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Executive Summary 

 Ageism can be defined as the stereotyping as well as being biased and discriminating 

against people on the basis of their old age.  It is largely implicit and acted subconsciously and 

unchallenged in our societies.  This injustice towards the aged cuts across the life course and 

stems from the perception that a person might be too old to do something. It can have both 

positive and negative forms and it can be found at individual (interpersonal) and institutional or 

at a cultural level.   While ageism can affect people of any chronological age, more attention is 

usually paid to those who are older in their chronological age, as older people suffer a greater 

share of ageism and once encountering it, face more serious consequences than younger persons 

(un.org). 

 Many older workers face ageism when looking for new jobs, training opportunities and 

career development or are pushed to leave into early retirement in times of economic recession. 

Ageism in the labour market is prevalent and costly to businesses who do not make the most of 

the potential of their ageing workforce. At the individual level, ageism has been shown to 

negatively affect health and well-being and can reduce life expectancy by up to 7.5 years 

(un.org). This calls for comprehensive policy actions at all levels and collaboration between 

various groups of stakeholders. The complexity and intersectionality of the phenomenon by the 

different segments of society needs to be addressed now, as deeply rooted stereotypes, prejudices 

and discriminatory practices take time to change. 
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Context  

 Although ageism in the workplace is often not talked about, it affects many older adults 

in the job market. The negative impacts of ageism affect us all, so it is important to know about 

age discrimination, what it does to our communities, and what is being done to fight against it.  

Ageism can be found across various dimensions of the labour market, employment relationships 

and organizational structures (vantageaging.org).  This starts with job advertisements, selection 

processes, placements, job duties, performance evaluations, career development, pay and other 

employee benefits (aarp.org). It is also present in the selection of individuals for trainings and 

decisions on transfers to other jobs, promotions, termination of employment and pension 

provisions (aarp.org).   

 According to a study that was conducted by the World Health Organization, the way how 

we think and feel about age stereotyping and the prejudice towards our aging individuals is based 

upon on how we think and feel about older workers.  This biased behaviour of individuals plays 

an important part in the way older persons are treated in the labour market and workplace 

(who.org).  The study further indicates that stereotyping refers to a widely held and fixed and 

oversimplified images or ideas.  Prejudice refers to preconceived opinions that are not based on 

reason or actual experience.  In their study, 56 per cent of respondents from 27 countries of the 

European Union (EU) either strongly agreed (26 per cent) or somewhat agreed (30 per cent) with 

the statement “As older people work until a later age, fewer jobs will be available for younger 

people” (who.org).   

 Older adults themselves also hold age stereotypes that affect their interpretation of other 

people’s behaviour towards them and of their own behaviour.  Researchers have observed 

various age-related barriers reported by older workers re-entering the labour market, including 
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feelings of being overqualified, lack of empathy, or perceived age difference between the 

applicant and the interviewer (aarp.org).  AARP further indicates the perception that employers 

will not be interested in older job applicants can act as a powerful deterrent, preventing people 

from actively searching for work or from attempting to change jobs to better meet their 

preferences or changing needs (aarp.org).  Perceived and internalized ageism may also keep 

older workers in the “golden cage” of jobs that they are afraid to leave because of the anticipated 

difficulties in finding a new job (aarp.org). 

 The way how society acts towards age discrimination is through a behavioural 

component of ageism.  This behavioural component refers to a situation when a person is treated 

less favourably than another in a comparable situation because of their age as in a direct 

discrimination or when the effects of apparently neutral action disadvantage people on the 

grounds of age as in an indirect discrimination (aarp.org).  The study by AARP further indicates 

that age discrimination is a life-long phenomenon with only a short “time window” between the 

ages of about 30 and 50 when the risk of being discriminated against is higher based gender then 

on age as data by the European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working 

Conditions has demonstrated (aarp.org).  

Strategies and Expected Results  

 Strategies to tackle ageism in the labour market Policies must be sensitive to the contexts 

where ageism may take place and to the particular situation to a given culture, economic cycle or 

level of political will of a country.  However, other factors should also be taken into account 

such as the structure of the national economic of a country as well as the sectors and individual 

companies that are involved in these practices.  The tools that should be available to 

policymakers in tackling ageism should include legal reforms as well as measures to address 
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prejudice and negative stereotypes about and by older workers, and incentives to employers to 

remove ageism from management practices and workplace cultures.  

 Legislation against ageism is important not only as a way of protecting older workers and 

giving them the possibility to defend their rights, but it is also an important symbolic act 

signalling the social unacceptability of age discrimination.  Anti-discrimination or equality acts 

usually cover different possible grounds for discrimination and define direct and indirect 

discrimination, harassment, and mistreatment.  U.S. Equal Employment Opportunity 

Commission (EEOC), indicates that the law prohibits discrimination in any aspect of 

employment, including hiring, firing, pay, job assignments, promotions, layoff, training, benefits, 

and any other term or condition of employment (eeoc.gov).   

The U.S. Department of Labour age discrimination act of 1975 indicates that pursuant to 

regulations prescribed under section 6103 of this title, and except as provided by section 6103(b) 

of this title and section 6103(c) of this title, no person in the United States shall, on the basis of 

age, be excluded from participation, in be denied the benefits of, or be subjected to 

discrimination under, any program or activity receiving Federal financial assistance (dol.gov).  

The enforcement of this law includes through different law enforcement agencies using methods 

of achieving compliance with regulations where the head of any Federal department or agency who 

prescribes regulations under section 6103 of this title, may seek to achieve compliance with any 

regulation that is authorized by law (dol.gov).   

Besides legislation to deter the abuse, additional strategies may also be implemented to 

combat ageism.  The first task could be in the form of addressing prejudice and negative 

stereotypes about older workers through research on ageism and awareness-raising campaigns 

that dispel the myths about older workers.  Through such a campaign which is supported by 
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research have the ability to improve elders’ image, highlight their positive contributions to the 

labour market and promote the benefits of age diversity and inclusiveness; and to also include in 

promoting intergenerational contact through mentoring and job-sharing schemes; addressing 

internalized ageism by boosting confidence and self-esteem, and enhancing skills and 

employability of older workers.   

Tackling ageism in the labour market will help to form age-inclusive and age-diverse 

workplaces that offer equal opportunities for all generations. This will contribute to enabling 

longer working lives and ability to work in the region’s ageing societies to make the most of the 

potential of longevity.  There are also additional benefits to companies if they tackle ageism in 

their workplace.  A few of the benefits where companies will benefit is that they do not want to 

be seen on the wrong side of the law.  Being seen on the wrong side of the law has lots of 

consequences because it is costly to defend a violation of the law and to pay the hefty penalty 

towards the victim and fines to the government.  Therefore, this form of education and 

encouragement to leaders of organization will motivate them to discourage age discrimination in 

the workplace.   

There is also the issue of negative impact to employer branding.  This means that when 

job applicants or employees experience or witness age discrimination, employer branding can 

take a direct hit.  Whether feedback is by word of mouth, on social media, or career sites 

negative commentary from a prospective applicant can result in negative attraction good, 

qualified individuals to apply for job openings.  Therefore, making aware of the negative impact 

of this discriminatory act to leaders of an organization will create an awareness in the leadership 

of the organization to discourage ageism in the workplace.   
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Conclusion  

 Ageism in the world of work is a complex issue.  As this policy brief has suggested a few 

policy strategies that contribute to combating ageism in the labour market has not achieved the 

desired level of policy implementation when it comes to ageism.  To achieve lasting change, it is 

suggested that it is important to remove any remaining ageist provisions in legal and regulatory 

frameworks and at the same time support the implementation of equality legislation through 

supportive measures.  It is also suggested that further research and using the outcome to show the 

impact of ageism have positive impact in creating awareness in ageism.   

This research-based and awareness-raising campaigns that dispel the myths about older 

workers has the potential to improve elders’ image and highlight their positive contributions to 

the labour market.  These are among a few of the recommended measures to tackle prejudice and 

negative stereotypes about older workers.  A partnership approach to fighting ageism in the 

world of work that engages the social partners and a wide range of labour market stakeholders 

can build a more solid foundation for change than actions by individual employers. Ageism is a 

pervasive societal challenge and demands actions by all actors and across all sectors of our 

society. 
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