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3.13 	 Implications of these findings for the HE sector
The findings presented and discussed in this chapter are based on staff’s perceptions of age discrimination 
and they provide a clear indication that there are age related issues that need to be tackled in the HE sector, 
in order to prevent unfair age discrimination, ageist attitudes and stereotypes that can affect employment 
practices. The ban on age discrimination, except in those circumstances where there is a genuine 
occupational requirement or an objective justification, was introduced relatively recently, and this makes 
age discrimination the most recent addition to the legislative equality strands. Therefore there is a need for 
cultural change to take place in order to ensure that employment practices are genuinely age neutral and that 
staff of all ages are supported and enabled to perform to the best of their abilities. Cultural changes cannot 
be expected to take place overnight, and the findings presented here show that the HE sector needs to take 
a more pro-active approach to eradicate ageist attitudes from their employment practices. The fact that there 
is a high proportion of staff and managers who do not know whether their institutions’ equal opportunities 
policies cover age discrimination, suggests that there is a need to raise awareness among staff about age 
discrimination and use training to alert managers to ageist practices and attitudes. The results from the age 
survey have highlighted that a significant number of respondents believe that they have been discriminated 
against because of their age, particularly amongst younger staffs up to the age of 30 and older staff aged 
56 and over. The findings from the focus groups have confirmed that younger staff may not be taken 
seriously and may be dismissed as ‘not experienced enough’, simply because of their age and that there is 
a tendency of labelling older staff as ‘being resistant to change’. These findings are consistent with those of 
research on age discrimination in other sectors which shows ‘that discrimination on the grounds of being too 
young is at least as common as discrimination on the grounds of being too old’ (Snape and Redman, 2003: 78) 

Perceptions about who is considered to be an older worker, depends on the type of jobs that people do, and 
retirement trends in certain occupational groups. For example, as seen earlier, for academics being perceived 
as ‘old’ appears to be linked more to their level of performance rather than their age, as well summarised 
well by this quotation, ‘there are many people who are really at their peak in a number of subject areas both 
in teaching and research in their mid 60s’. While in the case of professional and support staff, people are 
more likely to be considered old around the age of 60, which probably reflects retirement patterns that are 
more common to this occupational group.

The survey results also show that the most common areas where respondents believe that age discrimination 
occurred, regardless of their age group and their gender, are recruitment and promotion. The focus group 
discussions provided an opportunity to try to shed some light on this and explore the extent to which age 
might influence decisions on both staff recruitment, selection, and promotion. The findings from the focus 
groups indicate that a number of changes have taken place to recruitment and selection practices, such 
as removing applicants’ date of birth from job applications, avoiding references to age in job adverts and 
focusing on the actual competences and skills needed, rather than number of years of experience. However, 
it appears that in some cases such changes have affected the form but not so much the substance within it. 
It is still possible to ‘piece together’ the age of job applicants from the dates of their qualifications and their 
employment history. Many managers and senior academics, as discussed earlier, feel that qualifications with 
dates are important in order to establish how up to date an applicant may be in a subject area and, likewise 
employment histories with dates, are deemed to provide useful information about applicants’ experience 
and their career trajectory. However, older applicants are more likely to have acquired their qualifications in a 
distant past, and thus it is arguably more important that these applicants demonstrate that they have kept up 
to date with their subject area rather than the dates of their qualifications. Furthermore, employment histories 
with dates could influence selectors to judge applicants on the number of years of experience rather than 
focusing on the substance of the experience that applicants have actually gained in their previous jobs. On 
the other hand, there might be good reasons for wanting to see dates of qualifications and past employment, 
and in these cases it is important that such reasons can be objectively justified. 
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With regard to promotion the findings from the focus groups indicate that although there is a general 
consensus that this depends exclusively on merit, there nonetheless seems to be some tacit expectations 
in certain academic disciplines about the speed of career trajectories and academic achievements that are 
linked to age. This might explain in part the survey results that show that academics are the occupational 
group more likely to believe that they have been discriminated because of their age. 

Finally the survey results show that men are more likely to believe that they have been discriminated 
against because of their age than their women colleagues. The focus groups findings do not appear to 
have provided clues as to the reasons for this gender difference. One can only speculate on the possible 
interaction between different forms of discrimination and individuals’ understanding of the reasons for what 
is perceived as unfair treatment. For example, it might be possible that if women believe that they have been 
unfairly treated they are more likely to ascribe this to their gender, while men are more likely to ascribe it to 
their age. This is an area where further research would be needed in order to gain an insight into gender 
differences in relation to age discrimination. 

3.14 Recommendations 
•	 Ensure that age discrimination is covered by institutional equal opportunities policies and that this is 

communicated effectively to all staff and students. (Resource Guide: policies on age equality; methods of 
communication).

•	 Raise awareness about unfair age discrimination, stereotyped and ageist attitudes through training, 
and other initiatives, to ensure understanding among all staff of the negative consequences of 
age discrimination and to promote a culture that values age diversity. (Resource Guide: promoting 
organisational and cultural change).

•	 Provide guidance to managers to deal effectively with ageist attitudes and incidents of unfair age 
discrimination.

•	 Address age related issues in staff recruitment and selection training to avoid that ageist and stereotyped 
attitudes may influence the decisions of those involved in staff recruitment and promotion. (Resource 
Guide: legal issues; age discrimination: the legislative framework; age discrimination frequently asked 
questions; age discrimination cases).

•	 Use staff satisfaction surveys to monitor perceptions of unfair age discrimination among staff and take 
action when appropriate.

•	 Use the Equality Impact Assessment process to raise awareness about unfair age discrimination and to 
eliminate it from employment policies and practices (Resource Guide: equality impact assessment). 
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4. Managing retirement expectations

This chapter presents the findings from the Age Staff Survey on employees’ preferences and expectations 
with regard to retirement. It also discusses the findings from the focus groups with managers, and senior 
academics exploring their views about the challenges of managing an ageing workforce and dealing with 
requests to work beyond retirement. 

Survey’s questions
Information was gathered through the survey in order to address the following questions:

•	 What do staff think about having a fixed retirement age?

•	 To what extent are staff aware about the ‘right to request’ to work beyond retirement and their institutions 
policies and procedures about it? 

•	 How well informed are staff about their institutions retirement age? 

•	 What are staff’s preferences and expectations with regard to retirement?

•	 To what extent are staff interested in continuing to work beyond their institution fixed retirement age?

•	 Are staff informed about flexible retirement options and interested in them?

The responses to these questions were analysed by gender, occupation, and age group. They show some 
interesting differences which are discussed in the following paragraphs

4.1 Staff’s attitudes towards retirement
In order to explore staff’s views as to whether institutions should have a fixed retirement age, respondents 
were asked to indicate whether they agree or disagree with a series of statements. These statements, which 
are outlined in table 4.1, were intended to reflect some of the views commonly expressed by managers, 
and human resource or equality practitioners about the reasons either in favour or against having a fixed 
retirement age in the workplace. Table 4.1 below shows that overall respondents are in favour of no 
retirement age. Over half of them agree or strongly agree (58.6%) with the statement that ‘a fixed retirement 
age unfairly discriminates against older employees’, and they also agree or strongly agree (61.6%) with the 
statement that ‘it is important not to have a fixed retirement age in order to enable HEIs to retain valuable 
expertise and specialist skills’. A very large proportion of the respondents (46.4%) disagree or strongly 
disagree with the statement that ‘it is important to have a fixed retirement age in order to enable younger 
employees to progress their career’, and a large proportion of them (33.9%) neither agree nor disagree with 
this statement. Over half of the respondents (60.8%) disagree or strongly disagree with the statement that 
‘it is important to have a fixed retirement age in order to enable under-represented groups such as ethnic 
minorities and women to progress their careers. A large proportion of respondents also disagree or strongly 
disagree (46.9%) with the statement that ‘it is important to have a fixed retirement age in order to enable 
HEIs to manage their workforce effectively’, and a significant proportion of them (37.9%) neither agree nor 
disagree with this statement. 



The Centre for Diversity Policy Research and Practice	 35

Table 4.1 

Strongly 
agree

Agree
Neither 

agree nor 
disagree

Disagree
Strongly 
disagree

It is important to have a fixed 
retirement age in order to enable 
younger employees to progress their 
careers

4.2% 15.5% 33.9% 36.2% 10.2%

A fixed retirement age unfairly 
discriminates against older 
employees

13.6% 45% 26.4% 13.4% 1.6%

It is important to have a fixed 
retirement age in order to enable 
under-represented groups such 
as ethnic minorities and women to 
progress their careers

1.1% 5.2% 32.8% 43.4% 17.4%

It is important not to have a fixed 
retirement age in order to enable 
HEIs to retain valuable expertise and 
specialist skills

15.5% 46.1% 26.3% 10.5% 1.5%

It is important to have a fixed 
retirement age in order to enable 
HEIs to manage their workforce 
effectively

1.7% 13.4% 37.9% 37% 9.9%

(Total response = 6161)

The results to this question were also tested by age group and gender, and as figures 1, 2 and 3 below 
highlight, they still show overall support for no retirement age. In particular, figure 1 shows that the 
largest proportions of respondents in the youngest age groups, either disagree or strongly disagree with 
the statement that ‘it is important to have a fixed retirement age in order to enable younger employees 
to progress their careers’, and an equally large proportion of them neither agree nor disagree with this 
statement. Figure 2, instead, shows that half, or more than half of the respondents in all age groups, agree 
with the statement that ‘a fixed retirement age unfairly discriminates against older employees’. Finally, figure 
3 shows that over half of the respondents of both genders disagree or strongly disagree with the statement 
that ‘it is important to have a fixed retirement age in order to enable under-represented groups such as 
ethnic minorities, and women to progress their careers’. It was not possible to test this question for ethnicity 
as the number of respondents under each different ethnic group was too small to be statistically significant. 
The responses in relation to the other statements show similar patters and that overall large proportions of 
respondents do not support those statements which justify the use of a fixed retirement age. 
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Figure 1 : It is important to have a fixed retirement age to enable 
younger employees to progress their careers, by age group

(Total response = 6112)

A highly significant Pearson Chi-Square result (at the 1% level) of P= 0.000 highlighted a strong statistical interaction 
between the age and importance to have a fixed retirement age to enable younger employees to progress in their 
careers.

Figure 2 : A fixed retirement age unfairly discriminates against older 
employees, by age group

(Total response = 6103)

A highly significant Pearson Chi-Square result (at the 1% level) of P= 0.000 highlighted a strong statistical interaction 
between age and a fixed retirement age unfairly discriminates against older employees.

%

%
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5. 	Recruiting and retaining younger staff 	
	 aged 30 and under

A selection of results from the Staff Age Survey are used in this chapter to explore the views of younger 
staff aged 30 and under about: work in HE in general; what they value most about their current job; access 
to training and development opportunities; and career guidance. The survey results are followed by a 
presentation of the findings from the focus groups with managers and senior academics that included 
discussion about issues around recruitment and retention of younger staff. The findings presented in this 
chapter intend to provide evidence-based information in order to assist HEIs to devise strategies to recruit 
and retain younger staff.

Survey’s questions
Information was gathered through the survey in order to address the following questions:

•	 What do younger staff think about work in HE?

•	 What do younger staff value most in their current job?

•	 If they decided to change their job which factors would be most likely to influence their choices?

•	 Do they think that their university offers them enough training/development opportunities? Are they 
encouraged to take them and are they given enough time to do so?

•	 To what extent are they given career guidance in their appraisal or personal development review? 

5.1 Respondents’ profile 
The overall number of respondents aged 30 and under was 1149, which represents 16 per cent of the total 
number of responses (7, 218). This is also representative of the proportion of staff in this age group in the 
workforce as a whole in English universities (see Chapter 2, section 2.1 figure 2). Figures 1 and 2 below 
show that the majority of respondents in this age group are women (73%), and considerably more are 
employed in professional and support roles (70.8%), compared to a smaller proportion who are employed in 
academic roles (24%). 

Figure 1 : Respondents’ profile by gender

(Total response = 1115)
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Figure 2 : Respondents’ profile by occupation

(Total response = 1147)

Figure 3 shows that the majority of staff aged 30 and under are employed on full-time basis, and that the 
proportion of those employed on a permanent contract is slightly higher compared to that of those employed 
on a fixed-term contract. 

Figure 3 : Type of Contract

(Total response = 1145)
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5.2 	What do younger staff think about working in 		
	 Higher Education?

In the Staff Age Survey respondents were asked to indicate to what extent they either agreed or disagreed 
with a series of statements about working in HE. In order to explore the views of younger staff their 
responses were filtered and compared to those of all respondents. The results are presented in table 5.1 
below and they show that all respondents have a positive view of working in HE. However, it is interesting 
to observe that the proportion of younger staff that agrees or strongly agree with the statements below is 
consistently higher throughout the table. Thus, this seems to suggest that they have a more enthusiastic 
view of working in HE compared to all respondents. 

Table 5.1

Respondents aged 30 
and under:  

Agree/strongly agree

All Respondents: 
Agree/strongly agree

HE provides good opportunities for career 
progression 

66% 51%

HE provides good opportunities to take up 
different roles

67% 57%

HE provides job security 60% 60%

HE provides fair pay for the work done 57% 48%

HE provides good opportunities for training/staff 
development in my area of work

72%   62%

HE provides good opportunities to pursue further 
study/development

73% 68%

(Total response staff aged 30 and under = 1027) (Total response all respondents = 6645) 

 

A multiple choice question was also used to investigate what aspects of their job younger staff value most. 
Respondents were given a series of options and asked to select all those that they felt applied to their 
current job. Tables 5.2 and 5.3 below show that the three aspects of their current job that younger staff 
value most are the opportunity to do interesting work (58.7%), followed by holiday entitlement (58.3%), and 
flexibility (57.5%). The latter could be interpreted either as opportunities to work flexibly or a certain degree 
of autonomy in the way they carry out their work. The main motivators likely to influence their choices when 
looking for another job appear to be pay (78.3%), career progression (71.8%) followed by the opportunity to 
do interesting work (61.4%). 
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Table 5.2 : ���������������������������������������������������������          Which of the following factors ��������������������������     do you value most in your 
current job?

Flexibility 57.50%

Pay 49.40%

Special leave arrangements 27.70%

Holiday entitlement 58.30%

Training/staff development 44.30%

Study/development 36.80%

Pension 33.20%

Career progression 33%

 Interesting work 58.70%

 Take up different roles 23%

Other 2.80%

(Total response = 1022)

Table 5.3 : If you decided to change job which of the following 
factors would most likely influence your choice?

Flexibility 35.50%

Pay 78.30%

Special leave arrangements 18.30%

Holiday entitlement 28.40%

Training/staff development 28.30%

Study/development 16.40%

Pension 16.80%

Career progression 71.80%

 Interesting work 61.40%

 Different roles 34.40%

Other 5.90%

(Total response = 1020)
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5.3 	What do younger staff think about training and 	
	 development opportunities?

Respondents were asked a series of questions about training and development, and the general results 
from these questions are discussed in chapter 6 on ‘Equality of Access by Age Group to Training and 
Development Opportunities’. The responses of staff aged 30 and under were filtered in order to focus on 
their views on this topic. As highlighted in the previous section there is an expectation that HE employers 
provide good opportunities for training and development which are valued by younger staff in their current 
jobs, although they do not appear to influence significantly this group’s decisions when considering to 
change jobs. Figure 4 shows a positive picture as a very large proportion of respondents in this age group 
(73%) believe that their universities offer them enough training and development opportunities. However, 
it also shows a significant proportion of respondents who either do not think that their university offers 
them enough training and development opportunities or they are not sure about it (16.5% and 10.5%, 
respectively). 

Figure 4 : Does your university offer you enough training/
development opportunities?

(Total response = 1020)
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Figure 5 shows that a very large proportion of respondents (74%) feel that they are encouraged to take 
on training and development opportunities, although there is still a significant proportion of respondents 
who either do not think that they are encouraged to do so or they are not sure about it (19% and 7%, 
respectively). 

Figure 5 : Are you encouraged to take training and development 
opportunities?

(Total response = 1021)

A similar pattern may be observed in figure 6 below, which shows the extent to which younger staff 
believe that they are given the time they need to access training and development opportunities by their 
institutions. It is worth noting however, that although the majority of respondents (65%) believe that they 
are given enough time to access training opportunities, this proportion of respondents is lower compared 
to those in the previous questions. Consequently, there is a higher proportion of respondents who believe 
that either they are not given enough time to access training and development opportunities, or they are 
not sure about it (19% and 16% respectively). These results suggest that younger staff’s perceptions 
about access to training and development are positive overall, but it should not be underestimated that a 
significant proportion of staff in this age group do not think that they are provided with enough training and 
development opportunities, nor encouraged to take them. 

Figure 6 : Does your university provide you with the time you need 
to access training and development opportunities?

(Total response = 1020)
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5.4 Career guidance
All respondents were asked to indicate whether their university operate an appraisal or personal development 
review system, and whether they have received any career guidance as part of this process. The responses 
of younger staff aged 30 and under were filtered in order to explore the extent to which they believe that 
they have received career guidance. As previously seen in section 5.2, career progression is one of the most 
important factors that can influence younger staff choices when looking for another job. Figure 7 below shows 
that the great majority of respondents (80%) in this age group have indicated that their institution operates 
an appraisal or personal development review system. However, when asked whether they have received 
career guidance as part of their appraisal or personal development review, the largest proportion of them 
indicated, as shown by figure 8, that they did not receive such guidance. Furthermore, it should be noted 
that the number of respondents who answered this question is significantly lower compared to the number 
of respondents who answered to the previous question. It is difficult to explain the drop in the response rate 
to this particular question, and any attempt to find an explanation would be pure speculation. However, this 
difference in response rate might simply due to the fact that some respondents may not have had an appraisal 
or personal development review yet. Although the results shown in figure 8 are based on a lower number of 
responses, they still highlight that a significant number of respondents in this age group do not feel that they 
have received any career guidance as part of the appraisal or personal development review process. 

Figure 7 : Does your university operate an appraisal or personal 
development review system?

(Total response = 1020)

Figure 8 : During the course of your appraisal or personal development 
review meetings have you received any careers guidance?

(Total response = 685)
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5.5 Future intentions
All respondents were asked to indicate their long term future intentions about working in HE, and how likely 
they think it is that they will still be working for the sector when they reach the normal retirement age of 65. 
The responses to this question were discussed in chapter 2 on the Staff Age Survey: The respondent’s 
profile. Tables 5.4 and 5.5 below show responses from younger staff age 30 and under compared to those 
of all respondents. Given the age of respondents in the younger groups, it is not surprising that over half of 
them (66%) do not think that they will still be working for their current employer when they reach the normal 
retirement age of 65. However, a significant proportion (31%) of them do not seem to consider working in HE 
as a long term prospect, and a large proportion of them (40.2%) appear to be undecided. 

Table 5.4

Younger staff age 30 and under Very likely Likely
Not very 

likely
Don’t 
know

How likely is it that you will still be working for your 
current employer when you reach the normal retirement 
age of 65?

2.3% 9% 66% 22.2%

How likely is it that you will still be working in HE when 
you reach the normal retirement age of 65?

6.3% 23% 31% 40.2%

(Total response = 930) 

Table 5.5 

All respondents Very likely Likely
Not very 

likely
Don’t 
know

How likely is it that you will still be working for your 
current employer when you reach the normal retirement 
age of 65? 14.5% 22.6% 44.7% 18%

How likely is it that you will still be working in HE when 
you reach the normal retirement age of 65? 19.4% 30.5% 27.2% 22.9%

(Total response = 5765) 
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5.6 	The views of younger staff aged 30 and under 	
	 about working in HE: summary of the survey  
	 key findings

What do younger staff think about work 
in HE?

The survey results show that overall younger staff have a 
very positive view of working in HE. 73% of them think that 
HE provides good opportunities to pursue further study/
development, 72% that HE provides good opportunities for 
training/staff development in their area of work, and that 67% 
think HE provides good opportunities to take up different roles.

What do younger staff value most in 
their current job?

The three aspects of their current job that younger staff value 
most are: the opportunity to do interesting work (58.7%), 
followed by holiday entitlement (58.3%), and flexibility (57.5%). 
The latter could be interpreted either as opportunities to work 
flexibly or to enjoy a certain degree of autonomy in the way they 
carry out their work. 

If they decided to change their job 
which factors would be most likely to 
influence their choices?

The main motivators likely to influence their choices when 
looking for another job appear to be pay (78.3%), career 
progression (71.8%) followed by the opportunity to do 
interesting work (61.4%). 

Do they think that their university offers 
them enough training/development 
opportunities? Are they encouraged to 
take them and are they given enough 
time to do so?

The majority of respondents think that their university offers 
them enough training and development opportunities (73%), 
that they are encouraged to take them (74%) and that they 
are given enough time to access them (65%). However, 
a significant proportion of them do not think that they are 
provided with enough training and development opportunities, 
nor encouraged to take them. 

Do they think that they have received 
career guidance as part of their 
appraisal or personal development 
review?

The great majority of respondents (80%) indicated that their 
university operates an appraisal or personal development 
review system. Respondents were also asked whether they 
have received any career guidance as part of their appraisal or 
personal development review. Half of those who responded to 
this question (50%) said that they did not receive any career 
guidance and a small proportion of them (10%) were not sure 
about this. 

Do they consider working in HE as a 
long term career prospect?

Over half of respondents (66%) age 30 and under do not think 
that they will still be working for their current employer when 
they reach the normal retirement age of 65. A large proportion 
of them (40%) do not know whether they will still be working 
in HE when they reach the normal retirement age of 65 and 
a significant proportion of them (31%) does not think that it is 
very likely that they will still be working in HE. 
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5.7 	The perspective of the managers –  
	 findings from the focus groups
Managers and senior academics were asked whether they thought that their university should do 
more to attract and develop younger staff, given the extent to which HE is experiencing an ageing 
workforce.

There was a general consensus that HEIs should do more to attract younger staff. In particular, many 
managers commented that universities should do more to reach out to their own graduates and recruit them 
into career jobs in professional areas such as human resources, accounting, law, marketing and others. 
For example, one manager said that ‘maybe the university has to look at how it sells its jobs...update its 
image’, besides it was commented that students may not be aware of all the different job opportunities that 
a university can offer. It was noted that universities can offer ‘a job for life’ as there are opportunities to move 
across departments and take on different roles. Some departments offer work placements to students, and 
in one university students are employed during the summer in the admission office. The manager in charge 
of this office finds that this is a good way of attracting young graduates because a few students who had 
worked in this office during the summer, applied for jobs after graduating. In the experience of this manager, 
working in the admission office may be seen by young graduates as a way of starting a career in university 
administration. 

Many managers believe that universities should also make more use of apprenticeships to recruit staff 
between the ages of 16-17, and train them into vocational areas such as catering and maintenance. 

A number of issues were identified that could make it difficult for universities to either recruit or retain 
younger staff. With regard to recruitment, these included: the geographical location of some universities, 
where the cost of properties is very high and can act as a deterrent to young applicants; and a general low 
staff turnover in many departments. With regard to staff retention, it was noted instead that young staff can 
sometimes become frustrated with institutional bureaucracy and the lack of a defined career structure. A 
number of managers of professional and support staff mentioned that university policies of advertising jobs 
externally limit promotion opportunities for existing staff. Some also felt that the reward system no longer 
motivates staff as an alternative to promotion. 

In the case of academic posts, senior academics reported that opportunities to appoint younger staff were 
limited by low staff turnover and financial constraints on departmental budgets. It was pointed out that this 
situation could be exacerbated if many academics continued to work beyond their retirement age (for a full 
discussion about this, see chapter 4 on ‘Managing Retirement Expectations’).



72	 Developing Good Practice in Managing Age Diversity in the HE Sector: An Evidence-Based Approach

5.8 	The perspective of the managers on recruiting 	
	 and retaining younger staff aged 30 and under: 	
	 key findings from the focus groups

Universities should do more to 
attract younger staff

Several managers suggested that universities should try to recruit 
their own graduates into career jobs in professional areas such as 
human resources, accountancy, law, marketing and others. Offering 
students work placements could be a way of attracting future 
graduates and get them to find out about job opportunities in the 
sector. 

The use of apprenticeships was also suggested to recruit staff 
between the ages of 16-17, and train them in vocational areas such 
as catering and maintenance. 

Issues relating to the recruitment 
of younger staff

These included low staff turnover in certain departments, and the 
geographical location of some universities in expensive areas, where 
the cost of properties can be a deterrent to young job applicants. 

Issues relating to the retention of 
younger staff

These included the risk that younger staff may become frustrated 
with institutional bureaucracy, the lack of a defined career structure, 
and decide to leave. Career opportunities for younger staff are also 
limited by institutional policies of advertising most jobs vacancies 
externally. 

Opportunities to appoint younger 
staff to academic posts are limited

This is due to low turnover of academic staff and financial 
restrictions. It was pointed out that this situation could be 
exacerbated if many academics continued to work beyond their 
retirement age. 

5.9 	Implications of these findings for the HE sector
The findings presented in this chapter show an encouraging picture, as overall, younger staff aged 30 and 
under appear to have a very positive view of working in HE, and value both the opportunity to do interesting 
work, and the flexibility in their jobs. It is also encouraging to see that the majority of the respondents in 
this age group believe that their institutions offer enough training and development opportunities which 
are relevant to them, and that they are given enough time to take them up. However, it should not be 
forgotten that a significant proportion of them do not feel that they are encouraged to take up training 
and development opportunities and that they are not been given enough time to access them. Many 
respondents also do not think that they have received any career guidance as part of their appraisal or 
personal development review. It is important for HEIs to address these issues and make sure that all 
younger staff have access to training and development and receive career guidance, as the survey results 
show that career progression is important to younger staff, and this is likely to be one of the main factors 
influencing their choices if they decide to look for another job. However, when asked what they value most 
in their current job, career progression did not score very highly. This result, considered in conjunction 
with the findings from the focus groups where the managers expressed concern about the lack of career 
opportunities particularly for younger staff, seems to point to the fact that HEIs ought to do more to provide 
younger staff with career guidance and good prospects regarding career progression. This might be more 
challenging in the professional and support roles where often there is not a clear career path, unlike in the 
academic roles. Thus, HEIs should consider innovative approaches to career progression which involve 
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not just ‘vertical’ career moves, but also ‘horizontal’ ones. These findings suggest that one of strength of 
the HE sector is that it offers opportunities to do ‘interesting work’ and a diverse range of roles in different 
departments. HEIs should capitalise more on these strengths and offer opportunities to acquire different 
skills and expertise in different areas that can contribute to staff career development, and ultimately lead to 
jobs on higher grades. Such opportunities should be made more explicit to younger staff, and they should 
be encouraged to consider working in HE as a long term career prospect. The results from the survey about 
staff future intentions suggest that, in spite of the fact that younger staff seem to have a very positive view of 
working in the HE sector, a significant proportion of them do not seem to look at the sector as a long term 
career prospect, and a large proportion of them are undecided about it. The perceived lack of opportunities 
for career progression might explain what appears to be a contradiction in the survey results. On one hand, 
the results show that younger staff have a very positive view of working in HE, but on the other hand, a large 
proportion of them do not seem to consider HE as a long career prospect, or they are not sure about it. 

Another significant finding that emerged from the focus group discussions with managers is the need to take 
a more strategic approach to encourage young graduates to consider applying for jobs in the HE sector. 
A greater use of student work placements could increase the number of students considering universities 
as possible employers. Furthermore, managers suggested a greater use of apprenticeships to train young 
people into vocational areas, such as catering and maintenance.

The diversity of job roles that the HE sector can offer, combined with opportunities for further studies and 
development, put HEIs in a rather strong position to attract young applicants compared to other employers, 
and therefore HEIs should market themselves more effectively as employers of choice. 

5.10  Recommendations
•	 Monitor access to training by age, to ensure that younger staff have access to relevant training, and that 

they received effective career guidance.

•	 Devise a strategy to encourage young graduates to consider applying for jobs in HE, including making 
use of student work placements (Resource guide: engaging with young employees: general issues; 
employing students; graduate trainees).

•	 Make use of apprenticeships to recruit staff between the ages of 16-17 and train them into vocational 
areas, such as catering and maintenance (Resource guide: engaging with young employees: general 
issues; apprenticeships).

•	 Monitor younger staff levels of job satisfaction through the university staff survey.

•	 Consider adopting more innovative approaches to career progression, particularly in professional and 
support roles that enable staff to acquire different skills and expertise in a number of areas that can lead 
to ‘horizontal’ career moves.

•	 Market HEIs more effectively as employers of choice who can offer opportunities to: do interesting work; 
work flexibly; and a series of benefits, including good holiday entitlements.
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6. 	Equality of access to training, 			 
	 development opportunities and career 	
	 guidance by age group
This chapter presents the results from the Staff Age Survey about equality of access to training, development 
opportunities and career guidance by age group. It also discusses the findings from the focus groups with 
managers and senior academics to explore whether age matters with regard to training and staff development. 

Survey’s questions
To what extent do staff think that their university offers them enough training and development opportunities?

To what extent do staff think that they are encouraged to take on training and development opportunities and 
do they believe that they are given enough time to access them?

To what extent do staff think that they have received any career guidance as part of their appraisal or 
personal development review? 

6.1 	Access to training and development opportunities 	
	 by age group 
As seen earlier in chapter 5 on ‘Recruiting and Retaining Younger Staff Aged 30 and Under’, all respondents 
think that HE provides good opportunities for training, development, and to pursue further study (62% and 
68%, respectively). Figure 1 below corroborates those results as the majority of respondents (69%) in all age 
groups believe that their university offers them enough training opportunities. Nonetheless, it should be noted 
that a significant proportion of respondents do not think that their university offer them enough training and 
development opportunities (22%).

Figure 1 : Does your university offer you enough training/
development opportunities?

(Total response = 6609)

These results were split by age group and show a similarly positive picture, overall, as the majority of 
respondents in all age groups believe that their university offers them enough training and development 
opportunities as highlighted by figure 2 below. However, significant proportions of respondents (over 20%) 
between the ages of 41-60 do not think that their university offer them enough training and development 
opportunities. 
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Figure 2 : Does your university offer you enough training/
development opportunities?

(Total response = 6593)

A highly significant Pearson Chi-Square result (at the 1% level) of P = 0.000 highlighted a strong statistical interaction 
between age and enough training development opportunities

Figure 3 and 4 below show that the great majority of respondents (70%) believe that they are encouraged 
to take up training and development opportunities and over half of them (59%) think they are given the 
time they need to access them. But similarly to the findings highlighted in figure 1, these results also show 
significant proportions of respondents who think that neither they are encouraged to take up training, and 
development opportunities (24%), nor they are given the time they need to access them (29%). 

Figure 3 : Are you encouraged to take on training/development 
opportunities?

(Total response = 6601)

%

Age



76	 Developing Good Practice in Managing Age Diversity in the HE Sector: An Evidence-Based Approach

Figure 4 : Does your university provide you with the time you need 
to access training/development opportunities?

(Total response = 6595)

An analysis of these results by age group shows similar patterns as those highlighted in the previous figures. 
The majority of respondents in each age group believe that they are encouraged to take up training and 
development opportunities, and that they are given enough time to access them. However, the proportion of 
respondents who do not think that they are encouraged to take on training and development opportunities, 
and given enough time to access them, appears to increase steadily with age, and to reach its peak between 
the ages of 41 and 50, as indicated by figure 5 and 6 below. 

Figure 5 : Are you encouraged to take on training/development 
opportunities?

 

(Total response = 6585)

A highly significant Pearson Chi-Square result (at the 1% level) of P = 0.000 highlighted a strong statistical interaction 
between age and encouragement to take on training/development opportunities

%

Age
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Figure 6 : Does your university provide you with the time you need 
to access training/development opportunities?

(Total response = 6579)

A highly significant Pearson Chi-Square result (at the 1% level) of P= 0.000 highlighted a strong statistical interaction 
between age and time needed to access training/development opportunities

The patterns of responses seen in this section show that overall in each age group the majority of 
respondents appear to be satisfied with access to training and development opportunities, but they 
equally show that in any age group there is a significant proportion of respondents (over 20%) that are 
not satisfied with access to training and career development. The other point to note is that although over 
half of the respondents (59%) believe that they are given enough time to access training and development 
opportunities, this proportion is about 10% lower compared to the proportions of those who believe that their 
university offer them enough training and development opportunities (69%), and encourage them to take 
them up (70%). 

6.2 Career guidance by age group 
Respondents were asked whether their university operates an appraisal or personal review system. The great 
majority of them (88%) responded affirmatively to this question, and over half of them (56%) indicated that 
such system runs on an annual basis. Respondents were also asked whether as part of their appraisal or 
personal development review they have received any career guidance. Figure 7 below shows that over half 
of them (58%) do not think that they have received any career guidance, although, on a more positive side, a 
significant proportion of them think that they have received career guidance (37%). 

%

Age
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Figure 7 : During the course of your appraisal or personal development 
review meetings have you received any career guidance?

(Total response = 5187)

When tested by age group these results highlighted that the majority of respondents in most of the age 
groups do not think that they have received any career guidance. It is also worth noting that they show a 
significant increase in the proportion of respondents who reported that they have not received any career 
guidance from the age of 41 onwards, as figure 8 below indicates. These findings seem to suggest that there 
is a widespread perception of lack of career guidance among staff likely to be in their mid career as well as 
among staff in their late career. 

Figure 8 : During the course of your appraisal or personal development 
review meetings have you received any career guidance?

(Total response =5174)

A highly significant Pearson Chi-Square result (at the 1% level) of P = 0.000 highlighted a strong statistical interaction 
between age and career guidance

%

Age
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6.3 	Equality of access to training, development 		
	 opportunities, and career guidance by age group: 	
	 summary of the survey’s key findings

Access to training 
and development 
opportunities by age 
group

The majority of respondents in all age groups believe that their university offer 
them enough training and development opportunities (69% overall) and that they 
are encouraged to take them (70% overall). However, there are also significant 
proportions of respondents who do not think that their university offers them 
enough training and development, and neither they feel encouraged to take them 
up (overall 22% and 24%, respectively).

Over half of the respondents (59%) think that they are given the time they need 
to access training opportunities but equally there is a significant proportion of 
respondents (29%) who do not think that they are given enough time. 

An analysis of these results by age group show that although the majority 
of respondents in all age groups are satisfied with access to training and 
development opportunities, the proportion of those who are dissatisfied overall 
seem to steadily increase with age. 

Career guidance Although the great majority of respondents indicated (88%) that their university 
operates an appraisal or personal development review system, usually once a 
year, over half of them (58%) reported that they have not received any career 
guidance as part of their appraisal or personal development review. These results 
were tested by age group and they show that the proportion of respondents who 
believe that they have not received any career guidance increases significantly 
from the age of 41 onwards. These findings seem to suggest that there is a 
widespread perception of lack of career guidance among staff likely to be in their 
mid career as well as among staff in their late career. 

6.4 The perspective of the managers – findings from 	
	 the focus groups
Managers and senior academics were asked to what extent they believe that age matters with regard to 
investing in staff training and development.

Overall managers and senior academics are of the view that age does not matter to training and staff 
development because as a long as people are doing their job it is worth investing in them. One senior 
academic made the point that to stop investing in people because of their age would send the wrong 
message, and commented ‘if you give up on them, thy might give up on you’. Some however, pointed out 
that ‘proximity to retirement’ would be a consideration when deciding whether or not to invest in expensive 
staff training, expensive conferences, or expensive equipment. Nonetheless, it was noted that similar 
considerations may apply to staff who have not been in post for very long. Some universities use a ‘tie in’ 
clause requiring employment for a certain period of time after an expensive course, or else requiring to repay 
the course fees, and these provisions apply to all staff regardless of age. Other universities, instead, do not 
apply such clauses, and all staff enjoy equality of access to training. Approaches to access to sabbatical 
leave for academic staff close to retirement were mixed as they seem to depend on the likelihood of a 
member of staff to be submitted to the Research Assessment Exercise. Concern was raised about young 
researchers who are on a fixed term contracts as there might not be a business case to invest in them. 
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Some managers explained that they had difficulties in persuading older staff to go on training courses and 
that sometimes staff avoid training opportunities as they are concerned about their work piling up while they 
are away on a course. This might explain the survey’s results highlighted in figure 4 that show around a 10% 
drop in the proportion of respondents who answered affirmatively to this question (59%), compared to those 
who believe that their university offers them enough training and development opportunities (69%), and those 
who believe that they are encouraged to take up such opportunities (70%).

Finally a point worth of note was made by a senior academic about career management for academic 
staff. He expressed concern about the fact that the level of research of some academics seems to drop 
significantly around their 40s. This is often linked to either holding roles that involve a lot of academic 
administration or demands from having a young family, and the latter also overlaps with gender. He thinks 
that there is a risk that these staff ‘get styled as someone with nowhere to go’, particularly when there might 
be long gaps between promotion opportunities. He believes that more attention should be paid to this age 
group and offer them better career guidance. He also thinks that there should be clearer career paths for 
academic staff either in research or academic management. 

6.5 	The perspective of the managers about equality of 	
	 access to training and development: key findings 	
	 from the focus groups

Age does not matter 
with regard to training 
and development 
opportunities

Overall managers and senior academics are of the view that age does not 
matter to training and staff development because as a long as people are 
doing their job it is worth investing in them. To stop investing in people 
because of their age would send the wrong message: ‘if you give up on 
them, thy might give up on you’. However, it was pointed out by some, that 
‘proximity to retirement’ would be a consideration when deciding whether or 
not to invest in expensive staff training. 

Some older staff are 
reluctant to attend training 
courses

A number of managers explained that they find it difficult to persuade 
some older staff to attend training courses. Sometimes staff avoid training 
opportunities as they are concerned about their work piling up while they are 
away on a course. 

Issues relating to access 
to training and career 
guidance for academic 
staff

Approaches to access to sabbatical leave for academics close to retirement 
are mixed as they seem to depend on the likelihood of a member of staff to 
be submitted to the Research Assessment Exercise. Concern was raised 
about young researchers who are on a fixed term contract, and they may 
not be able to access training opportunities as there might not be a business 
case to invest in them.
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6.6 	Implications of these findings for the HE sector
A mixed picture emerges from the survey’s findings. On the positive side, the majority of respondents in all 
age groups are positive about access to training and development opportunities. Most managers and senior 
academics too believe that as long as staff are doing the job it is worth investing in them. These findings 
suggest an inclusive approach about training and development opportunities in HEIs, but on the other hand, 
they also show that there are significant proportions of respondents in all age groups who do not feel that 
they are given enough access to training and development opportunities. Perceived lack of time might be 
a factor that can deter some staff from taking up training and development opportunities as pointed out 
by some of the managers in the focus group discussions, and highlighted by the survey’s findings. Training 
and development opportunities are among one of the aspects of working in HE that staff value, as seen 
earlier in chapter 5 on Recruiting and Retaining Younger Staff Aged 30 and Under, and a perceived lack of 
opportunities to access training might affect staff motivation and their professional development. 

Another important finding from the survey is that the majority of respondents in most age groups believe that 
they have not received any career guidance as part of their appraisal or personal development review. As 
seen in chapter 5, career progression is one of those factors likely to influence younger staff choices when 
deciding to change job, but equally this is important to all staff of different ages. Effective career guidance is 
a key element of talent management, and it is also of strategic importance to deliver equality of opportunities 
among staff, increase the number of under-represented groups in senior positions, and support age diversity. 
There might also be an issue about the quality of career guidance that staff receive and it important that 
HEIs review their provisions for providing career guidance. But equally it is important to be clear about career 
routes for different occupational groups. There appear to be a clearer career path for academic staff, than for 
some of the staff in professional and support roles as discussed in chapter 5, section 5.8. There seems to 
be an implicit assumption that pursuing a career involves ‘a linear’ type of progression, while as seen earlier 
in section 5.10, ‘HEIs should consider innovative approaches to career progression which involve not just 
‘vertical’ career moves, but also ‘horizontal’ ones’, and offer staff opportunities to acquire different skills and 
expertise to develop their careers. Access to training and career guidance are inter-related and this is an 
area where HEIs need to take a more effective and strategic approach to ensure that staff in all age groups 
at whatever stage of their working life can access relevant training and development opportunities and 
receive effect career guidance to make informed career choices that can be of benefit both individuals and 
institutions.

6.7 Recommendations
•	 Monitor staff access to training to identify and address any issue that might prevent some staff to take up 

training and development opportunities (Resource guide: Monitoring and workforce planning).

•	 Review institutional approaches to career guidance to ensure that this is delivered effectively to all staff 
at whatever stage of their working life. (Resource guide: career development; career development of 
research staff; mentoring)
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7 Overview of Recommendations

7.1 Perceptions of age discrimination
The findings from the survey show that the majority of respondents (91%) do not believe that they have been 
discriminated against because of their age at their current university. However, they also show that there is a 
significant proportion of respondents (9%) that believe that they have been discriminated against at their current 
university. Both the survey’s results and the findings from the focus groups are based on staff’s perceptions of 
age discrimination and they provide a clear indication that there are age related issues that need to be tackled 
in the HE sector, in order to prevent unfair age discrimination, ageist attitudes and stereotypes that can affect 
employment practices. Based on these findings the following recommendations are made:

•	 Ensure that age discrimination is covered by institutional equal opportunities policies and that this is 
communicated effectively to all staff and students. (Resource Guide: policies on age equality; methods of 
communication)

•	 Raise awareness about unfair age discrimination, stereotyped and ageist attitudes through training, 
and other initiatives, to ensure understanding among all staff of the negative consequences of 
age discrimination and to promote a culture that values age diversity. (Resource Guide: promoting 
organisational and cultural change)

•	 Provide guidance to line managers to deal effectively with ageist attitudes and incidents of unfair age 
discrimination.

•	 Address age related issues in staff recruitment and selection training to avoid that ageist and stereotyped 
attitudes may influence the decisions of those involved in staff recruitment and promotion processes. 
(Resource Guide: legal issues; age discrimination: the legislative framework; age discrimination frequently 
asked questions; age discrimination cases) 

•	 Use staff satisfaction surveys to monitor perceptions of unfair age discrimination among staff and take 
action when appropriate.

•	 Use the Equality Impact Assessment process to raise awareness about unfair age discrimination and to 
eliminate it from employment policies and practices (Resource Guide: equality impact assessment). 

7.2 Managing retirement expectations
The findings from the survey show that the majority of respondents support the idea of not having a fixed 
retirement age. They also provide an indication about staff’s preferences and expectations with regard 
to retirement in the HE sector. These show that although many employees, including women and staff in 
professional, support and senior management jobs, would prefer to retire around the age of 60, the majority 
of them expect to retire at the age of 65 or over. The results also indicate that academic and manual staff are 
more likely to expect to retire over the age of 65 compared to other occupational categories. 

The prospect of having to manage an increased proportion of older staff is posing a number of challenges 
for HEIs. The focus group discussions with managers drawn from different occupational groups and senior 
academics, provide an insight into the kind of issues that can arise as a result of an ageing workforce in HE. 
Based on these findings, the following recommendations are made:

•	 Monitor the workforce age profile. Survey tools developed as part of this project may be used to gain 
an understanding of staff’s expectations about retirement, to inform policies and practices to manage 
retirement. 
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•	 Develop separate criteria and guidelines to determine staff applications to continue to work beyond 
retirement for academic, professional, support, and manual staff, to reflect the varying expectations 
and demands of different job roles. Consult with line managers, equality groups and trade union 
representatives, to develop fair and transparent criteria. 

•	 Provide clear information about pension entitlements and pre-retirement courses to encourage staff 
to plan in advance and make informed choices about their retirement arrangements (Resource Guide: 
retirement: looking ahead-pre-retirement courses; pensions - increasing staff understanding)

•	 Adopt a fair and transparent system to review staff performance on a regular basis, to enable staff 
to perform to the best of their abilities at whatever age and stage of their career (Resource Guide: 
performance management)

•	 Adopt a systematic approach to succession planning to take into account staff recruitment and retention 
needs in different areas of work (Resource Guide: monitoring and workforce planning) 

•	 Develop post-retirement provisions. This could be of mutual benefit to universities and to retired staff. 
(Resource Guide: after retirement: continuing research; volunteering; short-term contracts; continuing 
links)

•	 Consider different models of flexible retirement that can be of mutual benefits to both staff and the 
demand of services (Resource Guide: flexible and phase retirement; work-life balance and flexible 
working: flexible working; maintaining work ability; health and well - being)

7.3 	Recruiting and retaining younger staff aged 30 	
	 and under
The findings from the survey show that overall younger staff have a very positive view of working in HE. 
The three aspects of their current job that they value most are the opportunity to do interesting work, 
holiday entitlement and flexibility. The majority of them are satisfied with access to training and development 
opportunities but a significant proportion are not satisfied. There is also a significant proportion of them who 
believe that they have not received any career guidance as part of their appraisal or personal development 
review. The findings from the focus group show that there is a general consensus that HEIs should do more 
to attract younger staff, and many managers commented that universities should do more to reach out 
to their own graduates, and recruit them into career jobs in professional areas such as human resources, 
accounting, law, marketing and others. Based on these findings the following recommendations are made:

•	 Review institutional provisions to monitor access to training by age, to ensure that younger staff have 
access to relevant training, and that they received effective career guidance 

•	 Devise a strategy to encourage young graduates to consider applying for jobs in HE, including making 
use of student placements (Resource guide: engaging with young employees: general issues; employing 
students; graduate trainees).

•	 Make use of apprenticeships to recruit staff between the ages of 16-17 and train them into vocational 
areas, such as catering and maintenance (Resource guide: engaging with young employees: general 
issues; apprenticeships).

•	 Monitor younger staff levels of job satisfaction through the university staff survey.

•	 Consider adopting more innovative approaches to career progression, particularly in professional and 
support roles that enable staff to acquire different skills and expertise in a number of areas that can lead 
to ‘horizontal’ career moves.

•	 Market HEIs more effectively as employers of choice who can offer opportunities to: do interesting work; 
work flexibly; and a series of benefits, including good holiday entitlements.
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7.4 Equality of access to training and development 
opportunities by age group  
The findings from the survey show a mixed picture. On the positive side, the majority of respondents in all 
age groups are positive about access to training and development opportunities. Most managers and senior 
academics too believe that as long as staff are doing the job it is worth investing in them. These findings 
suggest an inclusive approach about training and development opportunities in HEIs, but on the other hand, 
they also show that there are significant proportions of respondents in all age groups who do not feel that 
they are given enough access to training and development opportunities. Another important finding from the 
survey is that the majority of respondents in most age groups believe that they have not received any career 
guidance as part of their appraisal or personal development review. Based on these findings the following 
recommendations are made:

•	 Monitor staff access to training to identify and address any issue that might prevent some staff to take up 
training and development opportunities (Resource guide: Monitoring and workforce planning).

•	 Review institutional approaches to career guidance to ensure that this is delivered effectively to all staff 
at whatever stage of their working life. (Resource guide: career development; career development of 
research staff; mentoring)
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