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Older people’s 
skills 
 

______________________________________ 
 
Introduction 
As the recession continues to impact the economies of Northern Ireland (NI) 
and the Republic of Ireland (ROI), attention is turning to how economic recovery 
can be sparked. A recent IMF reporti argues that economies can be boosted by 
raising the workforce participation of under-represented groups: young people, 
women and older people. 
 
As our populations age it is increasingly recognised that older workers can 
make a major contribution to economic growth. A 2009 study by the Sloan 
Centre on Ageing and Workii found that older workers were more likely to be 
resilient and cope better than their younger colleagues during times of 
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economic downturn. However, encouraging older workers to remain and/or 
participate in the workforce means overcoming a number of barriers. Age 
discrimination is the major barrier, but having the appropriate skills for the 
workplace is also an issue. 
 
It is important to note that education and skills-building do not just provide 
economic benefits– they can also help older people to sustain and improve 
social, physical and mental well-being long after retirement. 
 
This article examines the facts and policies on the skills of older people in NI 
and ROI, as well as what steps can be taken in policy and practice to improve 
those skills. 

 

Key Points  

 
 Low skilled older workers are at a particular risk of unemployment if they 

lose their current jobs, as they will also be combating age discrimination 

in applying for new work. 

   

 Education and skills development for older people has economic 

benefits in improving employability, but also positive effects on social, 

physical and mental well-being. 

 

 Older people in both ROI and NI are far more likely to have no formal 

qualifications – 48% of people over 65 in ROI have just primary or no 

formal education. 80% of people aged 65 to 74 in NI have no formal 

qualifications. 

 

 There are four main barriers to education for older people:  

 

1. Age discrimination 

2. Financial costs 

3. Employers’ focus on younger workers 

4. Difficulty of developing the skills of people with low levels of 

education 

 

 Getting under-represented groups back into the workforce can raise 

Gross Domestic Product substantially, and one of these groups is older 

people. 

 

The facts 

Facts in Republic of Ireland 

In ROI, 16.5% of people aged 65 & over have completed third level education, 
compared to 42% of the 25-64 year old age group. Just under half (48%) have 
primary school level or no formal education, compared to 13% of the younger 
age groupiii. There is also a significant number of older people who are below 
the retirement age who have primary school level or no formal education – 32% 
of 55-59 year olds and 37% of 60-64 year olds. There is a risk that if workers in 
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these age groups are made redundant, they will not be able to secure other 
employment. 
 

Figure 1: ROI primary or no formal education by age group 

 
Source: CSO Census 2006 

 
1% of people aged 65-74 had participated in formal education in the past 12 
months, according to the CSO Quarterly National Household Survey. 0% of the 
over 75s had participated. When it came to non-formal education, 7% of 65-74 
year olds and 4% of the over 75s had participatediv. 
 
These figures show that in order to maximise the potential of the older worker 
there is an explicit need to get more older people into formal and non-formal 
education and training. However, a majority of employers have not yet 
recognised the implications of an ageing workforce. In 2008, a surveyv showed 
that, despite almost 70% of the average workforce currently being aged 
between 30 and 45, almost three quarters (72%) of employers failed to 
recognise that the average age of their employees will increase significantly in 
the coming years. 
 
The same survey shows that just 26% of employers have implemented 
strategies for retaining older staff members who want to work beyond the 
normal retirement age. 
 
IT skills are increasingly important for older people, who can use the internet to 
stay in touch with family and friends as well as using others service such as 
online shopping and banking. 48% of people aged 50 and over in ROI use 
computers. Of the 52% who were non-users, some 28% are interested in 
learning more about computers and how to use themvi. 

Facts in Northern Ireland 

In NI in 2007, just over 14,000 people over the age of 65 had registered in 
further education colleges for formal educationvii. 
 
80% of people aged 65 to 74 in NI have no formal qualifications, compared to 
71% of those aged 55 to 64. By contrast just 11% of 20 to 24 year olds have no 
formal qualificationsviii. As with ROI, the 55 to 64 age group face particular 
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difficulties if made redundant, due to the difficulty of finding another job with few 
or no qualifications. 
 

Figure 2: NI people with no qualifications by age group 

 
Source: NISRA Census 2001 

 
In 2008, just 1,007 people aged 50 or over had any contact with Educational 
Guidance Service for Adults in NI. This is out of a total of 554,000 people who 
are currently aged 50 and over in NIix. 
 
UK wide figures show 22% of those aged 75 plus have access to the internet. 
For NI, however, only 12% of those aged 70 plus have access. 41% of those 
aged 60-69 have access to the internet, while only 12% of those aged 70 plus 
have access. This compares to 87% for the age band with the highest use, 
those aged 16-19x. 

Current policy 

According to the OECD, member countries are currently undertaking policy 
initiatives in three central groups to encourage longer working lives. The first 
area is in rewarding work for older people – reforming pensions taxation to 
discourage early retirement and giving better options for a phased retirement. 
The second is in changing employer practices to encourage older workers to 
stay in employment.  
 
Finally, OECD countries are seeking to improve the employability of older 
workers. This can involve improving access for older people to jobseeker 
services, improving the work environment for older people, and providing 
suitable training opportunities for all ages. 
 
However, it is important to note that older people are not a homogenous group. 
Productivity and health declines in different ways with age, so older people and 
older workers are a diverse group. The most obvious example of this is that 
older people would be less and less able to engage in heavy, physically-
demanding labour. 
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Republic of Ireland   

The White Paper on adult education Learning for Life (2000)xi highlights “the 
critical importance of access to learning as a key tool to coping with change, 
and the importance of physical, social and mental activity to general well-being”. 
The ROI government’s National Development Plan 2007-2013xii outlines a 
commitment to lifelong learning. It aims to enhance access to education, 
training and the development of new skills. Importantly for older people, it also 
aims to provide learning opportunities for adults targeted at vulnerable groups 
and those in disadvantaged communities with low levels of educational 
attainment. 
 
The report of the expert group on future skills needs, Tomorrow’s Skills: 
Towards a National Skills Strategyxiii identifies the changing skills needs of the 
ROI workforce. It states that age is a key factor in training, as younger people 
receive more training than older people. Identifying the appropriate education 
and training interventions for older people is also considered important in 
upskilling. 
 
Towards 2016, the social partnership agreement aims “to assist older people in 
their home life, social life, and where appropriate their work life”. It places an 
emphasis on promoting longer working lives and training older people to 
develop their skills for employment. The National Action Plan for Social 
Inclusionxiv also gives priority to accessing lifelong learning opportunities for 
older people.  

Northern Ireland 

The Department for Employment and Learning produced a strategy document, 
Success through Skillsxv in 2006. It set four priorities for the NI government: 

 Understanding the demand for skills 

 Improving the skills level of the workforce 

 Improving the quality and relevance of education and training 

 Tackling the skills barriers to employment and learning 

In 2010, an updated Success through skills was put out for consultation. 
However, there is no specific provision for older people. The ageing strategy in 
NI, Ageing in an inclusive society, aims to create “an enabling environment 
which offers everyone the opportunity to make informed choices so that they 
may pursue healthy, active and positive ageing”. The strategy called on 
employers to invest in the skills of older workers in order to remain competitive. 
There is also a commitment to developing opportunities for lifelong learning and 
IT skills of older people. 
 
Following the Employment Equality (Age) Regulations, introduced in October 
2006, colleges removed concessionary fees based solely on age in NI. This left 
many pensioners facing increased fees for their attendance at college courses. 
However, it is still possible to get concessions through means-testing. 
 
The New Deal scheme from the Department of Employment and Learning aims 
to equip jobseekers with the necessary skills to improve their chances of 
gaining employment, such as interview skills. In 2005/06, 6% of people aged 50 
plus had entered sustained employment as a result of the scheme. By 2007/08, 
15% of over 50s had entered sustained employment. 
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Barriers to education for older people 

There are four main barriers to improving the skills level of older people and 
encouraging more older people into formal and non-formal education. Current 
policy, however, often does not take the full consideration of older people into 
account when it comes to education and training. 
 
These barriers are: 

 Age discrimination: Discrimination against older people is not just an 

issue when applying for employment. It can also affect participation in 

education and training. Ageism can also be ingrained in the psyche of 

older people and can discourage them from taking part in further 

education. 

 Expense: Older people’s participation in lifelong learning can be 

affected by high costs. This is particularly true of older people who are 

not working. The removal of fee concessions in NI has not helped this 

issue.  

 Focus on younger workers: The policy focused encouragement of 

education and training for younger workers over older workers needs to 

be addressed. In some cases, the routes to education and training for 

older people can be blocked by the use of age specific criteria. One 

example is apprenticeships being aimed solely at younger people. 

 Existing skills of older people: Low educational attainment levels are 

linked to low literacy levels, and low literacy levels inhibit participation in 

further education and training. Older people and older workers also tend 

to not have the same experience with working with computers and the 

internet. For example in ROI in 2008, 87% of 16-24 year olds had used 

the internet, compared to 22% of those aged 65-74xvi. 

Policy implications 

There are two key advantages to the continuing development of skills of older 
people. The first is economic – helping older workers to retain their jobs, and 
find new employment in case of redundancy. Low skilled older workers are at a 
particular risk of unemployment if they lose their current jobs, as they will also 
be combating age discrimination in applying for new work. Therefore, policy 
should aim to develop the skills of workers, starting from those in their late 40s 
and 50s. Policy should remove the barriers to education and skills development 
for older people, as well as promoting evidence of the benefits of training older 
workers to employers.  
 
The second advantage is that there is a positive relationship between education 
and the economic, social, physical and mental well being of individuals. Thus, 
education and skills should not just be viewed in economic terms for older 
people, but rather lifelong learning should contribute to healthy ageing. 
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