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By 2006, 15 percent of American workers will be 55 

and older, according to the U.S. Bureau of Labor 
Statistics. By 2015, one in five workers will be 55+, while 
there will be fewer workers ages 25–44. The math 
indicates it’s increasingly important for companies to 
attract and keep older workers, but you’d never know it 
from some of their hiring practices. 

Unless you’re the Queen of England or the Pope, 
no job is a lifetime certainty. In the good old days, you’d 
join a company right out of school, stay there for three or 
four decades, then retire with a gold watch, a 
comfortable pension, and health benefits. 

Today, as you approach retirement age, you’re 
more likely to get kicked to the curb, a victim of the latest 
performance evaluation fad that classifies anyone with 
experience as “dead weight.” 

Navigating the job market can be downright scary in 
your 50s—heck, it’s even scary at 40. 

Picture this: It’s your first job interview in years. You 
don your best suit and make sure every hair’s in place. 
Your résumé lists long-term positions with a few well-
respected employers (a testament to your stability), and 
you have a collection of stellar references whom you’ve 
known for years. 

In your prospective employer’s lobby, the 
receptionist has a ring through her eyebrow and the 
employees wander through in jeans and flip-flops. You 
feel a tad over-dressed. 

Your interviewer accepts your handshake with a 
few limp fingers. She idly twirls her blonde hair while 
perusing your credentials. You regret using hairspray 
because your hairdo now feels grandmotherly. 

After a few perfunctory questions, your interview is 
over and you’re left with a vague, “We’ll be in touch 
soon.” 

Somehow, you know you’ll never hear from this 
company again, but the only strike against you that 
seems relevant is your birth date. 

Why didn’t we ever foresee the day we’d be at the 
mercy of employers young enough to be our children? 
From the cavalier way they treat middle-aged job 
applicants, it’s clear they don’t see the shoe ever being 
on the other foot, either. 

Perhaps we thought The Age Discrimination in 
Employment Act of 1967 (ADEA) would protect us when 
we hit 40. Ironically, that’s when job-hunting becomes an 
exercise in learning how far over the hill you’ve gone. 

The Supreme Court recently ruled that civil rights 
laws against race and sex discrimination should also 
apply to age, so plaintiffs no longer must prove that 

employers’ discriminatory policies are deliberate. 
However, many companies have well-entrenched 
methods for keeping age bias alive. 

For example, employers may claim they need 
someone with less experience (read: cheaper) who can 
learn the business from the ground up. Or they may 
require extremely rare and specialized knowledge. “Gee, 
you’ve been selling widgets for 30 years, but we really 
need someone who knows wodgets. Sorry!” 

Another way for a company to repel older workers 
is to make laughably inadequate offers, either in job 
responsibilities or compensation, ensuring that most 
mature applicants will decline. The company can claim 
it’s actively recruiting older workers—but those finicky 
seniors refuse to accept fabulous opportunities. 

A request for hiring experiences on the Web site, 
www.BoomerWomenSpeak.com, drew enlightening 
responses. One woman wrote: ”My résumé is extensive. 
The new way of saying you’re too old is, ‘You're over-
qualified!’ Does that mean you may do the job too well 
for what they’re willing to pay? OR does it mean, ‘We 
would rather hire some dummy for the same money we 
could get an expert like you for?’” 

Another respondent owned a personnel agency 
during “a little publicized, but devastating oil bust in the 
Southwest in the mid-‘80s” and conducted job-hunting 
workshops. She wrote, “Many highly qualified older 
workers couldn't get jobs. I counseled them never to lie 
on their résumés, but not to include things past about 
seven or eight years because it aged them.” 

She also said, “Sometimes applicants should 
downplay responsibilities in previous positions so as not 
to be a threat to potential employers. Employers want 
someone who will see the job they offer, no matter how 
minor, as an attractive career with which the employee 
will stay and grow.” 

Finally, she advised job hunters not to refer to 
themselves as single, widowed, or divorced, but as 
“unmarried,” because it had a less negative connotation. 

Nancy chose to take the temporary route in her 50s, 
after returning to school to learn computer skills. She 
has worked mainly as a receptionist, but the road hasn’t 
always been smooth. A client once asked her to resign 
from her temp agency and apply for the receptionist’s job 
she was filling so the client could circumvent the 
agency’s fee for hiring her. This would have left Nancy 
open to being sued by her agency. 

Temporary work is a good way to collect a 
paycheck without commitment while you research a 
potential employer, but you need flexibility and a thick 
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skin. For example, Nancy was once hired for filing but 
ended up stuffing gift bags. Another company treated 
her like a servant, right down to allowing her half the 
lunch break as the regular staff. She said, “I had just 
started menopause and my nerves were on edge. When 
I got in my car that night, I sat and just cried and cried. 
That place was nuts.” 

Another 50-something woman wrote, “I’ve had 
many jobs in my life, all good paying, and a lot of 
experience. My family used to laugh and say. ‘She has 
three interviews today—which job will she take?’ 
because I always got all the offers. Now I'm working 
mostly from home. When I began putting out résumés a 
few years ago, I was called for interviews on every one. 
They were impressed until they found out my age, then 
suddenly nothing. When I called back, they either jerked 
me around for months, hoping I'd go away, or said I was 
over-qualified.” 

If you’re in the job market, such stories may make 
you feel like crawling under the bed to stay. However, it’s 
not all bleak. You’ll find a list of employers who actively 
recruit older workers at www.AARP.org. Another useful 
Web site for mature job seekers is 
www.SeniorJobBank.org.  

 

In your search, look for employment ads that 
specify maturity, sound judgment, and experience. 
Companies that offer paid training, flexible hours, and 
job sharing are also possibilities because it indicates 
they’re willing to help people learn new skills and 
accommodate those with lifestyles that don’t fit the 
typical 9–5 workday. 

Once you get to the negotiating stage, find out 
about health and retirement benefits. Companies friendly 
to seniors will have flexible healthcare packages, life and 
short- and long-term disability insurance, and may 
emphasize overall well-being through fitness programs 
and other perks. Retirement savings incentives such as 
employer contributions to retirement accounts, profit 
sharing, and stock options are other good signs. 

Whenever you don’t get a job you really want, it’s 
OK to give yourself time to grieve, as you would for any 
other loss. Feeling the stages of disbelief, anger, and 
depression will help you to eventually accept the 
rejection and move on. Anyone in sales will tell you that 
every “no” brings you one step closer to a “yes.” So, go 
for it! 
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