to be started as to what wishes, requirements and expectations the employee and the company have for the employee’s last 10-20 years on the labour market. The colleagues of the individual employee ought to be included in the dialogue.

· All parties should accept that it takes time to develop a policy for older workers. A thorough, comprehensive process is important for the quality of the final result. 
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