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ABSTRACT 

The topic of this research is employability for mature age professionals in the tertiary 

industry sector, with a particular focus on the development of employability. 

Employability has emerged in the research dialogue, particularly in the last two decades, 

as a topic of considerable focus. While much of this research has concentrated on 

younger people, particularly graduates, relatively less attention has been paid to 

employees aged 45–64 and to the various challenges older workers face in becoming 

and remaining employable. This research focuses on such mature age workers, who 

offer a challenging and rich environment replete with deep experience and escalating 

challenges. 

Based within the interpretive paradigm, two research approaches were utilised, namely 

philosophical hermeneutics and hermeneutic phenomenology, to investigate 

employability, both as a construct and as a contextualised experience. To accomplish 

this goal, a series of five studies investigated employability through exploration of my 

personal experiences, interpretations of a range of research literature and a study of 

lived experiences of employability. Studies 1–4 identified a range of what the thesis 

terms “key aspects” of employability—facets of the main phenomenon—each with an 

array of capabilities aligned to it. In all, seven key aspects of employability were 

identified, including such significant components as the capacity to gain and use human 

capital and the use of learning to develop employability. At the same time, a range of—

often challenging—external influences were found to impact on individual 

employability. In response to these challenges, the thesis, in Chapter 4, proposes that 

individuals should commit to the practice of developing employability as a type of “mind 

set” by seeking to understand, pursue and manage it as an ongoing realisation of 

understanding and capabilities. This practice can take many forms, as illustrated through 

key aspects of employability identified in the thesis. 

The first four studies culminate in a fifth study, a meta-interpretation that presents four 

main research products. Firstly, individual employability was (re)defined as an 

undertaking involving understanding, pursuit and management of employability, that is 

unique to each person. Secondly, a range of awareness of capacity for the development 

of employability was identified. Thirdly, an array of contextual influences impacting on 
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employability were interpreted. Lastly, a learning model for mature age professionals’ 

employability development was generated. This model is presented in Chapter 7 as a 

lived, self-directed model that is both person and context situated, reflecting the 

complexities of, and differences between, individuals’ lives, that people can use to 

develop their own employability given their unique circumstances, interests and needs. 

The value of this research lies in providing a reflection space on what the current 

employability agenda aims to achieve, who it is directed towards and what the 

development needs of an important segment of the workforce (mature age 

professionals) are likely to be. It also provides a model for individual workers to use for 

their own employability development and that mentors, educators and intermediaries 

can use for the facilitation and support of workers’ employability development, 

particularly mature age professionals. 
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GLOSSARY OF KEY TERMS 

*Indicates a preliminary definition to be scrutinised in the process of undertaking the research in this project. 

TERM DEFINED IN THIS THESIS AS CITATION 

Abilities “Relatively enduring, mainly intellectual capacities that 
distinguish one person from another” 

(Brannick & Levine, 
2006, p. 450) 

Agency The capacity of the individual to act in a way that influences his 
or her life-course 

 

Attributes “A quality, character, or characteristic ascribed to someone or 
something” 

(Merriam-Webster, 
2018) 

Capability “The quality or state of being capable, i.e. having attributes (such 
as physical or mental power) required for performance or 
accomplishment” 

(Merriam-Webster, 
2018) 

Career “In lay language … used to denote, among other things, 
individual work histories, sequences of and patterns in 
occupations and work positions and upward progress in an 
occupation” 

(Collin, 2006, p. 60) 

Career anchors “The pattern of self-perceived areas of competence, motives and 
values that guide and constrain career choices” 

(Schein, 2006, p. 65) 

Career coherency A sense that there is a logical and consistent interconnectedness 
between the different stages of one’s career 

 

Career identity “Self-definition in the career context. Career identity provides 
direction for future opportunities and behaviors, while at the 
same time organising past experiences. It coheres the plethora 
of career-related elements both for the self and for others”  

(Fugate, 2006, p. 
269)  

Competence “The quality or state of having sufficient knowledge, judgment, 
skill, or strength (as for a particular duty or in a particular 
respect)” 

(Merriam-Webster, 
2018) 

Contingency 
planning 

Considering options and potential alternatives  

Cultural capital “Widely shared, high-status cultural signals (attitudes, 
preferences, formal knowledge, behaviours, goods and 
credentials) used for social and cultural exclusion, the former 
referring to exclusion from jobs and the latter to exclusion from 
high status groups” 

(Lamont & Lareau, 
1988, p. 156) 

Doxa “Dispositions functioning primarily beneath the level of 
discursive consciousness [such that] our responses and practices 
are based on prediscursive familiarity with the social worlds we 
inhabit” 

(Paulle, 
Heerikhuizen, & 
Emirbayer, 2012, 
p. 71) 

Emotional 
intelligence 

Involving the abilities to “accurately perceive emotions in oneself 
and others, use emotions to facilitate thinking, understand 
emotional meaning and manage emotions” 

(Mayer, 2004, p. 3) 

Employable “Capable of being employed” (Merriam-Webster, 
2018) 

Employment “An activity in which one engages or is employed” (Merriam-Webster, 
2018) 
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TERM DEFINED IN THIS THESIS AS CITATION 

Employability* Employability comprises the skills and attributes an individual 
requires to identify, apply for, acquire and maintain employment 
as well as the skills and attributes an individual exhibits that are 
valued by potential or existing employers 

 

Employability 
orientation 

“Attitudes of employees towards interventions aimed at 
increasing the organization’s flexibility through developing and 
maintaining workers’ employability for the organization”  

(van Dam, 2004, 
p. 30) 

Formal learning “Learning that occurs in an organised and structured 
environment (such as in an education or training institution or on 
the job) and is explicitly designated as learning (in terms of 
objectives, time or resources). Formal learning is intentional 
from the learner’s point of view. It typically leads to certification” 

(CEDEFOP [European 
Centre for the 
Development of 
Vocational Training], 
2014b, p. 99) 

Generic skills The core cross-disciplinary skills required to function in the 
modern workplace 

 

Habitus An agent’s internal representation of the external world and of 
his or her interactive relationship with it; an intersubjective 
framework flowing between those within a social group 
providing them with shared meaning 

 

Human capital “The knowledge, skills, general intelligence, educational 
attainments and personality characteristics of an individual 
[covering] all strengths and assets of a person”  

(Schmitt-Rodermund, 
2006, p. 359) 

Informal learning “Learning resulting from daily activities related to work, family or 
leisure. It is not organised or structured in terms of objectives, 
time or learning support. Informal learning is in most cases 
unintentional from the learner’s perspective. Comments: 
informal learning outcomes may be validated and certified; 
informal learning is also referred to as experiential or 
incidental/random learning” 

(CEDEFOP [European 
Centre for the 
Development of 
Vocational Training], 
2014b, p. 111) 

Job Work undertaken in return for a specific reward which may or 
may not include financial reward; for example, voluntary work 
may be carried out with the expectation of emotional or other, 
non-financial reward and entrepreneurial work may be carried 
out without immediate payment but with the expectation of 
future gain 

 

Job search The ability to search for and acquire work effectively—whether 
internally within an organisation—or externally in terms of a new 
position in a different organisation 

 

Knowledge “The what of a task … factual and procedural information as well 
as action sequences kept in the head [so as to] execute skilled 
activities”  

(Brannick & Levine, 
2006, p. 450) 

Learning  In its broadest sense the acquisition of skills or knowledge—
whether by study or instruction or through keen observation of 
one’s environment 

 

Long-term 
unemployment 

“Long-term unemployment is defined as a duration of 
unemployment of 12 months or more” 

(Australian Bureau of 
Statistics, 2006) 

Mature age “Mature age workers are defined as employed people aged 45-
64 years” 

(Australian Bureau of 
Statistics, 2005) 

Mentoring “A relationship between two individuals, usually a senior and 
junior employee, in which the senior employee takes the junior 
employee ‘under his or her wing’ to teach the junior employee 
about his or her job”  

(Allen, 2006, p. 486) 
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TERM DEFINED IN THIS THESIS AS CITATION 

Metacognition “Awareness or analysis of one's own learning or thinking 
processes” 

(Merriam-Webster, 
2018) 

Motivation “A force or energy that exists within a person and influences 
effort, directs behaviors, and ultimately affects performance and 
other individual outcomes” 

(Quigley & Tymon, 
2006, p. 511) 

Movement 
capital 

“Individual characteristics and competencies that influence the 
chances of mobility in the labour market”  

(Forrier & Sels, 2003, 
p. 110) 

Networking “A set of behaviors used to develop and maintain relationships 
that can potentially provide information, influence, guidance, 
and support to individuals in their careers” (Colakoglu, 2006) 

(Colakoglu, 2006, 
p. 536) 

Non-formal 
learning 

“Learning embedded in planned activities not explicitly 
designated as learning (in terms of learning objectives, learning 
time or learning support). Non-formal learning is intentional 
from the learner’s point of view. Comments: non-formal learning 
outcomes may be validated and may lead to certification; non-
formal learning is sometimes described as semi-structured 
learning” 

(CEDEFOP [European 
Centre for the 
Development of 
Vocational Training], 
2014b, p. 184) 

Occupation Typically, a job or role within a specific profession or sector  

Opportunity 
structures 

The range of opportunities available to individuals (CEDEFOP, 2014a) 

Recognition of 
prior learning 
(RPL) 

“A formal process of recognising formal qualifications that have 
previously been awarded and/or relevant non-formal or informal 
learning as contributing towards a qualification currently being 
undertaken through the granting of credit units or waivers” 

(CEDEFOP [European 
Centre for the 
Development of 
Vocational Training], 
2014b, p. 288) 

Reflexivity “Understanding oneself and critically evaluating your ‘self’, the 
circumstances in which you live and the way you are positioned 
in all your relationships – in work, family, institutional and in 
community life” 

(Tennant & 
McMullen, 2008, 
p. 7) 

Self-efficacy “Self-efficacy is defined as people's beliefs about their capabilities to 
produce designated levels of performance that exercise influence over 
events that affect their lives. Self-efficacy beliefs determine how people 
feel, think, motivate themselves and behave” 

(Bandura, 1994, 
p. 71) 

Skill “A: The ability to use one's knowledge effectively and readily in 
execution or performance 
B: Dexterity or coordination especially in the execution of 
learned physical tasks” 

(Merriam-Webster, 
2018) 

Social capital “A particular kind of resource available to an actor … defined by 
its function. It is not a single entity but a variety of different 
entities, with two elements in common: they all consist of some 
aspect of social structures, and they facilitate certain actions of 
actors – whether persons or corporate actors – within the 
structure” 

(Coleman, 1988, 
p. 98) 

Social Structures Systems, structures and strategies to provide for the demands of 
social and population changes 

 

Sustainability “Using a resource so that the resource is not depleted or 
permanently damaged” 

(Merriam-Webster, 
2018) 

Tertiary educated The achievement of, as a minimum qualification, a full vocational 
diploma 

 

Tertiary industry  The service sector (with primary industries being primarily 
agriculture, mining and fishing and secondary industries as being 
mainly manufacturing-related) 
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TERM DEFINED IN THIS THESIS AS CITATION 

Work “A: To perform work or fulfill duties regularly for wages or salary  
B: To perform or carry through a task requiring sustained effort 
or continuous repeated operations  
C: To exert oneself physically or mentally especially in sustained 
effort for a purpose or under compulsion or necessity” 

(Merriam-Webster, 
2018) 





1 

CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

1.1 THE TOPIC OF THIS RESEARCH 

The topic of this research is employability, particularly its development, across mature 

age professionals working in the tertiary industry sector. 

1.2 EMPLOYABILITY: ITS CONTEXTUAL AND THEORETICAL BACKGROUND  

1.2.1 The changing nature of work and employment 

Over the last four decades, I have been deeply involved with the challenges that can 

confront adults of all ages in the pursuit and maintenance of employment. Many years 

of experience leading and managing training and manpower planning organisations has 

allowed me to witness increasing levels of complexity in all aspects of seeking, acquiring 

and maintaining work. As an example of this complexity, organisational hiring models 

have undergone extensive transformation, particularly in the last two decades.  

Whereas, traditionally, workers may have engaged in a working relationship whereby 

loyalty and security were offered by their employer in exchange for longer-term service, 

a worker, in 2019, may find they are limited to part-time or casual employment, rather 

than full-time work, as shorter-term hiring arrangements gain predominance 

(International Labour Organization [ILO], 2015). This employment complexity also 

includes increasing competitiveness in applying for and securing work and changing 

expectations about the role of technology in the workplace. Workers often need to be 

able to cope not only with rapid technological change, but also with expectations from 

employers that they will have sufficient flexibility and adaptability to adjust to these 

rapid technological advancements within a relatively brief timeframe (Healy, Nicholson, 

& Gahan, 2017; Susskind & Susskind, 2015). These transformations have led to a 

challenging scenario where those seeking work must often compete in a progressively 

more complex race to acquire a full-time job, while displaying a more extensive matrix 

of capabilities once in employment though, in return, organisations frequently offer 

considerably less job accessibility and security (Brown, Lauder, & Ashton, 2011; Withers, 

Lewis, & Dalton, 2016). 
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1.2.2 The mature age professional: Challenges facing older workers 

Between 2000 and 2015, the number of mature age workers (aged 55–64) in Australia 

participating in the workforce increased considerably, while the ratio of younger 

workers fell during the same period1 (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 

Development [OECD], 2016, Statistical Annex, Table C). The range of difficulties 

experienced in the working arena (such as ageist attitudes and discrimination) by this 

group can be classed as particularly challenging. 

Despite the growing participation of more mature workers in the workforce, there has, 

perhaps surprisingly, been an increase in unemployment across this age group, 

particularly longer-term unemployment.2 In 2015, in Australia, 35.7% of unemployed 

people aged 55–64 were long-term unemployed, 10% higher than among prime-age 

(25–54) workers (OECD, 2017, pp. 29-30), and 46% of all registered job seekers were 

over 45, compared to just 19% among young people aged between 15 and 24 

(Wickramasinghe & Bowman, 2018). Such longer-term joblessness can have mental 

health implications, particularly what Berger (2006) portrays as the “degradation” of 

identity that can ensue from prolonged unemployment and the stigma that can be 

attached to it. There are also implications for loss of revenue, in terms of those who 

decide to retire early rather than continue working, as these individuals are not only lost 

to the workforce but potentially lost as a source of tax generation, and they may become 

a cost to government in terms of both welfare and pension support. 

Ever-accelerating demand for new abilities in the workforce, coupled with greater 

participation by older people, might appear to underscore the need for organisations to 

develop staff of all ages. Yet my own experience in the workforce and that of many 

people I spoke with during my research in relation to this topic illustrated to me that this 

was far from the case. Indeed, organisational attitudes towards older workers can be 

ambivalent. More mature staff can be perceived as more reliable and loyal and as being, 

organisationally, an asset through their possession of what Brooke (2003) terms 

“corporate memory”. However, they can also be the subject of more negative 

 
1 As a percentage of the population in each age group, the labour force participation of those between 

55 and 64 increased, between 2000 and 2015, from 48.2% to 64.9%, while the ratio of young people 
fell from 70.2% to 67.3% during the same period. 

2  Long-term unemployment is defined by the Australian Bureau of Statistics as continuing for over 12 
months (see Australian Bureau of Statistics [ABS], 2006). 
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perceptions. Riley, Kahn, Foner, and Mack (1994) contend, for example, that age criteria 

are “so built into social structures as to restrict opportunities” (p. 1), such that while the 

number of more mature individuals participating in the workforce is rising, the 

opportunity structures that might offer pathways to development have remained 

relatively static. This finding was a key driving factor in shaping the focus of my research 

on the development of employability. 

As Riley et al. (1994) point out, education is still apportioned largely to people’s younger 

years because of what they depict as “structural lag”, the tendency of social structures 

(i.e., systems, structures and strategies to provide for the demands of social and 

population changes) to fail to keep up with the rapid changes in health, lifespan and 

lifestyles that have occurred in recent decades. In other words, “changes in age 

structures lag behind changes in lives” (p. 16) and, while workforce participation has 

increased for more mature people, these developments remain asynchronous in 

relation to learning, education and career advancement, with many decision-makers in 

organisations remaining static in their attitudes towards developing the skills and 

capabilities of older employees (Australian Human Rights Commission (AHRC), 2016; 

Wickramasinghe & Bowman, 2018; Wooden, VandenHeuvel, Cully, & Curtain, 2001). 

Yet, there is clearly a benefit to the population (quality of life, input to the public purse) 

through the retention of effectively employed mature age workers in gainful 

employment and diminution of their premature retirement or unemployment. 

1.2.3 The concept of “employability” 

Responding in part to the issues outlined above, particularly rapid change in the working 

arena, “employability”, both as a concept and as an academic area of study, has 

emerged in recent decades as a subject of discussion and research both in industry and 

in academia (Weinert, Baukens, Bollerot, Pineschi-Gapenne, & Walwei, 2001). 

From some perspectives, employability may be seen as a relatively simple construct 

equated with people’s ability to be employed and, in everyday conversation, 

employment and employability are, as terms, often confused or even assumed to be 

synonymous. Nevertheless, industry, starting in the 1980s, began to focus on what were 

termed “employability skills”, such as communication and teamwork, in an effort to aid 

workers to do their jobs more competently while increasing their likelihood of remaining 
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employable over the longer-term (see Mayer, 1992). Tertiary education—both in terms 

of the vocational education system and the university sector—also began to pay greater 

attention to this concept. Subsequently, industry recognised the need for graduates 

with a broader range of capabilities than simple generic skills alongside subject-matter 

knowledge and technical skills, and tertiary education institutions began to initiate 

employability development modules or programs as part of their overall educational 

offering to learners (see Knight & Yorke, 2002; Pool & Sewell, 2007). 

Despite these efforts to develop employability development programs, to date, no 

universally accepted definition of employability has emerged (McMahon, Patton, & 

Tatham, 2003), even though, clearly, employability as a progressive attainment is 

important for individuals, society and national growth. One of the main reasons for this 

lack of agreement may be that there are a variety of stakeholder perspectives on 

employability. Employability, for this thesis, has been interpreted as an inherent 

characteristic and experience of people. Yet, organisations or systems also have varied 

viewpoints on employability, for example, seeing it as a goal (e.g., having a highly 

employable workforce), such that organisations, industry sectors, governments and 

even international bodies exhibit different and contrasting viewpoints. As such, though 

it is not desirable to commence this research project with a fixed definition of 

employability, since many people use the term employability differently, a working 

definition is offered here so that readers and research participants can understand what 

is being referred to. For this project, the preliminary definition adopted was as follows: 

Employability comprises the skills and attributes an individual requires to 
identify, apply for, acquire and maintain employment as well as the skills and 
attributes an individual exhibits that are valued by potential or existing 
employers. 

Note that the focus in this thesis is on individual employability. All other perspectives on 

employability, such as those of industry or governments, which view employability from 

a workforce perspective, are provided for background to the wider discussion of 

employability.3 

 
3 For a more detailed depiction of the various perspectives on employability, see the chart of 

“Employability interest groups and aims”, according to Higgs (2019, p. 212), in Appendix A. 
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1.2.4  The developmental nature of employability 

Though this thesis begins by taking the working definition of employability quoted 

immediately above, it progressively examines the phenomenon of employability from a 

variety of perspectives and gradually begins to portray it, less as a set of skills or graduate 

attributes, and more as a multidimensional phenomenon, a way of being and acting in 

the workplace that makes an individual successful and resilient in a changing working 

arena. As such, the thesis discards the past trend of equating employability largely with 

employment. Instead, employment is depicted as a state, the reality of someone’s 

situation in relation to work, and a set of capabilities to be pursued. In contrast, 

employability is interpreted as a potential to be realised, a journey rather than an 

“outcome” (such as employment) or a set of characteristics to be mastered; as 

something that is both individually and socially constructed, arising from interactions 

between individuals, workplace participants and broader society. Social justice issues 

such as workplace discrimination and attitudes towards age and ageing in the 

workplace, for example, emerge as exerting a strong influence on the phenomenon and 

experience of employability. Developmental aspects of employability also emerge 

during the course of the research, i.e., that employability can be augmented and 

enhanced through learning, with learning interpreted in a broad sense, not limited to 

formal education. 

With regard to these more developmental aspects of the phenomenon, particularly its 

development through learning, my training experience had shown me that a range of 

institutional responses to the need for training for employability did exist. The response 

of educational providers (such as universities) ranged from advertisements that implied 

finding work would be easier if a training course was completed to broad course goals 

emphasising the importance of graduate attributes. Work-based training provided by 

employers and executive coaching delivered by consultants, specialist education 

provided by professional organisations (e.g., chartered societies) and self-directed 

learning, were other possible alternatives. 

Yet, while the range of educational programs available appeared relatively broad, a 

variety of shortfalls in these responses could be noted. Tertiary education responses 

often appeared to blur the distinction between course completion, being employable 

and being capable of pursuing and maintaining employment (Cushnahan, 2009). Work-
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based, employer-supported training in employability was often not supported 

financially by employers and, when provided, often focused on making employees more 

skilled or valuable to their current employer rather than expanding employees’ future 

job options (Meyers, Billett, & Kelly, 2014). As such, this research also explored the 

advantages and disadvantages of current educational models while considering what 

might constitute a better learning framework for the target cohort (mature age 

professionals in the chosen fields). 

1.2.5 Gaps in the research base 

Employability has been researched across a diverse range of academic disciplines4 and 

across several decades (Weinert et al., 2001). Nevertheless, several gaps in the research 

base existed at the start of this investigation, offering a rich tapestry of spaces on this 

topic to explore. Firstly, a strong tendency was demonstrated in the research literature 

to associate employability with a key skill or list of skills and graduate attributes as a kind 

of “snapshot” at a point in time. However, given that industry demand for new or 

emerging skills and attributes is continually evolving and skills themselves are being 

challenged as limited abilities/concepts (Higgs & Patton, 2018), this perspective tends 

to create a lag between the reality of the workplace at any moment in time and extant 

definitions of employability. Secondly, much research strongly equated employability 

with employment while limiting the latter to paid work, not accounting for alternative 

forms of employment such as volunteering, internships, entrepreneurship or barter-

type arrangements in the modern exchange or “gig” economy (see Manyika et al., 2015), 

where the goals are not limited to financial gain or to securing employment via a 

traditional hiring arrangement. Additionally, employability implies a cost-benefit 

analysis scenario whereby people assess whether a job is worthwhile from financial gain 

and personal fulfilment perspectives. These individual decisions are made within an 

interactive environment in which individuals both compete against and collaborate with 

others in a rapidly changing working arena that is influenced by broader and external, 

national economic and political influences. This matrix of interconnections between 

 
4  Including economics, career development studies, organisational psychology, sociology, social 

psychology, health, business, life course and ageing studies and several other fields. 
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personal goals, labour market competition and broader economic imperatives, 

appeared to offer a third area with potential for exploration. 

1.3 SCOPE OF THE THESIS 

Research into employability could, potentially, have considered workers across multiple 

industry sectors and from a wide age and career spectrum, ranging from school leavers 

to workers, post-retirement, returning to the workforce. To complete an extensive 

research project, however, across primary, secondary and tertiary industries and across 

a considerable range of categories (including people with/without disabilities, the 

unemployed and varied age groups, etc.) would have been well beyond the scope of a 

single PhD. Thus, in this project, the decision was made to focus on mature age 

professionals (shortened, for brevity, throughout the thesis to the acronym “MAPs”) 

working in the tertiary industry sector.  

To avoid confusion with regard to the meaning of “mature”, the Australian Bureau of 

Statistics (ABS) definition of mature age as being between 45 and 64 years of age was 

utilised for this project (see ABS, 2005). To avoid any misunderstanding with regard to 

the meaning of “professional”,5 the ABS categorisation of professional was selected (see 

ABS, 2013b), with four occupational categories (from among seven categorised as 

professionals) chosen as a focus for research, including education, health, business 

(including human resources and marketing) and ICT.6 Tertiary industry is defined, for 

this project, as the service sector, as opposed to primary industries (being primarily 

agriculture, mining and fishing) and secondary industries (being mainly manufacturing-

related). 

There were a number of reasons for selecting MAPs as the focus of the research. Firstly, 

MAPs receive less attention than other cohorts, particularly youth and graduates, in the 

research literature. Yet, given the challenges in the working arena for those in this age 

group, they would, I believed, form an interesting and cogent source of insight into 

employability. Secondly, expectations by employers of their employees have changed 

dramatically in the last 30 years since those currently in this cohort entered the working 

 
5 Readers should note that what is regarded as constituting “professionalism” has undergone 

considerable change and evolution in the last century with varied viewpoints being expressed on its 
meaning (see, for example, van Mook et al., 2009). 

6 Information and communications technologies. 
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arena. Hiring patterns, workplace technologies and the nature of workplace learning 

have all undergone a rapid transformation in the last three to four decades, and MAPs, 

as a group, presented a rich opportunity to investigate employability against this 

backdrop of change and transformation. Thirdly, the four industry sectors selected 

employ a wide range of different people, providing the opportunity to identify contrasts 

and aid in further reflection on employability, for example, contrasting how changes in 

hiring patterns have affected employees across these different sectors. 

1.4 AIMS OF THE THESIS AND MAIN RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

In order to facilitate a deep and rich investigation of employability, four key goals for the 

thesis were initially established. Firstly, there being no widely accepted definition of 

employability, and it being still a topic of considerable debate, it was clear that 

identifying gaps in the current research base was a starting point for this investigation 

and a first aim for the thesis. A second core goal was to understand the perspectives and 

experiences of the target cohort in relation to this phenomenon. What was of particular 

interest with this group was that they had already experienced two decades or more in 

the workforce and were likely to exhibit employability as a lived phenomenon, i.e., as a 

set of capabilities they had built up over many years. Investigating this group and their 

perspectives presented a rich potential source of information. A third key goal for the 

project was to propose both a new interpretation of employability and a development 

model that could better develop employability among the target cohort. Lastly, 

identifying the potential implications of the proposed research products for policy or 

practice, and contributing to the body of knowledge related to employability, was a 

fourth key aim. These aims can be summarised as: 

• to identify gaps in current definitions of employability dealing with individuals, 

particularly those of mature age; 

• to understand the perspectives and experiences of the target cohort (mature age 

professionals) in relation to this phenomenon and explore how mature age 

workers currently develop their employability; 

• to propose a new interpretation of employability to better enhance employability 

across the target cohort—this interpretation has taken the form of an 

employability development model; and 
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• to identify potential implications of the proposed research product(s) for policy 

and practice while contributing to the body of knowledge related to employability. 

To achieve these aims, and in order to richly interpret the phenomenon of employability 

and how MAPs develop their employability, five main research questions were 

developed. These questions were designed to establish what employability means, how 

people perceive and experience employability, what external influences may impact on 

or modify it, how people within the target cohort go about improving their 

employability, and how the development and pursuit of employability across MAPs 

might be improved.7 Answers to these questions evolve across the thesis and are 

refined, culminating in a series of key findings in the penultimate chapter. 

1.5 EXAMINING THE KEY PHENOMENON THROUGH A SERIES OF FIVE STUDIES 

To deeply interpret the main phenomenon, particularly employability as a lived 

experience, the thesis was based in the interpretive paradigm and utilised two research 

approaches, namely philosophical hermeneutics and hermeneutic phenomenology. The 

former was used to richly interpret research literature related to employability as well 

as my own experiences with employability, while the latter was used to deeply 

investigate the lived experience of workers in the target cohort. These methodologies 

were utilised in a series of four initial studies, each examining a different aspect of 

employability and iteratively providing contributions to the research questions. In a 

final, fifth study, previous findings were brought together in a meta-interpretation to 

provide answers to the research questions, achieve the aims of the thesis and present a 

new model of employability development. I will outline here, as an advanced organiser, 

how these various interpretations unfold throughout the thesis (see Figure 1.1). 

1.5.1 The first four studies 

Study 1 

Study 1 sought to understand employability by clarifying my initial understandings of 

the key phenomenon, based on my experience and prior research. It was an exploration 

that drew on my experience yet, at the same time, acknowledged that these entry 

 
7 See Chapter 2 for a precise listing of these research questions. 
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horizons are open to challenge. In Chapter 3 (Study 1), I introduce the view that 

perspectives on employability vary depending on whether they are from individual, 

organisational or broader, social viewpoints. Employability, in Study 1, is interpreted as 

dynamic, i.e., driven by the individual, frequently developmental in nature, yet 

influenced by contextual factors. 

 

 
                                                              Future research  Entry point 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1.1. The series of five studies in this thesis, 
each with their specific focus and research approach. 
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Research Focus: 
Researcher’s experience 
Approach: Philosophical 
hermeneutics 

 

Study 2: 
Research Focus: 
Research literature 
on employability 
Approach: 
Philosophical 
hermeneutics 

Study 3: 
Research Focus: Research 
literature on employability 
and learning 
Approach: Philosophical 
hermeneutics 

Study 4: 
Research Focus: 
Lived experience of 
employability 
Approach: 
Hermeneutic 
phenomenology 

Study 5: 
Research Focus: A 
meta-interpretation 
of research findings 
Approach: 
Philosophical 
hermeneutics 
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Study 2 

In Study 2, I engaged in an interpretation of research literature on employability, using 

research material that was international in scope and examined diverse cohorts, while 

focusing on Australian literature, particularly that related to MAPs. Study 2 critically 

appraised my entry perspectives derived from Study 1 (Chapter 3) and identified a 

myriad of interpretations of employability in the literature, ranging from basic 

definitions that equate employability directly with employment to more sophisticated 

models that depict it as the acquisition of a range of capabilities required in the modern 

workforce. Study 2 identified distinguishable parts, termed “key aspects”, of 

employability, that contribute to its nature and development. The thesis goes on to 

identify seven such key aspects of employability, each incorporating a range of 

capabilities. In Study 2, “human capital”, “agency” and “metacognition” were identified 

as three of these key aspects. 

Significantly, and of central importance to this thesis, Study 2 introduced the idea that 

developing employability is a practice that requires, essentially, three undertakings: 

employability needs to be understood, pursued and managed in order to be acquired, 

developed and maintained. The idea is presented in Chapter 4 that most individuals, in 

order to enhance their employability, should, firstly, understand that they have (a 

degree of) employability, i.e., that they are, potentially, an employable person within 

the labour market. Secondly, they should perceive that greater employability can be 

pursued; and that, whether through formal learning or through a job change or 

promotion, employability should be actively sought out and nurtured. Thirdly, this 

development process should be managed: an individual should self-directedly guide 

his/her own growth in employability. This practice of understanding, pursuit and 

management of employability (termed UPM, for brevity, throughout the thesis), 

interacts with but is not limited to, the various key aspects of employability identified in 

the thesis. The main emphasis in this practice of UPM is on realising a sense of one’s 

own employability, on knowing that one has the capacity to be employable, rather than 

on any specific, work-related capability or professional knowledge alone. Various 

capabilities identified in the thesis can aid in this realisation; however, strong conscious 

awareness of one’s own employability and self-directed management of this 

employability are the keys to successful practice of UPM. 
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Study 3 

The third study complemented Study 2 by continuing to investigate the literature base 

yet focusing more deeply on how MAPs develop employability through learning—both 

formal and informal—while suggesting how such development could be improved. 

Study 3 continued the identification of key aspects of employability, interpreting 

development through learning and self-management of employability as two further key 

aspects of the phenomenon. Some among the various capabilities identified in these key 

aspects were identified as of greater relevance to MAPs than others. 

Study 4 

Study 4 explored how employability can be experienced and lived as a human 

phenomenon, among a cohort of mature age, tertiary qualified professionals in an 

Australian context. I took the view that it was not enough to know what others had 

written about employability; I wanted to take a group of people who were working in 

the target group, as well as a smaller group aiding them in their employability 

development, and consider employability through the eyes of people living (or 

supporting) the experience. The idea that there are levels of understanding of, and 

engagement with, employability was introduced for the first time through this study (in 

Chapter 6). Two further key aspects of employability were explicated at this time, i.e. 

how employability relates to creating and maintaining a career identity and is linked to 

the worker learning to recognise and respond to the demands of varied working 

environments. 

1.5.2 The fifth study and the main research products of this thesis 

Study 5 

The fifth study consolidated findings from the four previous studies to offer a rich, meta-

interpretative fusion of horizons. This is reported in Chapter 7 where the meta-

interpretation incorporates my own perspectives, those of a range of writers in the 

literature and the lived experience viewpoints of a cohort of MAPs. Study 5, while 

critiquing the various horizons previously presented in this series of studies, provided 

four main research products: a new individual interpretation of employability, an 

interpretation of a range of orientations towards employability and its development, an 



13 

interpretation of a range of external influences impacting on employability and its 

development, and a model of employability development for MAPs. While chapters 

reporting on the first four studies take the reader on a journey from the most basic to 

the most complex definitions of employability, Study 5 recognised the value of seeing 

employability as an experience and active endeavour that can occur in different people 

at different levels of capacity and agency across a continuum from simple and basic to 

multifaceted and advanced.  

1.5.3 The significance of this thesis 

The thesis offers a unique and valuable contribution to the body of knowledge in this 

field. It provides new insights into and knowledge about employability through its 

(re)definition. This contributes to how we can understand employability in practice, 

prepare for it through formal education and use a range of strategies to enhance it in 

workplace practice. It enriches understanding of employability for MAPs and highlights 

how more mature people can be prepared for, and supported in, their employability 

journeys in today’s working environment, helping them understand the challenges they 

may face in building a career across the life-course and providing opportunities for them 

to redress imbalance in their employability pursuits. A new learning model for MAPs, 

situated at the intersection of employability, mid- to late-career development and age-

related concerns, is presented. Benefits that may emerge from this research include a 

contribution towards a deeper awareness of the challenges that mature age workers 

face concerning finding work and building careers, a better understanding of solutions 

to these difficulties and broader knowledge about the links between learning and 

employability. 
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CHAPTER 2: RESEARCH METHOD 

2.1 INTRODUCTION 

This chapter discusses the research approach, design, implementation and critique of 

the research strategy for this project. After providing details of the research aim and 

main research questions in this introduction, Section 2.2 introduces the research 

strategy chosen in order to achieve the stated aims of the thesis. Section 2.3 then 

outlines how, in order to accomplish the specified aims of the research within the 

allotted time span of the thesis, the field of inquiry was narrowed. Subsequently, the 

selection of an appropriate research paradigm, the interpretive paradigm, along with 

the justification for this selection, is described. In Section 2.5, the selection of research 

approaches most suited to answering the research questions is outlined with two main 

approaches, philosophical hermeneutics and hermeneutic phenomenology, being 

identified. The rationale for these selections is specified, and a detailed description of 

these two research methodologies is subsequently provided. In order to implement a 

process whereby these approaches were implemented in the most effective and 

appropriate manner for the phenomenon being evaluated, a series of five studies was 

conceived.  

This series of studies is detailed in Section 2.8. Each of these five studies utilised one of 

the two approaches to interpret the key phenomenon from a different perspective while 

each was also strategically linked to specific research questions. How each of these five 

studies was enacted is explicated. The fifth and final study was explicitly intended to 

consider the key phenomenon, employability, through a meta-interpretation of the 

previous four studies while providing answers to the research questions and presenting 

the final research products. 

In the penultimate section of this chapter, the quality and process of the research are 

reviewed with regard to the rigour, transparency and credibility of the chosen approach. 

2.1.1 The research aims and research questions 

The main aims of this research project were to offer a contemporary interpretation of 

employability with regard to tertiary-educated, mature age professionals (MAPs) and 
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how they develop their employability, as well as to offer a development model that 

could better enhance employability across MAPs. The research focused on the 

phenomenon of employability, considering it in both the abstract and lived sense, as 

well as on the perspectives and experiences of MAPs, noting that, broadly speaking, the 

literature extends beyond MAPs. To guide the achievement of these aims and act as a 

catalyst for thorough, investigative research into the phenomenon, a set of five research 

questions was constructed in order to richly and broadly interpret and examine the 

phenomenon of employability. These research questions were: 

Q1. What does the term employability mean—in general, but particularly within the 

context of the work of mature age professionals (working within the industry 

sectors of business, information and communications technologies [ICT], health 

and education)? 

Q2. How do workers, particularly mature age professionals, perceive and experience 

their employability? 

Q3. What contextual factors most influence employability, particularly the 

employability of mature age professionals? 

Q4. How do workers, particularly mature age professionals, develop and manage their 

employability? 

Q5. How might employability and its development/pursuit be improved for mature 

age professionals? 

2.2 DESIGNING THE RESEARCH STRATEGY 

Over the last 100 years, individual, organisational and governmental perspectives on 

employability have offered differing and often conflicting views of the phenomenon, as 

outlined in Chapter 1. One major consequence of these differing opinions and 

perspectives has been that no robust, universally accepted definition of employability 

has emerged (Brown, Hesketh, & Williams, 2004). This lack of an agreed definition of 

employability had two major implications for my research design. 

Firstly, given the aims of the project, a deep, thorough exploration of the phenomenon 

required its interpretation through a variety of research lenses. The inclusion of 

perspectives from researchers, scholars and educators in the field who had published 
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research on employability was deemed critical. During the last three decades, there has 

been considerable interest in this phenomenon among the academic research 

community with several stakeholder perspectives being presented. However, the 

experiences of MAPs living the experience on a day-to-day basis was also deemed 

essential. Additionally, the perspectives, experiences and understanding of people 

whose work involved promoting employability across the target cohort, such as labour 

market intermediaries and specialist providers of training services, was another lens 

deemed invaluable. Lastly, my own experience as someone who had previously 

researched the area of employment in a master’s thesis and who has worked extensively 

with people seeking re-employment was incorporated into the research design. 

Secondly, I needed to design a research strategy suited to the project aims, research 

questions and theoretical framework yet with the flexibility to integrate multiple 

viewpoints. My chosen design had six stages which are outlined below and detailed in 

Figure 2.1. 

1. Consideration of the contextual and theoretical framework in which the study 

was situated, as previously outlined in Chapter 1. 

2. Narrowing the field of inquiry: for manageability and to accomplish the stated 

aims within the allotted time span the scope of the study needed to be limited to 

specific industry sectors, age ranges of people and educational backgrounds. 

3. Selection of the research paradigm most appropriate for a project of this nature. 

4. Identification of the most suitable research approaches. 

5. Design and implementation of a series of studies to holistically apply the chosen 

research approaches, leading to final research products. 

6. A critique of research quality, process and product, and consideration of the 

implications of the research project for practice, education and future research. 
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CORE PHENOMENON (EMPLOYABILITY) 
 

 
RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

 

 
REVIEW OF HISTORICAL AND CONTEMPORARY 

PERSPECTIVES ON EMPLOYABILITY 
 

 
CREATING A WORKABLE, RELEVANT AND COHERENT SPACE OF 
INQUIRY BY NARROWING THE RESEARCH FOCUS TO: 
• TERTIARY-EDUCATED WORKERS WHO ARE 
• MATURE AGE AND 
• PROFESSIONALS IN THE TERTIARY INDUSTRY SECTOR 
 

 
SELECTING AN APPROPRIATE RESEARCH PARADIGM 

(INTERPRETIVE) 

 
IDENTIFICATION OF THE MOST SUITABLE RESEARCH APPROACHES 
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4 Hermeneutic Phenomenology The lived experience of employability 6 
5 Philosophical Hermeneutics A meta-interpretation and fusion of 

horizons  
7 

 
THE DEVELOPMENT OF RESEARCH PRODUCTS 

A redefinition of employability and a proposed new development model to improve the 
employability of tertiary qualified, mature age professionals in the tertiary industry sector 
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Figure 2.1. A diagrammatic representation of the research design. 
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2.3 PROJECT SCOPE AND LIMITATIONS 

2.3.1 Primary exclusions 

Following consideration of the contextual and theoretical framework outlined in 

Chapter 1, the second step in developing the research strategy was to narrow the field 

of investigation in order to formulate a coherent inquiry space. To research lived 

experiences of employability across workers from all age ranges and industries without 

any limitation would have involved an extensive project across multiple worker 

categories, age ranges and industry sectors. To complete a study of this nature would 

have been well beyond the scope of a single PhD. For project manageability the 

following categories of workers and potential workers were excluded: the unemployed, 

youth, retirees aged over 65, people with disabilities, non-citizens (including refugees 

and international students), volunteers and military personnel. 

2.3.2 Primary inclusions 

Age range 

To further refine definitions of mature age (participants) for this project, professional 

workers between the ages of 45 and 65 were selected, as outlined in Chapter 1. 

Professionals—ANZSCO classification 

The Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) classification of occupations divides 

occupational groupings into eight major units,8 as outlined in the Australian and New 

Zealand Classification of Occupations (ANZSCO) (ABS, 2019).9 Professionals in major 

group 2 are divided into seven major sub-group categories, of which four have been 

selected for this study, as illustrated in Table 2.1. The core participants in this study 

 
8 The eight major units are: Managers, Professionals, Technicians and Trades Workers, Community 

and Personal Service Workers, Clerical and Administrative Workers, Sales Workers, Machinery 
Operators and Drivers, and Labourers. See 
https://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/Lookup/1220.0Chapter612013,%20Version%201.2 

9 For further information see Interpreting ANZSCO occupation definitions on the ABS website at 
http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/Lookup/1220.0Chapter62013,%20Version%201.2. As the 
guidance documents to the classification instruments indicate, “The allocation of a particular 
occupation to a particular skill level should be seen as indicative only and should not be used 
prescriptively. The definitional material describing each occupation is intended primarily as an aid to 
interpreting occupation statistics classified to ANZSCO. The descriptions are, therefore, only a guide 
to the tasks undertaken and skills involved in various occupations and are not a definitive statement 
of what is required” (ABS, 2013a). 

https://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/Lookup/1220.0Chapter612013,%20Version%201.2
http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/Lookup/1220.0Chapter62013,%20Version%201.2
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(excluding intermediaries), were all required to fit this category. Some of these major 

group 2 people also held managerial responsibilities, and so also fit ANZSCO 

classification major group 1, “managers”, depending on sector, role seniority and nature 

of their duties. This second and secondary classification as major group 1 is not critically 

significant in this research since the participants (managers), were primarily selected by 

being professionals (major group 2). 

Table 2.1. ANZSCO Classifications of Major Group 2: Professionals. 

MAJOR 
SUB-GROUP 

SUB-GROUPS OF PROFESSIONALS 
IN THE FOLLOWING DISCIPLINES 

SELECTED FOR 
INCLUSION 

21 Arts and Media Professionals × 
22 Business, Human Resource and Marketing Professionals  
23 Design, Engineering, Science and Transport Professionals × 
24 Education Professionals  
25 Health Professionals  
26 ICT Professionals  
27 Legal, Social and Welfare Professionals × 

 

Educational background 

Professionals were required to have tertiary education qualifications (defined for this 

project as a completed vocational diploma or degree, or a bachelor-level university 

degree or above) to be included in the study. 

Industry sector 

There are three broad industry sectors: namely, the primary sector (industries 

concerned with working on the land, e.g., farming or obtaining raw materials), the 

secondary sector (the manufacturing sector that turns raw materials into commodities 

and products) and the tertiary sector (that seeks to provide services to consumers). For 

manageability and focus, the study was limited to professionals working in the tertiary 

industry sector. 

Experience; seniority within organisational structure 

To access a broad range of opinions and viewpoints, the study was designed to include 

both workers with no management responsibilities and those who were in positions of 
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responsibility, including hiring and supervising others. In the case of workers, a minimum 

of 10 years’ experience in the professional sector was required. In the case of managers, 

a minimum of 10 years’ experience in the professional sector, as well as a minimum of 

two years’ management experience managing staff in the professional sector, were 

required. 

Intermediary occupations 

As well as those working as professionals in the tertiary industry sector, the study also 

included intermediaries involved in recruitment, training and other roles supporting 

professionals to enhance their employability. Intermediary managers, supervising 

others working in intermediary occupations, were also included. No specific age or 

educational restrictions were placed on the intermediary or intermediary manager 

cohorts. Intermediaries were required to have a minimum of five years’ experience in 

assisting the target cohort in identifying, acquiring or maintaining employment. 

Intermediary managers were additionally required to have a minimum of two years’ 

experience of directly managing and supervising subordinates in relevant intermediary 

occupations. 

2.3.3 The rationale for these choices 

Rationale for selecting mature age workers 

Mature age workers were selected as the subject of the study for the following reasons: 

• The range of difficulties presented by the work arena appears to be pronounced 

for mature age workers. These may include greater difficulty in accessing relevant 

workplace training and education when compared to their younger counterparts, 

workplace age-bias and greater comparative difficulty in finding re-employment 

after retrenchment (as described by Finkelstein, Truxillo, Fraccaroli, & Kanfer, 

2015). How MAPs react to these challenges and how they utilise educational 

resources that are available to them form a rich tapestry of information and 

knowledge. 

• Interaction with this cohort could shed light on the relationship between work and 

life responsibilities and on the way that individual agency and empowerment 
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operate in association with the power and expectations inherent in employment 

settings and systems. 

• A large proportion of the research in the field of employability and career 

progression was either generic or focused on school leavers and young people. 

This research, therefore, offered possibilities for creating new knowledge and 

perspectives. 

Rationale for selecting tertiary industry professionals and for selecting the four chosen 

sub-major industry groupings 

High levels of expectation for success and achievement are set by society for tertiary 

industry professionals in all sub-groupings. As a result, workers in these cohorts tend to 

exhibit high levels of responsibility for their own success, motivation and, potentially, 

superior employability attributes and endeavours. While high levels of reward are 

possible, successful workers have to meet extensive employability requirements (as 

described by Brown, Bimrose, Barnes, & Hughes, 2012; Kalisch & Kalisch, 1991), making 

tertiary industry professionals a highly pertinent group in relation to the phenomenon 

under examination. However, to review all seven sub-groupings in one thesis presented 

a challenge for project manageability within the specified timeframes and, as a result, 

the field of inquiry was narrowed to four of these sub-groupings. Additionally, non-

professional tertiary industry categories were excluded as being extremely diverse and 

complex; their inclusion would also have made the project unmanageable, though these 

areas provide a rich arena for future comparative research. 

The four selected industry sub-groupings, as indicated in Table 2.1, were selected for 

three main reasons: 

• Firstly, the working environments for tertiary industry professionals in these four 

industry groups are typically characterised by high levels of employer demand for 

potential employability characteristics such as adaptability, agency, sophistication 

and communication. Further, these demands from employers are taking place 

amid rapidly changing hiring patterns with a general decline in security of full-time 

employment (see International Labour Organization [ILO], 2015) as well as 
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changing work patterns such as crowdsourcing10 (see Barnes, Green, & de Hoyos, 

2015). 

• Secondly, these groups may provide valuable contrasts between participants who 

might have had less structured career paths, post-graduation, such as those 

working in business and ICT, compared to those who were likely to follow more 

structured career paths, such as those working in education and health. 

• Thirdly, the other three groups of professionals (sub-major groups 21, 23 and 27) 

were excluded on the basis of being too diverse and unmanageable in a research 

sense, from the point of view of straightforward participant selection and 

recruitment, within the confines of the research timeframe. 

Rationale for experience and seniority criteria 

A minimum of 10 years’ experience working as a professional was required of 

participants who were workers. This level of experience was considered necessary for 

participants to reflect a depth of knowledge that was sufficiently deep and rich to offer 

insights into the (employability) phenomenon unique to the circumstances and contexts 

of their sector. An additional two years’ minimum experience at management level was 

required of managers in order for this group of participants to have sufficient experience 

hiring and supervising staff to be able to identify the employability characteristics of the 

target cohort. 

Rationale for selecting tertiary qualified participants 

Professionals are, in most cases, tertiary educated; however, excluding those without 

tertiary education allowed the project to examine and interpret the impact of formal 

and informal higher education and learning on employability. 

 
10 Crowdsourcing essentially offers a new way of arranging and participating in employment through 

“the outsourcing of work to a large group through an open call made possible through advances in 
technology” (Barnes et al., 2015, p. 17). 
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Rationale for including labour market and other specialist intermediaries11 

Employment intermediaries and training specialists who worked with the target cohort 

were included on the basis of having highly relevant perspectives on the challenges 

faced by MAPs in becoming and remaining employable. Employment intermediaries, 

such as recruiters, outplacement consultants and specialised trainers, such as executive 

coaches, were selected as they typically work to enhance MAPs’ employability and offer 

(in some cases) targeted learning around becoming and remaining employable. 

2.4 DESIGNING THE RESEARCH STRATEGY: THE PHILOSOPHICAL FRAMEWORK 

Once the research had been framed in its appropriate contexts and limitations, the next 

step was to design an appropriate research approach for the study. The starting point 

for designing the approach was to select the most appropriate research paradigm. A 

research paradigm defines the philosophical foundations from which research strategies 

emerge and provides a framework for generating knowledge. One way of categorising 

such paradigms is as empirico-analytical, critical and interpretive paradigms. This 

categorisation is informed by the work of Habermas (1971), and Higgs and Titchen 

(1995), who differentiated between three main interests: technical, practical and 

emancipatory. 

Philosophical frameworks or research paradigms contain different ontological and 

epistemological perspectives (Higgs, Trede, & Rothwell, 2007). Typically, the empirico-

analytical paradigm underlies research that is quantitative in nature, often focusing on 

empirical investigations that utilise mathematical or computational methods. The 

objectivity and empirical approach implied by the empirico-analytical framework were 

seen to be, however, incongruent with the nature of employability as a phenomenon 

embedded in, and constructed through, social and occupational practices and as 

indistinguishable from those contexts. Moreover, the critical paradigm typically acts as 

a foundation for research that seeks to gain knowledge through changing practice and 

to transform or change our social reality. As Higgs et al. (2007) depict it, “the key 

dimension of qualitative research that is located in the critical paradigm is its potential 

to increase people’s capacity to achieve freedom from unnecessary, socially-imposed 

 
11 A detailed list of employment intermediaries, their specific services and how they can be accessed is 

contained in Appendix B. 
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constraints” (p. 35). The critical paradigm appeared to be closer to the objectives of the 

research than the empirical paradigm in that one of the aims was to suggest a new 

model for the development of employability. However, the research in this project 

focused on understanding the essence of employability as a phenomenon and 

suggesting new ways of developing it, rather than attempting to restructure or 

transform approaches to the phenomenon or to learning about it. Hence, the critical 

paradigm was also deemed to be incongruent with the overall aims of the research. 

The third research paradigm, the interpretive paradigm, synchronised more closely with 

the goals of the project. The ontological stance or worldview taken in research based in 

the interpretive paradigm is that human consciousness and behaviour predominantly 

determine the way we view the world around us. Each person sees and interprets reality 

slightly differently while co-constructing their perspectives with others in a shared social 

reality (Titchen & Higgs, 2007). According to this viewpoint, the very act of our being in, 

and interdependent with, the world gives rise to knowledge. People are seen as subjects, 

separate from the objective world while creating their own rules, regulations and social 

norms. Actors (in the world) determine their own understanding of the external world 

and impose meaning on and gain meaning from the events taking place in that external 

world. It is to be noted that there are differing epistemological viewpoints rooted within 

this paradigm. For example, in the hermeneutic tradition, a clear separation between 

the individual knower and the surrounding world is seen, with individuals imposing their 

interpretation of the world on outside events. In the phenomenological tradition, there 

is a greater emphasis on the individual’s being in the world, experiencing time and space 

in a symbiotic relation with nature and the surrounding world that leads to a form of 

embodied or pre-reflective knowing that is not always on a conscious level (Higgs et al., 

2007; Titchen & Higgs, 2007). In other viewpoints, such as social constructionism, social 

and cultural norms and historical influences are seen as exerting influence on individual 

understanding. 

There were clear indications for research methodology in this thesis arising from the 

ontological and epistemological perspectives inherent in the interpretive paradigm. 

Methods that could be utilised in the interpretive paradigm are those that focus on 

detailed observation and interaction to elicit deeper, more tacit understandings, 

typically through interviewing. The reporting of findings in these approaches also tends 
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towards the interpretation and reconstruction of people’s experiences in ways that 

reveal new depths and richness of meaning of life and social world phenomena (Higgs 

et al., 2007; Titchen & Higgs, 2007). Thus the interpretive paradigm’s ontology, 

epistemology and methodological approaches seek to understand and interpret how 

human beings perceive reality and recognise that human beings create multiple, value-

bound, constructed realities that are both context and time-dependent (Higgs & Trede, 

2010). 

After reviewing the philosophical foundations underlying the interpretive paradigm, I 

realised that it best harmonised with the aims of the project which were to understand, 

illuminate and interpret the phenomenon of employability, as it occurred in complex 

context and time-dependent situations, and to richly interpret it. 

2.5 SELECTING THE RESEARCH APPROACHES 

2.5.1 Considering the research space 

The next phase of research design was choosing a methodological approach to fit the 

research questions and the ontological and epistemological stances within the 

interpretive paradigm. To position the research appropriately and to achieve a deep 

examination of the essence and experience of employability, particularly in relation to 

MAPs, required an approach that examined research and scholarship existing in the 

field. At the same time, the examination also needed to incorporate the voices of those 

experiencing employability on a day-to-day basis in a living context. A further important 

consideration was that I conceived that my experience and prior research could, 

potentially, also form a “voice” of living experience and a component element of the 

research. The chosen approach needed, therefore, to create a rich space for exploring 

arguments, experiences and findings from various sources. To create this rich, 

explorative space the design needed to balance and integrate the following four 

considerations: 

1. The need to facilitate an interpretation of my prior understandings of the 

phenomenon while allowing for reflexive growth and development in that 

understanding during the study; 
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2. The flexibility to navigate the complexity of relevant research literature while 

drawing it into the investigation space for comparison with other perspectives, 

such as lived experience, on the phenomenon; 

3. The ability to access an experiential knowledge base residing in the participants’ 

ever-changing social reality of work, employment and learning so as to provide 

lived experience perspectives; and 

4. The capacity to integrate these various sources of information into a holistic 

interpretation of the phenomenon. 

2.5.2 Reviewing potential approaches 

Several research approaches from within the interpretive paradigm were assessed with 

regard to their applicability to the research questions and phenomenon. Firstly, 

narrative inquiry, an approach that aims to perceive how people create meaning in their 

lives through analysis of participants’ living experience over time (see Clandinin & Caine, 

2008) was considered, but deemed inadequate for the purposes of this project, as self-

reflection and a review of existing literature are de-emphasised in this approach. 

Secondly, I reviewed phenomenology in the style of Husserl (1900/1970), an approach 

that looks at lived experience and asks what it is like to live and feel a specific experience. 

While phenomenology presented many potential applications, a phenomenological 

approach in the style of Husserl was deemed inappropriate. Husserlian phenomenology 

investigates human experience but does not extend to a deep examination of the pre-

understanding or historical context within which our consciousness has emerged 

(Laverty, 2003). As the study sought to delve beyond rational decisions alone and 

investigate the intuitive decisions underlying the conscious choices of the target group, 

I construed that phenomenology held some degree of appropriateness yet did not meet 

all the requirements I was seeking. Other methodologies such as grounded theory 

research, ethnography and case study research were examined and considered to be 

less suitable to the research questions. 

2.5.3 The selected approach 

No one methodology emerged that would incorporate all four of the factors outlined in 

Section 2.5.1. Rather, holistically capturing insights from a wide theoretical knowledge 
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base, as well as contextualised, “lived” experience of relevant people and my own 

knowledge, required the incorporation of two, complementary, methodologies. Firstly, 

philosophical hermeneutics was selected as one of the two research approaches. 

Philosophical hermeneutics is a research approach that seeks to understand and 

interpret human experience by focusing on differing perceptions of phenomena 

(Gadamer, 1977). This approach offered a unique means of evaluating my own 

perceptions and assumptions at the starting point of the project while integrating these, 

over the course of the research, with other, diverse perspectives from across the 

literature. 

Secondly, to investigate the lived experience of people working in and experiencing the 

world of employability, hermeneutic phenomenology was chosen as the method well 

suited to this objective. Hermeneutic phenomenology emerges from the 

phenomenological tradition of close observation first conceptualised by Husserl but 

blends it with the reflective processes of hermeneutics, leading to a rich, holistic and 

highly detailed understanding of lived experience. 

2.6 RESEARCH APPROACH 1: PHILOSOPHICAL HERMENEUTICS 

2.6.1 The origins of hermeneutic inquiry 

Hermeneutics, as a form of interpretation or exegesis, is believed to have originated in 

ancient Greece, when it provided a form of understanding through allegory when 

deeper meaning within Homeric stories and poems was not immediately obvious 

(Mantzavinos, 2016). Indeed, the word hermeneutics itself comes from the Greek word 

hermeneuein, meaning to “interpret and reveal” (Trede & Loftus, 2010, p. 185). 

Hermeneutic interpretation developed, over time, into a technique to access harder-to-

perceive information through investigation, cross-comparison and creative illumination 

of meaning. Hermeneutic methods of interpretation are believed to have had a 

renaissance in the 17th century with scrutiny of the Bible and other religious texts, 

particularly when theologians such as Dannhauer began to use a combination of 

repeated examination and cross-comparison of the gospels to extract deeper and 

deeper meaning from biblical texts (Mantzavinos, 2016). Similar strategies were also 

adopted across other religions (Benjamin, 2015; Moosa, 2015). 
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Subsequently, others saw hermeneutic methods as applicable to various forms of 

investigation. The philosopher Heidegger (1927/1996), for example, saw that 

hermeneutics could be used to investigate fundamental ontological questions around 

the ways we interpret our world. Dilthey (2010) pointed out its relevance to the study 

of history. Both of these enquirers utilised hermeneutic techniques to rigorously 

examine a subject until new insights emerged that could be integrated into their existing 

understanding without losing the value of either viewpoint (Bontekoe, 1996). A recent 

exponent of this method was the philosopher Hans-Georg Gadamer (1900–2002). One 

of Gadamer’s major contributions to hermeneutics was to postulate that to gain insight 

into our perceptions requires explicit attention to our interactions with the world 

around us. Gadamer (1975) maintained that interaction with our world, including with 

each other, shapes our experience, particularly in terms of the language that we use to 

describe our experience. 

2.6.2 The tools of philosophical hermeneutics 

Gadamer (1975), in an approach he named philosophical hermeneutics, postulated that 

an investigator could deeply interpret the ways we interact with the world through the 

use of three core hermeneutic processes. The three hermeneutic tools of interpretation 

in the Gadamerian approach are: 

1. A dialogue of questions and answers 

Dialogue is used to interrogate text to unearth new and, as yet, hidden insights 

into a phenomenon. Gadamer (1977) viewed “text” as most forms of human 

communication, both verbal and written. Bontekoe (1996) asserts that Gadamer 

went so far as to suggest that we cannot have experience “without asking 

questions [and so] a dialectic of questions and answers [is a] fundamental 

structure of human understanding” (p. 114). A dialogue of questions and answers 

leading to more questions in an active, dynamic, evolving process thus forms a key 

element of the Gadamerian approach and such a dialogue of questions and 

answers may commence, in hermeneutic inquiry, with an encounter on the part 

of the questioner or interpreter with his own biases, prejudgements and historical 

approach to understanding (Hekman, 1986; Schwandt, 2000).  
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2. The hermeneutic circle or spiral12 

Through the type of dialogue outlined above a deeper understanding of the 

relation between the phenomenon as a whole and its various parts may emerge. 

“By circuitously viewing a phenomenon as a whole and as a sum of individual parts, 

the researcher gains knowledge to build an increasing understanding of the 

experience” (von Zweck, Paterson, & Pentland, 2008, p. 119). This understanding 

occurs in the interstitial space between “familiarity and strangeness” (Kerdeman, 

1998, p. 245), between what we knew and what we are discovering. This process 

is illustrated diagrammatically in Figure 2.2. 

 

 

Figure 2.2. The Hermeneutic Circle (according to 
Stenner, Mitchell, & Palmer, 2017, p. 332). 

 
12 The idea of a circle metaphor implies repeatedly moving between the parts of the text (or separate 

texts) and the whole of the emerging interpretation. Using the additional metaphor of a spiral 
implies a longitudinal timeline where evolution of the emerging interpretation may progress through 
various phases of interpretation and text reflections. 
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The term “horizons” is particularly relevant here, where our horizon is our 

“perspective on the world” engendered through “acculturation” and knowledge 

of language (Lawn, 2006, p. 66). In Truth and Method, Gadamer (1975) provides 

an example of this process by stating that how the law is applied before a judge 

affects an individual case but this individual case also inductively influences overall 

understanding of the law. The hermeneutic circle is thus a metaphor for a 

transition in perspective between parts and whole such that when considered as 

a whole “the integration of individual parts to create and define the entire 

experience is recognised” and when considered as parts “the importance of the 

whole in contextualising or illuminating each piece is recognised” (von Zweck et 

al., 2008, p. 109). 

3. Fusion of horizons 

The third element in the Gadamerian approach is termed a “fusion of horizons”. 

In the hermeneutic tradition, each of us stands within a horizon of understanding 

constructed through our interaction with (our) traditions and with the paradigms 

of knowledge that we have come to know and value. Gadamer maintained, 

however, that when we engage in dialogue with text, our horizons or perceptions 

may transform into a deeper knowledge in a synthesis of previous and evolving 

perceptions. In other words, fusion occurs when our previous perceptions or 

“heritage” (Palmer, 1969) are blended or fused in a new synthesis as a result of a 

dialectical encounter with text. This synthesis is a new perception illuminating the 

interrelationship of four elements: the phenomenon, its parts, the context within 

which it operates and the interpreter’s horizons. Fusion, in a Gadamerian sense, is 

therefore much more than extraction or summary of the main ideas but is a form 

of “metaphor” for the “coming together of different vantage points” (Koch, 1996, 

pp. 176-177) in a meta-interpretation of a phenomenon. 

2.6.3 Rationale for use 

Establishing my entry horizons 

The “operationalisation” of the tools of hermeneutic interpretation (as advocated by 

Trede & Loftus, 2010) offered a way to meet the first criteria of the research 

methodology, i.e., the need to facilitate an interpretation of prior understandings of the 
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phenomenon while allowing for reflexive growth and development in that 

understanding during the study (see Section 2.5.1 [1]). Rather than ignoring or sidelining 

my experience, hermeneutic interpretation provided a technique by which it could act 

as an entry point to the research, allowing my entry horizons to be interpreted and 

integrated into the thesis. Gadamerian hermeneutics also offered a mechanism for 

reflexive growth by suggesting that insight is progressive and involves living between 

current and new knowledge in a kind of interstitial space where it is possible to “have 

new experiences and learn from them” (Gadamer, 1975, p. 355). This cyclical evolution 

of understanding leads to what has been called a productive “tension between the 

familiar and the strange” (Kerdeman, 1998, p. 248) that begins to peel back the “layers 

of meaning that humans can bring to many phenomena” (Loftus & Trede, 2009, p. 67). 

Dynamic interaction with text 

Gadamerian hermeneutics also allowed for the navigation of a complex theoretical 

research base while drawing it into the investigation space, the second essential 

component of my desired methodology. Traditional research literature reviews are, 

typically, a critical summary or “inventory” of what the theoretical field has established 

to a specific point in time. However, I decided that an approach that could interrogate 

and interpret, rather than review or summarise, the literature was more likely to 

unearth new and as yet unrecognised perspectives. The dialogue of questions and 

answers in the Gadamerian approach allows the researcher to formulate a series of 

“dialogue questions” that are posed to the text to extract meaning, revealing insights 

that might otherwise remain hidden, overlooked or contextualised. 

Meta-perspectives 

Philosophical hermeneutics offered a strategy, through a fusion of horizons, by which 

the fourth essential component of the desired research approach, an integration of all 

findings into an emerging, holistic understanding, could be met. Hermeneutic 

interpretations of my own experience and of the literature could be fused with findings 

from the other selected research approach, hermeneutic phenomenology, in a meta-

interpretive synthesis. It should be noted, however, that this synthesis or fusion in 

philosophical hermeneutics does not mean final or an end-point. Rather, the point of 

Gadamer using the metaphor of a horizon was, in fact, to point out that “meanings 
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evolve and are always in process” (Walshaw & Duncan, 2015, p. 102). Thus, 

philosophical hermeneutics also offered a mechanism by which these meta-

interpretations could be used as entry points for further interpretations in future 

research. 

2.7 RESEARCH APPROACH 2: HERMENEUTIC PHENOMENOLOGY 

2.7.1 Phenomenology 

The inclusion of philosophical hermeneutics in the research approach, as argued above, 

met three of the central requirements of the strategy. However, there remained a need 

to identify a methodology that could access research participants’ lived experiences of 

the phenomenon. To meet this need, I selected a specific type of phenomenology: 

hermeneutic phenomenology. Phenomenology first emerged in work such as Husserl’s 

Logical Investigations (1900/1970). Husserl noted that human beings, when interacting 

with their environment, are not simply responding to external stimuli but are reacting 

to them based on what they perceive those stimuli to be in relation to the context the 

stimulation occurs in (Laverty, 2003). In other words, the “meaning of experiences is 

determined by an act of consciousness” (Hitzler & Eberle, 2004, p. 68). Thus, rather than 

seeing experience objectively and without judgement or bias, we are continually both 

selecting from among the myriad of experiences around us that we could potentially 

engage in and defining the experiences we do choose to participate in. 

Husserl’s approach was later developed by, among others, Heidegger in works such as 

Being and Time (1927/1996). Heidegger took Husserl’s basic premise that people’s 

reactions to external stimuli came from their perceptions. However, he postulated that 

these perceptions originated, at least in part, from socio-cultural and historical 

influences that acted as a type of pre-understanding or “filter”, affecting their responses 

in a variety of subtle ways. Each of us, in the interpretations we make of the world 

around us, is referring back to a learned system of cultural and social reference points 

that we use to orientate and navigate our way through life. We have learned these 

reference points from the “collective” life-world of the social influences around us and, 

therefore, our individual “life-worlds” are only relatively unique (Heidegger, 1927, 

1996). Heidegger’s works sought to clarify what those socio-cultural influences were and 

how they impact on our pre-understandings and meaning-making. 
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2.7.2 Hermeneutic phenomenology 

More recent practitioners, such as Ricoeur (1991), have postulated that close 

observation of experience also necessitates the questioning of its meaning and, in order 

to do so, have suggested combining the attentive and sensitive observational methods 

practised in phenomenological investigation with hermeneutic techniques. Ricoeur 

recognised that the two approaches complemented each other in mutual 

interdependence, and it was from this perspective that van Manen (2007) developed a 

research approach he termed hermeneutic phenomenology, in which the 

interdependence of meaning and experience is investigated. “Meaning” in the sense 

that van Manen is using it is not to define something as conclusive and unchanging but 

as something that is “continuously open to new insight and interpretation” (Henriksson 

& Friesen, 2012, p. 1). The intent behind van Manen’s approach is to richly evoke 

experience, via textual depiction, “in such a way that the effect of the text is at once a 

reflexive re-living and a reflective appropriation of something meaningful” (van Manen, 

1997, p. 36) so that the essence of both the experience and its meaning for the person 

living the experience is conveyed to the reader or listener. 

2.7.3 The dimensions of the life-world 

The starting point for hermeneutic phenomenological investigation is the gathering of 

first-person reflection on lived experience. Of critical relevance at this juncture is to note 

that phenomenology, while being “the study of experience, particularly as it is lived and 

as it is structured through consciousness” (Henriksson & Friesen, 2012, p. 1), does not 

define experience as accumulated knowledge, but, rather as something we undergo 

within a certain context. Heidegger (1927/1996), for example, stressed the contextual 

nature of the world of experience, into which we are “thrown”. By this Heidegger meant 

that we arrive in a pre-existing world of culture, people and language and in order to 

understand this world, we must examine ourselves in the context of our temporal 

location and surroundings. 

Critical to such phenomenological investigation is the appreciation of the four “lived” 

dimensions of space, time, body and relations which form that context (Friesen, 2012). 

These four lived dimensions are not what would typically be understood by the 

mathematical or chronological definitions of, for example, space or time. “Lived space” 
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in a phenomenological sense is depicted, for example, in the way an individual is living 

in a certain room, perceiving it, in a pre-verbal sense, as comforting or crowded. 

Similarly, “lived time” is the sense an individual has of time as, for example, passing 

quickly (if he or she is excited) or moving extremely slowly (if bored). “Lived body” refers 

to the way we use our body in any given context, for example, the influence our gender 

may have or the effect emotion has on our body such as effortlessly engaging in sport 

(Karin, Nyström, & Dahlberg, 2008). Lastly, “lived relations” refers to our social 

intersubjectivity, to the fact that we engage in relations with others through emotion 

and feeling. A key aim of a hermeneutic phenomenological investigation is, therefore, 

reflection and interpretation of the “life-world” of an individual when giving meaning to 

the world around them. 

2.7.4 Rationale for use 

There were three reasons why hermeneutic phenomenology was included in the overall 

research design. Collectively these reasons met the requirements of the third element 

in my desired research approach: the ability to access an experiential knowledge base 

residing in the participants’ ever-changing social reality of work, employment and 

learning so as to provide lived experience perspectives (see Section 2.5.1 [3]). Firstly, I 

realised that the ability to examine employability in its lived context would be of 

considerable value in generating a holistic knowledge of the phenomenon. The chosen 

methodology offered an optimal means to access lived experience. As Hitzler and Eberle 

(2004) pointed out, the ways that the research participants understood their 

employability and their first-hand perceptions, feelings and attitudes could, in this 

approach, be captured and analysed by “reconstruct[ing] the formal structures of the 

life-world” (p. 67). 

Secondly, I realised at the inception of the project that employability, as a construct, was 

likely to be a subject that most people had not often consciously thought about in depth 

or articulated but, rather, understood implicitly. It was critical to capture this tacit, or 

what Titchen (2005) described as background, pre-cognitive knowledge as it amplified 

and highlighted the contexts within which experiences were occurring. As Finlay (2012) 

observed, hermeneutic phenomenology facilitated a means to go beyond “surface 

expressions or explicit meanings [and reach] implicit dimensions and intuitions” (p. 21). 
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I also construed that the key phenomenon was something that was interpreted 

individually yet was often also experienced collectively, in collaboration or competition 

with others. Hermeneutic phenomenology, therefore, offered a means to capture tacit 

knowledge at both individual and social levels (see Laverty, 2003). 

Finally, I concluded that consideration of the way participants used language to describe 

their experience with employability would be a key mechanism for revealing and 

realising the essence of the phenomenon. As Karin et al. (2008) indicated, in 

hermeneutic phenomenology, the medium that binds the four “lived” dimensions 

together is perceived to be language or discourse. Gadamer (1975) depicted language 

as a universal agent, aiding us in defining experience. As Friesen (2012) suggested, it is 

through reflection on these four dimensions of human life “bound together by and 

reflected in everyday language” (p. 45) that researchers, in the hermeneutic 

phenomenological tradition, seek to discover how, quintessentially, people make 

meaning. Thus, close observation of language was critical to the rigorous exploration in 

my study of lived experience in the context of the phenomenon, to the unearthing of 

tacit knowledge about it and to the elucidation of the interconnections between the 

individual and collective experience of it. 

2.8 IMPLEMENTING THE RESEARCH APPROACH THROUGH FIVE INTER-LINKING 
STUDIES 

The next phase in the development of the research strategy was to conceive, design and 

implement a process whereby the two main research approaches could effectively be 

implemented. To capture and elucidate the different perspectives and goals outlined in 

this chapter so far, a series of five studies was designed. Each was created to illuminate 

a different perspective on the key phenomenon and to progress, iteratively, to a meta-

inquiry. As a critical starting point, the first study was designed to elucidate my own 

experience so that I could establish what my own entry horizons were in relation to the 

research phenomenon. The second study was designed to investigate the research 

literature base in relation to employability while comparing my own experience with the 

perspectives of a range of other viewpoints. The third study was designed to return to 

the literature in order to clarify perspectives from among researchers as to how 

employability could be developed, particularly through learning. The fourth study was 

designed to investigate the lived phenomenon of employability across representatives 
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of the target cohort and to provide interpretations of the phenomenon from their 

viewpoints. The fifth and final study was designed to act as an integrated meta-

interpretation of the previous four studies. 

Research questions were strategically linked to specific studies, as summarised in 

Table 2.2. Research Questions 1–4 were addressed in Study 1, as these questions were 

most suited to aid in an initial examination of my entry horizons. Study 2, designed to 

dialogue with the research/theoretical literature in relation to employability, addressed 

Research Questions 1–3, using an interpretation of various perspectives in the literature 

base. Study 3 investigated the development of employability, particularly through 

learning, in the literature and addressed Research Questions 3, 4 and 5. As the thesis 

also needed to capture the varied insights of people living and experiencing 

employability, Study 4 interpreted Research Questions 1–5 using the lived experiences 

of professionals within the target cohort. Research questions related to employability, 

and development of employability, were investigated jointly in this fourth study as 

participants often spoke spontaneously about both topics and it made more sense to 

examine these topics holistically rather than attempt to divide them into discrete 

studies. Lastly, the sum of these different perspectives needed to be captured in an 

integrated meta-interpretation leading to the research product. Thus, Study 5 

incorporated and interpreted the findings of the previous studies in relation to all five 

research questions. 

Table 2.2. A Summary of the Five, Inter-linking Studies 
and the Research Questions they Incorporate. 

STUDY  RESEARCH APPROACH SOURCE RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

1 2 3 4 5 

1 Philosophical Hermeneutics Personal experience 
and prior research 
conducted to date 

     

2 Philosophical Hermeneutics Literature      

3 Philosophical Hermeneutics Literature      

4 Hermeneutic 
Phenomenology 

Research participants 
     

5 Philosophical Hermeneutics Meta-interpretation 
of themes emerging 
from above-outlined 
studies 
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2.9 STUDY 1: UNDERSTANDING MY ENTRY HORIZONS 

Study 1, relating to Research Questions 1, 2, 3 and 4, investigated my personal 

perspectives on the employability. My understanding of employability, prior to the 

project commencing, had been through multiple phases of interpretation. Rather than 

ignore or attempt to bracket away this experience, philosophical hermeneutics was 

utilised to illuminate my entry horizons as a valuable contribution to overall project 

goals. The hermeneutic spiral commenced by dialoguing with two texts that captured 

many different aspects of my experiences in relation to work, employment and 

employability (please refer to Appendix C for a full list of dialogue questions). These texts 

comprised my master’s thesis, completed in 2015, that investigated pathways to 

employment for the unemployed and a transcription of a series of interviews conducted 

by my supervisor in which, over the course of three days, I was invited to explore in 

detail my relevant background, experiences and approaches to the phenomenon. These 

texts amounted to some 45,000 words in total. 

2.10 STUDY 2: A PHILOSOPHICAL HERMENEUTIC STUDY OF THE LITERATURE ON 
EMPLOYABILITY 

Study 2, relating to Research Questions 1, 2 and 3, examined relevant research literature 

pertaining to employability using a hermeneutic interpretation of relevant texts. The key 

purpose of this study was to explore what other researchers, scholars and educators had 

previously identified as key aspects of employability by engaging with their scholarly 

texts and to compare and contrast their findings with those emerging from Study 1. 

Study 2 incorporated two key stages in the hermeneutic interpretation: 

2.10.1 Building the text set 

Building of the text set13 began with an assessment of the literature in relation to 

employability theory, research and practice. Firstly, an online search of more recent (i.e., 

in the last 20 years) doctoral theses and conference proceedings in the public domain 

was undertaken by seeking out material of relevance to the research questions under 

 
13 Please note that a discussion of the construction of text sets for both Studies 2 and 4 is presented 

here since searching for the two topics occurred simultaneously due to overlap in the topics both 
across the literature and within given texts. While the search built in focus and specificity, it was 
clear that many search practices and many individual texts would reveal findings and information 
pertinent to both topics. 
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examination. To identify this material, key words were employed including 

employability, employability factors, work readiness, job search, mature age workers, 

learning for employability and the employability of professionals. Searches were 

conducted using key words individually and in combinations using Booleans (such as 

“and”, “not”, “or”) via a range of relevant search engines.14 Forty-two theses were 

identified and scrutinised for content, quality and applicability to the research aims and 

questions. As well as sourcing pertinent material, the search was also used to identify 

any thesis that was so similar to this project that it precluded the value of doing this 

research. However, no highly similar theses that had previously investigated 

employability and learning for employability across mature age professionals were 

found. 

A second search was undertaken in the research literature using a variety of journal 

search tools to broaden the search to research and theoretical journal papers as well as 

conference papers and abstracts. Similar key words to those used in the thesis search 

phase were employed. Reading and reflection on material identified were then 

undertaken to determine texts of greatest relevance to the topic and research 

questions. Non-relevant material, largely pertaining exclusively or predominantly to 

areas such as those outlined in the section on primary exclusions, was removed to 

ensure manageability. This first-stage journal literature search produced an initial cache 

of around 430 pertinent journal articles. After this initial cache of articles had been read 

and reviewed, citation searches of prominent authors and referenced texts were 

undertaken in a third search phase. This phase produced over 200 new journal articles, 

books, book chapters and conference papers.15 

Considerable highly relevant and often-cited information was also contained outside the 

traditional research literature. These text sources encompassed information from the 

internet, social media and selected material from within the grey literature, i.e., 

research undertaken outside the recognised formal, peer-reviewed literature such as 

papers and reports from the private and/or government sectors. References from 

government departments, industry bodies and philanthropic institutions with priority 

 
14 As listed in Appendix D. 
15 Please refer to Appendix E which lists those research journals utilised in this thesis as sources of cited 

journal articles. 
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interests in workforce issues were incorporated into the emerging text set to enrich the 

depth and quality of the final outputs and reflect the relevance of employability to these 

agencies. This fourth search phase expanded the text set to approximately 800 articles, 

conference papers, theses, books, book chapters, reports and other grey literature items 

such as position papers and opinion pieces. 

2.10.2 Engaging with the employability literature 

Though the literature went beyond the parameters set for this thesis in many instances, 

Study 2 did not seek to explore every aspect of employability globally and in a variety of 

cultures but, rather, to explore it in four main professional practice sectors in Australia. 

Dialogue questions allowed me to investigate how the topic of employability had been 

reported in the literature by researchers and practitioners and to examine various 

perspectives on MAPs’ employability in more detail. The texts were examined for 

perspectives on how people within the target cohort pursued, managed, perceived and 

experienced their employability. Differences in perspective between people in this 

cohort and other age groups were compared. Various aspects of employability and 

contextual factors impacting on and influencing it were identified. 

2.11 STUDY 3: A PHILOSOPHICAL HERMENEUTIC INTERPRETATION OF THE 
LITERATURE ON THE DEVELOPMENT OF EMPLOYABILITY 

Study 3, relating to Research Questions 3, 4 and 5, was designed to interpret the 

research literature related to how mature age workers develop their employability, 

particularly through learning. Of the approximately 800 articles, books, book chapters 

and papers previously described, 325 were related to developing employability, largely 

through learning. Use of dialogue questions in Study 1 had already outlined how, in my 

experience, learning for employability took place in the workplace, in the formal 

education system, via government support systems and through a range of intermediary 

providers of training and support. Further reflection deepened the investigation by 

seeking out answers as to what forms of learning were available to mature age learners, 

what motivated them to engage in it, what barriers and enablers there were to such 

learning, and what role specialist trainers and other intermediaries might have in this 

process. Dialogue questioning also examined the text set in relation to the role that 
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employers had in promoting employability and what a development framework for 

employability might look like and how it would best be facilitated. 

2.12 STUDY 4: A HERMENEUTIC PHENOMENOLOGICAL STUDY OF THE LIVED 
EXPERIENCE OF EMPLOYABILITY 

Study 4, relating to all five research questions, was undertaken in order to include the 

lived experiences of employability across people within the target cohort. This was 

considered to be particularly valuable since a) there was a dearth of studies that 

addressed the chosen research questions with the target group and b) these deeply 

examined experiences provided a valuable comparison with the interpretations arising 

from the first three studies. 

2.12.1 Stage 1: Study design and participant selection 

The gathering and analysis of research data for this study were governed by three 

factors: 

1. Employability, in the first three studies, had presented as something people were 

often not consciously aware of and struggled to explain consciously. The rather 

elusive nature of the phenomenon suggested that I needed to consider a way of 

interacting with participants that was balanced between open discovery and 

reflective dialogue to provide an access point to the participants’ experiences and 

perceptions. 

2. As this study was intending to deeply explore all five research questions, 

encompassing a wide range of relevant participant experiences, it seemed 

doubtful that this could be achieved in one interview alone; rather, two structured 

interactions with each participant were indicated. 

3. Lastly, the use of multiple interviews indicated that there would be a large quantity 

of data. The overall design, therefore, had to incorporate tool-assisted techniques 

that could aid in the management and analysis of a large volume of data. 

As an initial step in seeking out a suitable design for the interrogation of data, I 

undertook a review of hermeneutic phenomenological data analysis as explicated in the 

literature. Through this review, I designed a study with a structured, sequential 

approach incorporating six principal stages, as illustrated in detail in Figure 2.3. This 
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design was based on various explications in the research literature including the 

importance of the choice of data gathering method and immediacy in interviewing 

(Dahlberg, Dahlberg, & Nyström, 2008) and the identification of first-order and second-

order constructs and themes (Ajjawi & Higgs, 2007; Titchen & McIntyre, 1993). 

 

1. STUDY DESIGN, CHOICE OF PARTICIPANT GROUPS AND ETHICS-RELATED DECISIONS 

 

2. FORMULATION OF INTERVIEW QUESTIONS AND GATHERING OF DATA 

 

3. THE IDENTIFICATION OF FIRST-ORDER CONSTRUCTS, i.e., PARTICIPANTS’ EXPERIENCES 

 

4. DEVELOPMENT OF SECOND-ORDER CONSTRUCTS BY THE RESEARCHER AND GROUPING 
OF CONSTRUCTS INTO SUB-THEMES  

 

5. IDENTIFICATION OF THEMES FROM SUB-THEMES; EXPLICATION OF THEMES AND THEIR 
RELATIONSHIPS 

 
6. CRITIQUE OF THEMES 

 

Figure 2.3. Finding meaning in data through hermeneutic phenomenology. 

 

Selecting the participant groups 

In line with the inclusion criteria previously outlined, four main groups were specifically 

identified for participation:16 

1. Mature age (45–65), tertiary-educated professionals working in the tertiary 

industry sector in the business, ICT, health or education professions. 

 
16 Please refer to Appendix F for further information on selection of participant groups. 
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2. Employers and supervisors working in the business, ICT, health or education 

professions while supervising MAPs in these professions. 

3. Intermediaries and training specialists who dealt with the recruitment and/or 

professional development of tertiary-educated workers in the target professions. 

4. Managers working in intermediary and training specialist occupations while 

supervising intermediaries who dealt with MAPs working in the target 

professions. 

Recruiting the participant groups 

Participants were recruited from all four of the primary inclusion professional categories 

using a variety of techniques,17 including: 

• a flyer advertising the research project distributed at Charles Sturt University 

hosted events with relevance to this project; 

• contact with potential participants who, based on their LinkedIn page, appeared 

to have a profile suited to the research; and 

• direct contact by phone or email with potential participants known to the 

researcher. 

(Note: The research had no power or influence over these participants.) 

A final matrix of participants was drawn up to profile their backgrounds and experience 

and to ensure balance and representativity were maintained during the research (see 

Table 2.3). To provide depth and contrasting insights, interviewees were recruited with 

a weighted balance of numbers between professions, between male and female 

participants, and between city and regional locations. A total of 22 participants were 

recruited and, subsequently, invited to interview twice.18 Sixteen of the participant 

cohort were represented by professionals working in the selected sectors, including six 

managers and 10 professional workers in the target age range.19 Six people from 

 
17 See Appendix G. 
18 Eighteen of the 22 participants participated in the second round of interviewing. One was, 

subsequently, uncontactable and three declined a second interview. 
19 Ages listed in Table 2.3 are at the time of the first interview. 

*PE:6 declined to give his exact age but affirmed that he was “in his fifties”. 
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intermediary occupations were recruited for their perspectives and insights, including 

two managers. All six intermediaries supported people working in the target 

professional occupations and came from specialist backgrounds, including peak body 

management, recruitment, outplacement and mentoring the unemployed. 

Each participant was assigned a specific identification code as listed below and in the 

far-left column of Table 2.3: 

• PM = Professional Manager 

• PE = Professional Employee 

• IM = Intermediary Manager 

• IE = Intermediary Employee 

During the interviews, participants were asked to nominate their current position and 

talk predominantly from their current or main work position in recent years (i.e., up to 

a decade) while outlining their broader experience. With regard to roles and locations, 

it should be noted that many people move between different locations throughout their 

careers. Additionally, some participants had previously performed management level 

roles but were currently, through choice or circumstances, working in non-management 

roles. It was therefore inevitable that several participants had held different types of 

jobs at different levels and/or had moved between regional and urban settings and 

between industry sectors. For example, PE:6 had been employed as a manager in the 

past but no longer supervised others. PE:2 had worked as both an education and a health 

professional in both urban and rural settings and continued to work in both vocations 

on a part-time basis. PE:4 had worked as both an intermediary and as an education 

professional, in both urban and rural settings. All but one of the intermediaries had 

worked in a professional capacity in previous roles. The variety of participants’ choices 

and interests and independence in shaping their working pathways formed potentially 

valuable sources of data. Seeking out this range of perspectives was part of the rationale 

for the project design: relocating, changing roles and moving between industries is a 

natural part of career progression, so the depth of perceptions that such participants 

brought to the study augmented, rather than diminished, the findings. 
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Table 2.3. The Participant Cohort. 

CODE MALE OR 
FEMALE 

URBAN OR 
REGIONAL 

SECTOR CURRENT ROLE OF 
PARTICIPANT 

HIGHEST 
QUALIFICATION 

PROFESSIONAL MANAGER 

PM1 F U INFORMATION IT Manager Masters 

PM2 M R BUSINESS Business Manager Bachelors 

PM3 M U BUSINESS Business Manager PhD 

PM4 F U EDUCATION Business Manager Advanced Diploma 

PM5 F R EDUCATION Project Manager Bachelors 

PM6 M R BUSINESS Accountant Advanced Diploma 

PROFESSIONAL EMPLOYEE 

PE1 F R EDUCATION Administration 
Officer  Masters 

PE2 M R EDUCATION & 
HEALTH 

PT Lecturer and PT 
Radiographer Masters 

PE3 F R EDUCATION & 
HEALTH 

PT Nurse and PT 
Teacher  Bachelors 

PE4 F R EDUCATION Lecturer Masters 

PE5 F U EDUCATION & 
HEALTH 

PT Lecturer and PT 
Physiotherapist Graduate Diploma 

PE6 M U BUSINESS Entrepreneur Bachelors 

PE7 M R BUSINESS Economist Masters 

PE8 F U BUSINESS Business 
Administrator MBA 

INTERMEDIARY MANAGER 

IM1 M U 
INTERMEDIARY 
MANAGER 

Manager of 
Recruitment 
Company 

Masters 

IM2 F R 
INTERMEDIARY 
MANAGER 

Manager of 
Recruitment 
Company 

Diploma 

INTERMEDIARY 

IE1 F R INTERMEDIARY 
Re-employment 
Coordinator for 
Injured Employees 

Graduate Diploma 

IE2 F U INTERMEDIARY Outplacement 
Consultant 

Certificate in 
Advanced Corporate 
Coaching 

IE3 F U INTERMEDIARY Recruitment 
Consultant Bachelors 

IE4 F R INTERMEDIARY Employability Skills 
Trainer Masters 
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Ethics 

Various steps were taken to ensure ethical interactions with participants at all times in 

relation to the four core ethical principles of research merit and integrity, beneficence, 

justice and respect: 

• To ensure integrity and ease of participation/respect for participants’ time, 

locations for the research interviews were places of convenience and safety to the 

participants and researcher, such as workplaces or Charles Sturt University sites. 

Every effort was expended to ensure that interviews were conducted face to face 

to build rapport with participants. However, for the convenience of some 

participants, their interviews were conducted via telephone or Skype if a mutually 

convenient location could not be arranged. 

• To ensure research beneficence and informed consent, a series of information 

sheets and consent forms were developed to ensure participants were provided 

with a full explanation of the purpose and aims of the research. These forms also 

served to assure participants that the research was going to be conducted 

respectfully by individuals with suitable qualifications. Written information also 

provided confirmation that participation was purely on a voluntary basis (see 

Appendixes H, I and J). 

• To ensure justice and respect in the way the research was conducted plus 

confidentiality and anonymity, no personal information concerning the 

participants was disseminated throughout the research project or subsequent 

reporting. All identifying data was removed from research reports. Other 

researchers’ work was properly recognised by appropriately citing and referencing 

relevant literature (whether summarised or quoted directly). 

• Each of these steps was carefully documented and, should any ethical concerns 

have arisen during the completion of the thesis, appropriate steps (referral to 

research officers or counsellors) would have been taken; however, none arose. 

The values and principles of ethical conduct as outlined in the National Statement 

on Ethical Conduct in Human Research (Australian Research Council, 2007, 

updated 2015) informed the conduct of this entire research project. As well as the 

ethical standards delineated above and in line with the Australian Code for the 
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Responsible Conduct of Research (National Health and Medical Research Council, 

2007), all research notes, texts and recordings were kept under lock and key in the 

secure data facility of Charles Sturt University so as to ensure the privacy of data. 

2.12.2 Stage 2: The formulation of interview questions and the gathering of data 

To access the experience and knowledge of participants, two semi-structured interview 

schedules were designed to take place on a one-to-one basis with each participant, with 

each interview lasting approximately 60 minutes. Study 1’s findings in relation to 

different aspects of employability and influences on it were utilised in the design of 

interview questions, in line with the research design of a spiralling progression of 

interpretation. 

The first interview round: The lived experience of employability 

In total, the participants were asked up to 28 questions20 across the two interviews. 

While most of the participants had thought at length about job, employment and career-

related matters, recognition of the concept of employability had not, in most instances, 

been part of their reflections. Similarly, most of the participants had undertaken learning 

or education that augmented or developed their employability, yet had not necessarily 

equated such learning as “learning for employability” nor reflected on the fact that it 

had made them more employable. The challenge in both interviews was, therefore, to 

elicit, illuminate and capture participants’ tacit understandings and perceptions of 

employability and learning in relation to it through appropriately structured research 

questions. Participants were asked, through a series of six questions, to reflect on their 

experiences of identifying, applying for, acquiring and maintaining employment and to 

consider the factors that had influenced their choices and how those choices had shaped 

their work and career. The first three questions attempted to elicit stories about 

individual career-related aims and choices, the barriers or obstacles that participants 

had encountered in finding work or maintaining employment, and how participants 

overcame adversities in relation to these goals. I then questioned participants, 

conversely, on their easiest experiences in either finding or maintaining employment. 

 
20 Depending on whether the participant was a Professional, a Manager, an Intermediary or an 

Intermediary Manager. 
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The fifth question asked participants about the reasons for their actions during their 

hardest and easiest work and career experiences, and whether these experiences were 

caused by their own choices or whether there had been influences from other sources 

or people. In the final question in this phase, while briefly repeating their hardest and 

easiest experiences in relation to employment back to the participants, I asked them to 

reflect on whether they thought these experiences were likely to have been unique to 

them or if their experiences were likely to be similar to those of other people. 

Thus, though the participants may not have consciously acknowledged a concept such 

as employability, the interview questions were designed to discover how participants 

retrospectively made sense of their work-related and career decisions and experiences 

in order to elicit their tacit perceptions of the phenomenon of employability. As Kahn 

(2000) pointed out, “life is experienced in the present but is not studied, analysed or 

interpreted in that same moment” (p. 57), so this portion of the interview was designed 

as an opportunity for the participants to reflect on and consider past experience and 

become accustomed to discussing subjects related to employability in detail. 

Several questions then focused on intermediaries and their role in the participants’ 

careers. Interviewees were asked if they had ever used the services of a recruiter or 

other labour market intermediary or training specialist to help them become more 

employable and to describe this engagement and its effects. For those who were 

working directly as intermediaries or training specialists, the questioning focused on 

their experiences of and strategies for the recruitment, career development and/or 

training and mentoring of MAPs. As work and recruitment are both changing and 

evolving, participants in this cohort were also asked to compare modern-day pathways 

to employment with past approaches. Managers were additionally invited to share their 

experiences and insight into how the staff under their supervision interacted with 

mature age employees in the target sector in comparison to other employee cohorts. 

A series of questions were then put to the participants asking them to reflect on the 

particular challenges that mature age workers may face in the workplace, both in terms 

of their own experience and that of others they had observed. Participants were asked 

if they thought there were any specific barriers to employment, issues in the workplace 

or discrimination that MAPs faced and, if so, how they thought these could be avoided. 

Participants who were employers and/or supervisors of mature age employees were 
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then asked to share their experiences in hiring and managing mature age, tertiary-

educated professionals. In order to broaden the discussion to wider influences 

impacting on the employability of mature age workers, the penultimate question sought 

to ascertain if the participants could offer any thoughts as to how governments and 

organisations could attract more mature age workers. The final question asked 

participants to consider how they would advise a young person about planning for a 

working life extending across several decades so as to minimise the challenges that 

might be experienced in their work and career during their more mature years. This 

question was designed to act as a conclusion to the first interview and as a prelude to 

the second interview on learning for employability. 

This first phase of data collection was typically conducted at participants’ offices or a 

mutually convenient location appropriate for formal conversation. Interviews with all 

participants proceeded smoothly with no-one being unable or unwilling to discuss their 

working experiences at length. On occasion, I did ask the questions in a different order 

to the interview sheet. This was sometimes due to the participant expressing a strong 

interest in or viewpoint on a topic that was due to be discussed at a later point in the 

interview, and it made more sense to discuss it at that point in time rather than 

mechanically go through the questions and return to it at a later point. Some 

participants also started to discuss, spontaneously, topics related to learning for 

employability, the subject of the second interview, in this first interaction. It was better 

to let them talk and tell their stories as they flowed rather than try to restrict them to 

speaking about one topic or another. No specific concerns (ethical or practical) arose in 

the course of the interviews, and the only challenge was to encourage those who tended 

to brevity, to discuss the questions in greater depth by prompting deeper clarification 

of certain points emerging in the discussion. Detailed lists of the questions used in both 

this and the second interview are listed in the appendixes (see Appendixes K and L). 

The second interview round: The lived experience of learning for employability 

All participants were invited back to take part in a second interview focused specifically 

on the development of employability, particularly through learning. The sequence of 

activities and questions outlined below was designed to draw out participants’ thoughts, 

impressions and experiences across a range of issues related to how they had engaged 
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in developing their employability, predominantly through learning in as many different 

forms and contexts as possible. 

For this interview, I designed two initial activities to elicit discussion of the interviewee’s 

experiences with learning in relation to employability. In the first activity, a chart of 

various aspects of employability and the different influences on it as revealed by the 

research to that point in time was displayed to each participant (please refer to 

Appendix M). Each was asked to look at the chart and provide feedback as to whether 

the information contained in the chart rang true to them or if something critical had 

been missed. Participants were then asked to choose two or three activities from within 

the chart and talk about training or education received in the past on these topics and, 

subsequently, if they had to improve their abilities in these same areas, how they would 

embark on such learning. Participants were also asked what an optimal model for 

learning about these topics might look like and whether they believed that this type of 

learning was the responsibility of individuals or of organisations or government. 

In the second activity, a chart was given to the participants (see Appendix N). In the first 

exercise, the vertical axis represented participants’ sense of employability from “high” 

at the top of the axis to “low” at the bottom. The horizontal axis represented the 

chronological progression of career from the start (at left) to the present (at right). 

Participants were then asked to draw a graphical line that depicted their perception of 

their own employability over time and describe the highs and lows of their own 

employability history and what caused these highs and lows. In the second exercise, the 

vertical axis represented the interviewee’s level of attention to and engagement with 

improving their own employability through learning from low (bottom) to high (top of 

axis). Participants were asked to draw a graphical line that showed their level of 

engagement with and attention to improving their own employability through learning, 

including such examples as mentoring, internships or cadetships or on-the-job training. 

Participants were then asked to talk about what had occurred along the graphical line 

and to describe the context in which such learning had taken place, for example, if 

learning had been related to a high-pressure situation at work (see examples in 

Appendix O). 

Participants were asked to compare the two graphical lines and to assess the likelihood 

of there being any connections between their learning about employability and their 
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overall sense of being employable. Lastly, interviewees were asked to continue drawing 

the graphical line related to learning for five years into the future and asked to talk about 

what learning activities they might have planned during this period. 

In the final phase of the interview, questioning explored specific discussion points in 

relation to employability that had emerged in the first interview phase. Participants 

were asked how they had learned about interacting well with others in the workplace. 

Secondly, participants were asked about persistence and resilience and what they found 

to be the optimal way of learning about these more abstract topics. In the next two 

questions, interviewees were asked to compare their occupation with other professions 

in terms of the challenges of being employable. Finally, each participant was asked about 

professional bodies and peak associations for their profession, how useful these bodies 

had been for their ongoing professional development and what their association might 

do more of to help members become more employable. 

Transcription protocols 

All interviews were recorded, and the material in these recordings subsequently 

transcribed into Microsoft Word documents. Each interview transcription contained a 

record of the participant’s identifier, age, whether the interview was the first or second 

interview, the total number of pages of the transcription and the database location of 

the recording and transcription. Typically, each interview was between 8,000 and 10,000 

words once transcribed. In total, this equated to approximately 400,000 words of 

verbatim transcription that needed to be analysed and interpreted. Following guidelines 

for transcription provided by McClellan, Macqueen, and Neidig (2003), the following 

protocols were utilised in order to manage this quantity of data efficiently: 

• All transcripts were checked for any missing data. 

• Copies of all interviews were kept alongside field notes, each logged by participant 

number. 

• Quoted material from the transcripts was placed in italics, in indented block 

quotes ascribed to a specific interviewee with the relevant participant code.21 

 
21 Thus PM:3 denotes that the participant was Professional Manager 3. 
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• Quotes in this thesis are as the interviewees spoke them with only small additions 

(e.g., the addition of connecting/explanatory words in certain places to make 

meanings obvious). In such cases, corrected or added words are also in italics and 

have been placed into square brackets to indicate they were not verbatim quotes. 

• On occasion, interview questions or explanatory material have been inserted into 

the transcriptions. In such cases, non-italicised text was used. 

• Where material that was not relevant to the quote was deleted, it has been 

replaced by an ellipsis. 

• Privacy concerns mean that the names of other participants referred to in the 

interviews were replaced by their relevant participant code. Names of 

organisations referred to during the interviews have been replaced22 to retain the 

participants’ anonymity. 

2.12.3 Stage 3: The identification of first-order constructs 

Data analysis involved deep immersion in the data through the reading and re-reading 

of the transcribed interviews, while making notes, and detailed reflection on the data 

through the use of the software NVivo. This process aided in two main ways: 

organisation and management of a large volume of data, and data reduction as part of 

the generation of a smaller number of interpretive themes in comparison to the large 

number of first-order constructs generated by the participants.  

These ideas were explored in my research journal and by examining patterns of ideas in 

my NVivo data. Importantly, this process was aimed at data interpretation, rather than 

concrete “sorting” or coding of the data. The interpretation of the lived experience, 

rather than their categorisation, was the goal of this exercise. Thus, through this process 

of repeated interaction with the data I was able to identify repeated, key, recurring 

ideas: embryonic collections of ideas identified in the raw experience of participants. 

These recurring ideas are termed “first order” or “ideographic” constructs in 

phenomenological studies (Grbich, 2007; Titchen & McIntyre, 1993) and emerge as 

 
22 For example, if an organisation was mentioned specifically by an interviewee it has been replaced 

with “X”. 



52 

patterns of meaning from the interpretive process of repeated examination of interview 

texts. 

The term “first-order constructs” reflects terms used by the participants to construct 

meaning or sense-making about their lives. For example, close examination of 

participants’ descriptions revealed that the different dimensions of the participants’ life-

world, specifically time, place and interactivity, had a large impact on how they 

understood and described their work and learning journey with others. The context 

(when, where, with whom) of specific events had a significant influence on the 

interpretation participants placed on their own employability. 

Critical to the process of developing these themes was the acknowledgement that 

working within a research paradigm that values and acknowledges multiple constructed 

realities was reflected in the findings. Importantly, often repeated words/phrases (first-

order constructs) were as important as single comments. That is, the number of times 

that similitude was detected in the data did not necessarily determine the inclusion of a 

theme in the final analytical model. As Ryan and Bernard (2003) point out, the fact that 

only one person referred to one factor or influence did not indicate that it was not 

important. Rather, the intrinsic valence of a single statement was also taken into 

consideration in other ways. For example, some statements, even though mentioned 

only once, characterised significant barriers to or enablers for other employability 

factors. 

2.12.4 Stage 4: Abstraction: The development of second-order constructs and sub-

themes 

The next step was to progress from the preliminary conception of the participants’ ideas 

(first-order constructs) to more abstract notions or “second-order constructs” that were 

my abstractions of their ideas and experiences.  

Manipulative techniques, including text search, word count and word frequency queries 

were used in the software program “NVivo” to identify word clusters, contrasts in 

descriptions and the use of words by participants relative to their experiences. Content 

themes emerged in different groups, enabling the comparison of the experiences of 

different groups, such as the intermediaries and the professional employees. As I 

conducted the analysis, my interpretations began to move from the language of 
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experience used by the participants to the language of abstraction, or what Titchen and 

McIntyre (1993) call “second-order constructs” and Grbich (2007) terms “nomothetic” 

principles. Second-order constructs tell the stories from the researcher’s perspective. 

Titchen and McIntyre (1993) describe this as using “abstractions which describe and 

interpret the way the actors made sense of the situation and which [were] common to 

all the actors [and a] faithful representation of the common sense thinking of the actors” 

(pp. 33–34). 

The development of sub-themes 

Using the data sorting processes outlined above, a number of constructs within the data 

were detected and, from these abstractions, a number of sub-themes identified. Each 

sub-theme formed an access point to the participants’ perceptions and, as these sub-

themes grew in number, they formed patterns, coalescing into themes. As examples, 

Table 2.4 illustrates some of the words and phrases used by participants that were 

identified as first-order constructs, grouped into sub-themes, and then grouped once 

again into themes. For example, one of the key second-order constructs I identified was 

the way participants spoke about change in the workplace. Each description differed yet 

I could, abstractly, collect and collate these descriptions. Similarly, a sense of personal 

responsibility for career over time was also something each participant spoke differently 

about and had varying levels of engagement with, yet I could abstractly capture these 

descriptions. Altogether, over a period of around four weeks, over 30 sub-themes 

containing nearly 600 references within the interview data was constructed. 

2.12.5 Stage 5: Identification of themes from sub-themes; explication of their 

relationship 

Iteratively, through repeated reviewing of the sub-themes, these abstractions at a sub-

theme level were translated into themes. Some were obvious; others were more subtle 

or idiosyncratic and required deeper thinking. This reflection was assisted by engaging 

the NVivo software in further manipulative techniques. For example, utilising compound 

query functions in NVivo, I looked at the relationships between themes to discover new 

themes. I also used other techniques, such as cluster analysis, to see how themes were 

distributed throughout groups (following guidelines provided by Beekhuyzen, Nielsen, 

& von Hellens, 2010). While there was a specific structure to this stage of the analysis 
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and the analyses outlined above, this structure was not rigid. Following Titchen and 

McIntyre’s (1993) advice that “data should be analysed during the fieldwork to provide 

the opportunity to collect new data to fill in gaps and to critique hypotheses which 

emerge from the analysis” (p. 31), I used my research log as a source of creating new 

enquiries.  

Table 2.4. The Identification of First-order Constructs 
and the Development of Sub-themes and Themes. 

PARTICIPANT FIRST-ORDER CONSTRUCT SUB-THEME THEME AND 
INFLUENCE 

PE3 There is no way I could work full-time in a 
nursing position. (Because of the stress?) Yes, 
and the expectations of the work and your 
accountability. With time restraints and people 
combined with you—and their lack of skills—
leaves you wide open if anything should 
happen. 

Colleagues’ levels 
of professionalism 
impacting on one’s 
own sense of 
professional 
fulfilment 

Theme:  
workplace 
environment 

IE3 And it was good because we were [like] a small 
family and we didn’t have any trouble with the 
staff … everybody sat around and discussed 
what happened during the morning or in the 
afternoon—we talked about it. And everybody 
knew what everybody was doing, and anybody 
that could help would help. 

Teamwork aiding in 
building resilience 

Theme: 
workplace 
relations 

 

 

2.12.6 Stage 6: The critique of themes 

As the analysis moved from the participants’ informal language of everyday social life to 

the more structured and exacting language of research, I reviewed the original interview 

dialogues to ensure that key ideas were being authentically captured. Differences in 

themes identified were reviewed to see if there were any marked variations, ensuring 

that the themes appropriately reflected the material collected in the interviews and 

were what might be expected to arise from this type of subject matter with no 

exceptionally high or low distributions (as recommended by DeCuir-Gunby, Marshall, & 

McCulloch, 2011). 
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2.13 STUDY 5: A PHILOSOPHICAL HERMENEUTIC META-INTERPRETATION 

Meta-interpretation of the findings from the previous four studies and the use of 

pertinent dialogue questions led to the development of the research products outlined 

in Study 5, Chapter 7. For clarity, this final meta-interpretation is differentiated from 

iterative processes that occurred in the four previous studies. Perspectives generated 

from each study were points at which I paused to reflect and to fuse my understandings. 

However, it was not until the meta-interpretation that findings from each study were 

interpreted and drawn together in a meta, critical, fused and cohesive interpretation. 

Following Study 5, implications of the proposed research product for mature age 

workers, organisational strategies, government policy and future research agendas are 

reported on in Chapter 8. 

2.14 REVIEW AND CRITIQUE OF THE APPROACH 

The sixth and final critical element in research design includes a review of research 

quality and process. Three criteria were used for a critique of research quality including 

rigour, transparency and credibility. Each of these quality benchmarks was integrated 

throughout the study, including a review of the research products, as presented in 

Chapter 7.  

Critique, as with ethical conduct, is a lived practice that must occur throughout the 

research journey. Thus, the quality criteria outlined below were a deliberate part of my 

research process. Similarly, reviews of the emerging research products and identifying 

ideas for future research were ongoing processes attended to throughout the research. 

2.14.1 Quality criteria 

Research, such as that undertaken in this thesis, should demonstrate rigour, congruence 

(harmony/consistency) between aims, questions and methodology, and seek to produce 

new credible knowledge that makes a valuable contribution to the field of study. 

Rigour 

To ensure a rigorous research process, congruence between the research goals and 

questions and the research’s philosophical underpinnings, theoretical foundations and 

methodology were meticulously monitored throughout the program. The research 
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phenomenon and goals were clearly identified at the commencement of the project. 

Research questions appropriate to the phenomenon and the goals of the project were 

then designed. Next, the context and scope of the project were clarified and delimited 

to ensure their manageability, value and appropriateness to the research questions. 

Rigour was also achieved by ensuring methodology was appropriately matched to the 

questions under consideration and by integrating the chosen research approaches into 

a structured sequence of five interwoven studies that iteratively interpreted the key 

phenomenon (see Saumure & Given, 2008; Steinke, 2004). 

Rigour in the philosophical hermeneutics studies took the form of setting up a 

sufficiently extensive and relevant text set, using the hermeneutic interpretation 

strategies diligently and being reflective and critical of my research behaviour and 

thinking. In the hermeneutic phenomenology study, rigour took the form of ensuring 

that the participants’ ideas and voices were openly listened to and clearly represented 

in themes that matched their original voices and ideas. A detailed and transparent 

account of how research data was gathered and interpreted was provided. In the meta-

interpretive study, my goal was to critically reflect on the findings from each study and 

draw them together to form research products. These research products were then 

critiqued and their implications considered. 

An important part of ensuring rigour was the effective use of philosophical hermeneutics 

and hermeneutic phenomenology. I learned to inhabit these different research spaces 

while monitoring my goals, questions and strategy, and ensuring congruence between 

research design, implementation and product. 

Transparency 

Transparency was enhanced by citing all research literature referred to in the thesis so 

as to indicate and acknowledge authors’ voices. By making the research setting, 

participants’ profiles and the process of the research clear to readers, research 

transparency was ensured. Transparency does not extend to the research being exactly 

replicable in other studies due to the uniqueness of the context. Nevertheless, 

transparency, along with methodological coherence and rigour, should enable readers 

to make judgements about the potential transferability and relevance of the findings to 

their situations. 
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Credibility 

Producing new research knowledge that is credible from well designed and rigorously 

implemented research methods was a core goal of this research. As such, credibility in 

research findings was enhanced by ensuring congruence and rigour were incorporated 

into methodology at all stages in the thesis. Multiple interviews were conducted with 

participants to ensure a balanced and open approach. Moreover, participant 

experiences were probed from a variety of perspectives to ensure that the portrayal of 

their experiences was authentic (see Lodico, Spaulding, & Voegtle, 2010). Ample quotes 

from these interviews were also distributed throughout the relevant findings chapter to 

ensure that findings were presented to readers in a balanced way so as to bring the 

reader close to the lived experience of the phenomenon across the participants. During 

the meta-interpretive study, I was assisted in a critique of the credibility of my research 

findings by presenting my work to fellow students and senior academics for appraisal in 

various seminars and forums. 

2.14.2 Limitations of the research 

Three potential drawbacks to the research strategy were identified during its 

development. 

My research is contextualised to an era and a cohort 

Contextualisation is both a strength in interpretive paradigm research since it makes the 

research focused, manageable and credible, and a limitation in that the research 

findings are not intended or not able to be broadly applicable. This is the case for all 

interpretative paradigm research, but it is noted here for clarity. For example, Hirsch 

(1967) criticised the underlying emphasis on interpreting meaning and then assigning 

significance to this meaning in Gadamerian hermeneutics, accusing Gadamer of 

conflating and interchangeably using meaning and significance. Hirsch gave 

Shakespearean plays as an example, pointing out that while the meaning of the plays 

has not changed, their significance has changed according to the enthusiasm for them 

“of a particular era” (p. 128). Hirsch’s critique holds true if we consider that particular 

aspects of employability may have greater or lesser significance according to the era and 

the cohort selected as research focal points. Technological dexterity, particularly in 
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relation to ICT, for example, holds far greater significance for employability today than 

it did 30 or 40 years ago. 

Careful reflection on this critique led me to meticulously delineate the target group that 

this study was focused on and to limit the applicability of the project’s findings to this 

cohort. Furthermore, as is appropriate for such interpretive paradigm research, my 

thesis claims to present “an” interpretation. This is my interpretation, and I provide a 

detailed and transparent methodology to enable readers to appraise my method and 

interpretation (See Hiles, 2008). 

My preconceptions could have unduly influenced my findings 

Habermas (1971) maintained that a dialectic approach failed to take into account the 

fact that the researcher’s preconceptions could distort the dialogue, rendering it 

insufficiently transparent. Habermas maintained that, underlying this opaqueness, was 

the infrastructure of ideology and it was only through first rooting out ideology that 

unimpeded dialectics could ensue (Kogler, 2008; Mueller-Vollmer, 1985). In a similar 

vein, a primary critique of phenomenology has been that subconscious bias on the part 

of a researcher could result in distortion of or failure to recognise the importance of an 

element within the data (Grbich, 2007). 

I took two steps to contain and limit the possibility of these types of limitations 

emerging. Firstly, I openly acknowledged and interpreted my entry horizons in the 

hermeneutic studies, utilising them as part of the overall hermeneutic interpretation. 

Secondly, I was careful at all points in the phenomenological studies to practice what 

has been called a “bridled” (Karin et al., 2008) approach to data collection: ensuring that 

I regularly checked my attitudes and opinions through meta-reflection. 

The size, location and scope of the study 

My deliberate limitations, or delimitations, have contained the study into a manageable 

and specific program of studies. I see this as a practical and desirable approach to deal 

with a field of this magnitude with its potentially limitless dimensions and interests. Final 

research products, arising from the meta-interpretation, were produced, and a critique 

of these products is offered in the final chapter. Further research is welcomed with 
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different and larger (or indeed smaller and more in-depth groups and strategies) to build 

on this program. 

2.15 CONCLUSION 

This research project was conducted using the interpretive paradigm and was 

underpinned by rigour, transparency and credibility. In keeping with this paradigm and 

to answer the research questions, a central goal of the thesis was to provide an 

interpretation of employability and the development of employability. To accomplish 

this goal, personal reflections, interpretations of a range of research literature and a 

study of lived experiences of employability were combined in a series of studies 

culminating in a meta-interpretation. Using a combination of hermeneutics and 

phenomenology the project set out to a) establish how employability could be defined 

in relation to a specific target cohort, b) examine key aspects of employability, 

particularly aspects of it as a developmental phenomenon, and c) interpret the key 

influences impacting on this phenomenon. 

There is no such thing as one perfect choice of methodology; instead, interpretive 

paradigm research projects are tailor-made to be context-relevant and optimal for the 

particular phenomenon and research questions. Phenomena are situation-specific, and 

research perception of them involves acknowledging, valuing and exploring these 

constructive realities (Grace, Higgs, & Ajjawi, 2009). As such, a contextually appropriate 

research approach that was congruent, rigorous and transparent, as outlined in detail in 

this chapter, was designed to illuminate the chosen research phenomenon. 
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CHAPTER 3: STUDY 1—UNDERSTANDING 
EMPLOYABILITY: THE RESEARCHER’S 

PERSPECTIVE 

3.1 INTRODUCTION 

This chapter presents the findings of Study 1 of my doctoral research. The study 

described in this chapter examined employability while introducing, but not focusing 

exclusively on, employability in relation to the target cohort of mature age professionals 

(MAPs). Interpretations undertaken for this study both profiled my research landscape 

and set the scene for the findings unfolding in this and subsequent chapters by 

investigating my own understanding of employability while providing some of the 

answers, based on the findings in this initial study, to Research Questions 1, 2, 3 and 4, 

namely: 

Q1. What does the term employability mean—in general, but particularly within the 

context of the work of mature age professionals (working within the industry 

sectors of business, information and communications technologies [ICT], health 

and education)? 

Q2. How do workers, particularly mature age professionals, perceive and experience 

their employability? 

Q3. What contextual factors most influence employability, particularly the 

employability of mature age professionals? 

Q4. How do workers, particularly mature age professionals, develop and manage their 

employability? 

The study was a starting point, a philosophical hermeneutics investigation of my 

relevant, work-related experience prior to this project. While the choice of an 

investigation of my own background was, perhaps, an atypical first step in a thesis, it 

enabled the evaluation and refinement of the starting point for the project. Moreover, 

the interpretations utilised in this study led to a fusion of horizons for this study, 

summarised in and reflected through three key findings. The first was that employability 

is non-static, evolves and could be interpreted as dynamic, as encompassing various 
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work and career-related activities (see “the four ways of developing employability” in 

Figure 3.1). The second was that employability is impacted and influenced by a variety 

of external influences, ranging from those in the immediate home and family 

environment to broader social and economic factors (see “external influences” in Figure 

3.1). The third was that viewpoints on employability are relative to stakeholder 

engagement and perspectives (i.e., institutions and bodies that form part of the external 

influences impacting on individual employability, depicted at right in Figure 3.1, each 

have their own viewpoint of employability, that may differ from an individual 

perspective). 

3.1.1 Commencing hermeneutic dialogue 

As noted in Chapter 1, prior to commencing this research project, I had already 

accumulated nearly 40 years’ experience in vocational education, corporate training and 

employment consulting. That is a considerable length of time in a specialist area and, as 

a researcher, I recognised, at the commencement of the project, the value of this 

experience. Moreover, as philosophical hermeneutics had been chosen as part of the 

research approach, I was aware that undertaking the project without having first 

reflected on my own background and experience might have impeded the production 

of new insights. As Gadamer (1975, 2016), pointed out, thought and experience alone, 

albeit extensive and highly relevant experience, tend to be and to remain as memories 

and do not necessarily lead to insight or knowledge without reflection in relation to how 

one has thought, historically, about a topic. 

Gadamer termed the impact of such prior experience as “prejudice”, referring not to 

bigotry or intolerance, but rather, to a set of predispositions that we all carry with us 

into our ongoing approach to life and work, based on our own experiences and on the 

socio-historic cultural framework in which we have developed. To depict the status of 

these prejudices through metaphor, Gadamer (1975) used the term “horizon” to portray 

the current extent of our perspectives as a “range of vision that includes everything that 

can be seen from a particular vantage point” (p. 269). Such vantage points include time, 

place and person. Based on these reflections I conceived, at the initial stage of this 

thesis, of commencing hermeneutic dialogue by examining my own entry horizons 

coming into this project through a critical appraisal by myself, as researcher, of my own 
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experience and scholarship in this field. To facilitate dialogue, hermeneutic techniques 

in the Gadamerian tradition were utilised to engage in rigorous self-examination, posing 

and answering four of the research questions using a credible participant (myself) as the 

source of the texts to be interpreted. To enable this interrogation, a set of dialogue 

questions most suited to examining the material in the texts was selected. Dialogue 

questions23 investigating my experience to date and insights gained through my 

master’s research were used to interpret text for each of the research questions being 

answered in this study, i.e., Research Questions 1–4. Additionally, dialogue questions 

1.6 and 3.4 were chosen in order to examine the implications and consequences of the 

findings of this study for MAPs. (See dialogue questions in Appendix C.) 

3.1.2 Constructing and interpreting text 

Two texts (titled JC Master’s Thesis and JC Interview) that broadly encapsulated my 

research and work experience, respectively, were selected for interpretation. The first 

was a thesis successfully completed at master’s level24 that investigated pathways to 

employment for the unemployed.25 This research was conducted through Southern 

Cross University. The thesis was titled The Journey to Employment: How Can Job Seeker 

Outcomes be Maximised? This 40-page thesis comprised just over 22,000 words in seven 

chapters. The second text was the transcript of a series of extensive interviews 

conducted by my principal supervisor, Professor Higgs, with me as the interviewee. 

These interviews took place over three days in November 2016 with Professor Higgs 

interviewing me in depth about my attitudes, viewpoints and experiences to that point 

in time regarding employability, including MAPs’ employability. This 27-page text 

comprised just over 23,500 words. Material from these texts, over 45,550 words when 

combined, provided wide-ranging views on employability from multiple perspectives. 

These viewpoints included my experience of the phenomenon as an employee and my 

work and life perspectives from the viewpoint of being a leader and manager in the field 

of corporate training and recruitment. The viewpoints included my perspectives from 

having worked as a business owner in the labour market intermediary sector, acting for 

 
23 For each research question, the first two dialogue questions linked to that research question were 

used to interrogate the text set, i.e., 1.1, 1.2, 2.1, 2.2 and so forth. 
24 My master’s degree in education was awarded in 2015. 
25 It should be noted that the thesis included the perspectives of mature age professionals but did not 

focus exclusively on this cohort. 



63 

both employers and employees. Further, as the researcher in the master’s thesis, I 

incorporated my interpretations of literature on employability. 

To delineate and make the distinction clear for the reader between the two different 

voices—me as doctoral researcher interpreting my own experience and me as research 

subject being interpreted, I developed a specific system that would indicate where, in 

the chapter, I was speaking as a researcher in relation to the current doctoral research, 

and where I was speaking as the author of the prepared texts. Please note the following 

procedures, used in this chapter from the beginning of Section 3.3: 

• To indicate my voice as doctoral researcher, I used non-indented, non-italicised 

text. 

• Quotes from my previous master’s research are similarly non-italicised to reflect 

this published material, but are indented and referenced in the standard APA 

manner. 

• To indicate where in the chapter I was speaking as subject (in the interview portion 

of the text set), I italicised all such content, additionally indenting these quotes. 

As the fusion of horizons in this chapter is approached, in Section 3.5, the style of writing 

moved to reflect me as (current) researcher only. It should be noted that in subsequent 

chapters, I retained the voice of myself as researcher. 

Utilisation of philosophical hermeneutics to investigate one’s own background is 

possibly far less common, as a first step in a thesis, than the investigation of others’ 

research via a literature review. Nevertheless, deep insights into the relations of the 

parts of the phenomenon to the whole were generated by using this approach and, by 

the end of the study, a fusion of horizons between my understandings as text author, 

educator, mentor and employment facilitator and my emerging understanding of the 

phenomenon of employability from a researcher perspective took place. This deep 

interpretive process also required me to identify my entry horizons very clearly and to 

challenge these, in Study 1 and in later studies, as my interpretations and understanding 

of the main phenomenon deepened. 
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3.2 INTERPRETATIONS EMERGING FROM THIS STUDY 

Study 1 commenced the hermeneutic examination of the main research topic, the 

employability of individuals.26 To facilitate this examination I immersed myself, through 

dialogue, in the two texts, repeating, spirally, my reading and thinking between 

individual texts, sub-texts and my larger understanding of employability. Three key 

findings emerged from these dialogues with the text set. 

3.2.1 Employability as a dynamic, complex phenomenon 

The first finding construed through interrogation of the text set was that employability 

is a dynamic phenomenon. Employability appears to encompass an extensive range of 

activities that may both enhance it and lead to capabilities often gained largely through 

experience, in contrast to acquiring qualifications or skills through formal learning. The 

activities identified in this study include developing an understanding of employability 

itself, i.e., gaining knowledge of what employability is in relation to the individual and 

his or her unique circumstances. The second is developing and using job seeking and 

attaining abilities. The third activity identified in the text set involves improving 

employability during employment and the fourth activity identified is developing and 

using abilities that will sustain employability. These four activities are outlined in 

Figure 3.1. 

3.2.2 Employability and external influences 

Secondly, while employability could be discerned as being highly dynamic, these findings 

were not definitive or fixed; instead, the findings were situated and responsive to 

situations including matters of time, place and person/people. Indeed, Study 1 

highlighted the importance of external influences on employability: that, separately and 

at differing levels of effect, multiple external influences were seen to impact, impinge 

on and modify employability without the requirement of being an inherent part of it 

(see Figure 3.1). 

 
26 The predominant focus of the thesis is on individual employability; however, to provide historical 

context in regards to the emergence of the concept of employability, Chapter 4, Study 2 explores 
other contexts of employability (e.g., population employability). 
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Figure 3.1. Ways of developing employability. 

 

The study identified three main influences, namely: 

• systems-level influences including government-level financial management; 

• social influences such as changing perceptions of the qualifications and experience 

needed for work; and 

• organisational influences such as changes in the nature of employer hiring 

mechanisms. 

WAYS OF 
DEVELOPING 

EMPLOYABILITY 

THESE ACTIVITIES INVOLVE 

Developing an 
understanding of 
employability  

• Understanding that employment is not 
the same as being employable 

• Understanding that employability 
varies with age 

• Regarding unemployment as an 
opportunity to enhance employability 

Developing and 
using job seeking 
and attaining 
abilities 
 

• Planning and preparing for effective 
job searching 

• Demonstrating self-efficacy during job 
searching 

• Maintaining a variety of job searching 
capabilities 

• Engaging in networking in relation to 
job seeking 

• Displaying interviewing skills, including 
a “fit” to company/corporate culture 

Improving 
employability 
during 
employment 

• Maintaining up-to-date ICT abilities 
• Adapting training learnt in an 

organisational context to suit personal 
circumstances 

Developing and 
using abilities to 
sustain 
employability 

• Reflecting on own working patterns: 
taking a positive stance in interpreting 
work-related events 

• Engaging in contingency planning for a 
variety of goals and exigencies 

• Accessing appropriate professional 
guidance 

EXTERNAL INFLUENCES 
IMPACTING ON THE 

ACTIVITIES THAT 
ENHANCE 

EMPLOYABILITY 
DEPICTED AT LEFT 

 
Systems-level 

influences such as 
government-level 

financial 
management 

 
Social influences 
such as changing 

perceptions of the 
qualifications and 

experience needed 
for work 

 
Organisational 

influences such as 
changes in the 

nature of employer 
hiring mechanisms 

 
 



66 

As such, external influences that shape and contextualise employability appeared, in my 

experience, to have considerable relevance to a holistic interpretation whereby 

employability could be viewed as both dynamic and affected by external influences. 

3.2.3 Employability and stakeholders 

Thirdly, multiple perspectives on employability can occur, including individual, 

organisational and governmental viewpoints. These viewpoints were seen to vary 

relative to the stakeholder, time and circumstances. For example, employability, though 

typically regarded by individuals as synonymous with employment, was viewed quite 

differently by other stakeholders such as organisations, for whom employability could 

be equated as a characteristic of employable staff who demonstrated abilities in specific 

knowledge and skills bases. 

3.3 DEVELOPING EMPLOYABILITY 

As identified above, dialogue with the text set led to the first interpretation in this study, 

that employability appears to involve engaging in a range of activities that may enhance 

it. The first of these activities is the development of an understanding of employability, 

namely coming to understand that being in employment is not the same as being 

employable, that employability may vary with age and that employability can be 

exhibited even during unemployment. 

3.3.1 Developing an understanding of employability 

The first activity identified through deep interrogation of the text was “develop an 

understanding of employability”. Individuals may perceive and understand the 

characteristics of what it means to be employable, beyond merely being employed, and, 

potentially, understand that employability is a characteristic or capability beyond having 

skills or being in a job.  

A) Understanding that employment is not the same as being employable 

Studying the texts, I construed that I had my first experiences with the difference 

between employment (as being employed—or not) and what it means to be employable 

in my first job, particularly in relation to how individual employability could change and 

transform within a relatively short period. My career had commenced with a job working 
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internationally for over 10 years for a training organisation, including being seconded to 

the Far East. I had relative security of employment in my role and received positive 

feedback about my abilities and performance from my direct managers. Nevertheless, I 

was, in hindsight, living in a kind of “employment bubble”, not paying enough attention 

to the circumstances that I was working within and not sufficiently attending to the 

changing economic conditions around me: 

Without considering the likelihood of acquiring another full-time role I 
resigned from this initial position and moved to a better-remunerated 
contract role in 1988. However, I then found it hard to secure another full-
time position when this temporary contract wound to an end. The economy 
of Japan had taken a marked turn for the worse. International companies 
had exited the country in large numbers and, a deep downturn in demand 
for expatriate staff meant that other short-term contracts, regardless of my 
skills and experience, were all I was able to secure for the next four years. It 
was not until I moved to another country, Hong Kong, in 1992 that I finally 
secured a full-time role again. (JC Interview) 

A similar kind of setback occurred around a decade later when running my own 

company: 

The same rapid change in circumstances surrounding my job security 
occurred again in 2001 after ‘9/11’. I had spent the previous six years building 
my own business and had succeeded well beyond my initial expectations. 
However, the events of that period (‘9/11’, the war in Iraq and the outbreak 
of ‘SARS’ [avian influenza] in 2003) all impacted on my business to such an 
extent that I had to close the company and come to Australia to find work. 
(JC Interview) 

Reflecting deeply on these texts, I perceived that, during these events, I had realised 

salient differences between employment and employability. The texts indicated that 

during this period I had become aware that to remain employable over the longer-term, 

rather than merely to stay in employment, required not only a keen awareness of my 

skills and qualifications but awareness of external events and of how these events 

impacted on the utilisation and applicability of my skills within specific job markets. 

B) Understanding that employability varies with age 

Discernible within the text set was the importance of understanding that employability 

varied not only with circumstances but with age: 

I think, very specifically, with regard to the 45-plus [age] band a few things 
come up. Many people in this age band have been working in a particular 
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industry for 20 or 25 years or longer and for some reason the carpet has been 
pulled out from under them. Technology has made their job irrelevant, or 
they were in an industry that is no longer a viable industry in the particular 
area that they're in. The biggest single difficulty that they then face is that 
many of them have never learned anything in 25 or 30 years. They're not 
used to studying. They don't like studying or being in a classroom, and they 
need to re-skill, but it is extremely difficult for them. (JC Interview) 

Another factor that people in this age band face is … I think the prejudice 
against people in this age band is quite tangible. It's mostly unspoken—but 
when people have had 20 interviews, and they haven't succeeded with any 
of them, and they're getting this strong unspoken message of ‘you're fifty-
eight years old—we don't really want you because we're only thirty, and you 
should go off and retire somewhere’ there's an unspoken vibe going on that 
just adds fuel to the fire. (JC interview) 

So, you've got this complex situation that people are facing where they've 
had the carpet pulled out from under them; their self-esteem is low [and] 
they're facing enormous prejudice from the employers. (JC Interview) 

An important consideration was, therefore, realising that significant impediments to 

mature age employability might include the possibility that skills could become outdated 

over time and/or that age prejudice would be experienced within the workplace. 

C) Regarding unemployment as an opportunity to enhance employability 

A third consideration central to understanding employability was related to 

unemployment. While the texts indicated that unemployment was a significant 

disruptor to career sustainability, they also indicated that it was possible to utilise this 

hiatus in work-related activity to assess skills and qualifications vis-à-vis the job market 

and to reflect on and re-evaluate career rather than feel disheartened by the 

experience: 

It is possible to see unemployment, if not as a positive experience, then 
certainly as a period of transition to re-assess career direction and goals and 
rebuild a career ... some individuals, while experiencing unemployment ‘as 
a negative life event … also appreciated it as an opportunity to change their 
direction in life and to improve their career prospects’. (Zikic & Klehe, 2006, 
p. 392, as cited in Cloutman, 2015) 

Ostensibly, unemployment could imply being in a situation where employability could 

not be pursued or realised. However, the texts indicated that employability could be 

exhibited (even) during unemployment, in periods when there was no job or work being 
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undertaken and that, for people facing a period of unemployment, it is desirable for 

them to use this period to reflect on what they want from work, what has led them to 

be unemployed and what any future role may demand of them. 

3.3.2 Developing and using job seeking and attaining abilities 

The phase of entering work or changing roles within the workplace through job seeking 

was identified as vital to developing employability. Through this activity, individuals 

perceive that to become employed requires job searching skills. For this study and in 

relation to employability I defined job seeking as the ability to search for and acquire 

work effectively, whether internally within an organisation or externally in terms of a 

new position in a different organisation. Reflecting on the texts, five essential facets of 

successful job searching were evident in the text set related to knowing how to prepare 

for the process of recruitment and how to present yourself as an employable person to 

potential employers. 

A) Planning and preparing for effective job searching 

Reflecting on the texts, rigour in the preparation stage preceding job seeking appeared 

to be vital to its effectiveness: 

Preparation [is] a key area of focus: this includes the intensity, frequency and 
level of activity that one puts into finding work as well as the ways that one 
searches. This phase of the journey includes rigorous attention to research 
into the sectors and location where companies are hiring, who those 
companies actually are, how best to approach them (whether directly or via 
job boards) and what type of employment (full-time, part-time or casual) 
one is going to seek. (Cloutman, 2015, p. 35) 

The starting point for job seeking—whether internally within an organisation already 

providing employment or externally in a new role—was deemed essential in the text set 

in terms of adequate preparation and orientation to the job market. 

B) Demonstrating self-efficacy during job searching 

A second activity construed from interpretation of the texts was the importance of self-

efficacy in relation to job seeking, defined here as demonstrating consistent self-belief 

and confidence—while engaging in searching for work (or a new role within an existing 

organisation). 
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Over the course of my career, I had discerned significant differences between 
those who exhibited a positive, optimistic outlook and those exhibiting self-
doubt in relation to employability. The former tended to search for work 
more efficiently, be willing to relocate, gained new jobs more easily and 
transitioned more smoothly to fulfilling new positions. In contrast, those with 
lower self-efficacy struggled to find employment, particularly if their skills 
were inappropriate vis-à-vis local employment demand, and they were 
unwilling to relocate. (JC Interview) 

Job seekers with higher self-efficacy received more interviews, were more 
successful in them and received more job offers. Greater confidence in one’s 
ability to conduct an effective job search leads job seekers to more 
effectively convert interview opportunities into offers and is related to both 
the quantity and the quality of employment outcomes. (Moynihan, 
Roehling, LePine, & Boswell, 2003, as cited in Cloutman, 2015) 

Interrogation of the texts showed that many people searching for work appeared to 

“wax and wane” in both their efforts to find a job and their belief that they could do so, 

often starting with a “burst of activity” and then “tapering back effort if this initial effort 

did not yield results” (Cloutman, 2015, p. 13). Thus, consistency in applying self-belief 

was also essential to yielding better results. 

C) Maintaining a variety of job searching capabilities 

Another essential activity was the capacity to continually learn about new techniques 

for job searching. Examination of the text set identified that, during the course of my 

career, I had observed that job seekers who continually learned about and developed a 

variety of job searching capabilities tended to enhance their overall employability. 

Learning to improve these capabilities was not limited to formal, accredited or 

classroom-based learning. For example, it included activities reflected in the quote 

below. 

Forming a weekly job club—to meet, socialise [and] communicate … to keep 
scrapbooks of job ads in order to collect ideas and hints about what type of 
work really would appeal as a career and where one could do such a job; in 
other words, gathering information that can be used to benchmark oneself 
within the job market and even use later on to approach employers. Other 
ideas included working on one’s resume constantly, to improve it so that one 
had confidence in it and could talk about it in front of employers—the theory 
being that the more confident one was in one’s written resume, the more 
confident one is about putting it forth verbally … and learning to continually 
reflect one’s career and development in a resume as a living document 
rather than something to be hidden in a drawer until an urgent need arises. 
(Cloutman, 2015, p. 26) 
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D) Engaging in networking in relation to job seeking 

The texts indicated that networking aided people, including MAPs, to gain employment 

outcomes. Networking is defined here as “a set of behaviors used to develop and 

maintain relationships that can potentially provide information, influence, guidance, 

and support to individuals in their careers” (Colakoglu, 2006, p. 536). This included 

“activating personal and professional networks” (Cloutman, 2015, p. 35) to uncover job 

opportunities and job-specific information (for example, about the hiring managers or 

work culture) by communicating with those who may have information on either or 

both. Effective networking required a level of self-confidence sufficient to be 

comfortable with both “formal networking through known contacts [as well as] 

networking through referrals from contacts: secondary and tertiary ‘leads’” (Cloutman, 

2015, p. 36). 

Networking may be, potentially, a path to employment outcomes; however, “not 

everyone is a natural networker or comfortable with it” (Cloutman, 2015, p. 11). 

Wanberg, Kanfer, and Banas (2000, as cited in Cloutman, 2015) focused, in their 

research, on what they termed “networking comfort” (i.e. “how at ease with networking 

and how willing to actually engage in it the job seeker is”, ibid, p. 11). Wanberg et al. 

maintained that such networking comfort: 

Had a significant impact on search success, emphasising that unless the job 
seeker is relatively at ease with the concept of networking, they will not be 
very successful at it. They maintained that job seekers had to be comfortable 
with the idea of contacting their friends, family and acquaintances and 
talking to them about their job search. Subsequently, they have to feel 
comfortable with the idea of contacting weaker ties or friends of friends and 
individuals with access to different information. ‘Individuals must be 
encouraged to open up to others and put aside ideas that networking means 
bothering others or admitting failure’ (Wanberg et al., 2000, p. 500). Their 
research also showed that around a third of job seekers found their new role 
through talking with friends, family or previous co-workers, but that having 
sufficient self-belief to be comfortable with networking [was] a significant 
factor in job search success in that without it [the job seeker was likely to] 
miss out on a range of likely leads and referrals to work. (Wanberg et al., 
2000, as cited in Cloutman, 2015, p. 11) 

E) Displaying interviewing skills, including a “fit” to company/corporate culture  

Examination of the texts highlighted a crucial factor in successful interviewing over and 

above the traditional strengths such as presentation, communication and self-
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confidence in interview situations. This factor was the importance of reading employers’ 

more subtle signals related to the cultural “fit” of a potential employee with the 

organisation in an interview situation and responding appropriately. When hiring, 

organisations may be looking for indications that someone may be a fit relative to their 

organisational culture. This “fit” is difficult to portray in a job advert or a direct question 

and is often something that interviewers try to ascertain indirectly as part of the 

interaction. 

When people are hiring, they're looking for the subtle signals that tell them 
that somebody fits with their corporate culture—and I think appearance is 
part of that. Whether that's right or wrong is another question, but it's 
definitely a part of the hiring process. (JC interview) 

If you're becoming an … employee of a company, you are joining the culture 
of the company. In that kind of hiring situation, [the employer] is looking for 
somebody … who's a fit for the corporate culture. (JC interview) 

[Many applicants] were highly institutionalised, and they worked in a 
particular way, and they were not adaptive—they couldn't function in an 
environment that wasn't like [name of organisation]. I even got to the point 
where I hired people who didn't have the skills and attitudes necessarily—
who weren't perfect—but they had a cultural fit. So, for me, after making 
quite a few blunders in terms of hiring … that caused unnecessary hardship 
among the staff because you got people who looked fantastic on a resume 
and who had all the skills … after a number of blunders, in the end, I came to 
the conclusion that it was better to hire people who fitted with the corporate 
culture. (JC Interview) 

3.3.3 Improving employability during employment 

A third activity related to developing employability perceived in the text set was 

“improving employability during employment”. This is defined here as maintaining and 

developing employability not only through work-related learning but by adapting such 

training and education to enable the worker to have utility beyond immediate job tasks 

and, potentially, be applicable to broader employability goals. Various activities 

appeared to be relevant, including pursuing improvements not only in job-related skills 

and capabilities such as technological abilities but, significantly, in modifying learning 

that had taken place in an organisational context to specific, individual contexts. 
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A) Maintaining up-to-date ICT abilities 

An important activity indicated by the text set was the ability not only to utilise ICT but, 

in many instances, to be self-managing in terms of developing computing and 

communication (both technologies and social media) skills. The application of these 

skills had several ramifications, not only augmenting work-related effectiveness but 

providing individuals with the capability of developing new interests, new networks and 

even new forms of employment. 

Skills in using technology (job boards, job searching apps, etc.) and in utilising 
social media to present oneself positively online are important factors 
among the spectrum of skills related to acquiring roles. (Cloutman, 2015, pp. 
14-15) 

I said, ‘how is it going?’ and she said, ‘it's astonishing because you are 
expected to know all the technology that you're using with no training 
whatsoever’. Now, she's OK—she’s got a master’s degree; she's got a good 
head on her shoulders, and she knows how to get her co-workers to show her 
how to do things without sounding like an idiot. But for a lot of people, that's 
quite a challenge. They're thinking ‘I will look stupid if I ask’. So, I think one 
of the biggest things that people have got to learn in an employment 
situation is to navigate the world of technology. (JC interview) 

If I think of my colleagues in the past or people that have interacted with … 
they were doing different things online. That could be as simple as starting 
to think about developing their own business, starting to learn about 
something completely different to what they're doing at the moment, so they 
are currently a teacher, but they are studying embroidery online, they are 
going to make an embroidery business in the future. (JC interview) 

B) Adapting training learned in an organisational context to suit personal 

circumstances 

I construed from the texts that a significant conundrum faced many employees in the 

workforce. While organisations were increasing their demands in relation to employees’ 

“soft”—or generic—skills, they often appeared unwilling to invest in the development 

of those skills after employment. Moreover, what employer-sponsored training was 

provided often focused on skills acquisition for specific tasks relevant to organisational 

needs, i.e., on facilitating workforce development and employability from an 

organisational perspective, rather than providing training or professional development 

that could be of benefit to employees from the perspective of their overall career. 
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One of the most common ways of describing what employers want in 
employees [in job advertisements] is the phrase ‘hit the ground running’. 
[This is] a cheap way of saying we don't want to train you and you've got to 
arrive with everything that you need for the job. There's a huge expectation 
on employees to perform in the modern workplace, but there is a lack of 
commitment or a lack of money or a lack of interest on the part of 
organisations to develop their staff. (JC Interview) 

Networking is certainly in the vocational structure (AHCMER401A—
Coordinate Customer Service and Networking Activities) but is taught as a 
service skill, not as a personal skill for self-development. Turning to interview 
skills, these are identified in the context of those conducting the interview 
and are largely focused on … managers and supervisors. There is just one 
unit (VU21055—Develop Job Interview Skills) for people who actually have 
to go into the interview (rather than conduct it). With regard to accessing 
and utilising career development resources, once again, most of the units 
are focused on those delivering the services rather than those trying to 
access them. There is only one unit in the entire vocational training package 
(LGACORE101B—Access Learning and Career Development Opportunities) 
targeted at those actually seeking career counselling, and this is within a 
training package designed for local council workers. (Cloutman, 2015, p. 40) 

Given that work-related training is either rarely provided or, when provided, is relevant 

only to specific tasks, employees could enhance their overall employability by adapting 

and modifying training received in a workplace context to have a wider bearing. For 

example, the skills learned in a work-related training program such as the networking 

course mentioned above could, potentially, be utilised in building an industry network 

of professional contacts for current or future job seeking. 

3.3.4 Developing and using abilities to sustain employability 

A fourth activity, developing and using abilities to sustain employability, was discerned 

through interrogation of the text set. This is defined here as individuals managing their 

employability so that it transcends one role or position, i.e., building and adapting their 

employability rather than maintaining a fixed set of abilities that might be transferred 

across jobs. This undertaking, reciprocally, creates a sustainable career. That is, to be 

employable exists within a sustainable career, and to have an ongoing career would 

logically require ongoing employability. Importantly, the word sustainability, defined 

here as meaning using a resource so that the resource is not depleted or permanently 
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damaged,27 is not the same as static, in the sense of unchanging or unevolving. On the 

contrary, within continually changing work contexts, employability needs to be an 

evolving capability. This activity appeared to include three essential facets (as follows): 

A) Reflecting on own working patterns: Taking a positive stance in interpreting 

work-related events 

Defined here as engaging in constructive self-reflection on employment patterns and 

experiences, reflecting on one’s own work patterns appeared to greatly assist optimistic, 

work-related attitudes and nurture ongoing employability. Examining the texts, I 

perceived that I had encountered many workers who saw obstacles as challenges and 

overcoming them as a personal achievement. These workers had grown and developed 

their employability through exercising a positive perspective on work-related 

circumstances and experiences. In contrast, interpretation of my experience illustrated 

to me that people also frequently developed negative patterns in their working styles, 

often quite early in their careers, and they recreated those patterns from role to role, 

sometimes over many years and into their mature years, regardless, in many instances, 

of how destructive those patterns could be: 

I noticed patterns and those patterns were related to the people that I was 
working with [the candidates] in the recruitment business that I was running. 
I noticed that people would leave jobs and they would go down the road and 
take a new job because they were bored with the old job or they didn't like 
their boss, or they felt they were not being paid enough … what amazed me 
was that [these] people would move to a new location under a new boss in a 
new superstructure and, two-thirds of the time, they recreated the 
environment that they'd just been in. So, six months or a year down the track 
they were in the same situation that they had left … bored and frustrated 
with their new job. It started to dawn on me that the problem wasn't the job; 
the problem was the person. (JC Interview) 

In other words, those who did not habitually self-reflect and who had struggled in one 

role frequently recreated, in a new role, the circumstances that had led to their failure 

in the previous one.  

 
27 Sustainability. In Merriam-Webster Online Dictionary, (n.d.). Retrieved from https://www.merriam-

webster.com 

https://www.merriam-webster.com/
https://www.merriam-webster.com/
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B) Engaging in contingency planning for a variety of goals and exigencies 

Another facet of developing sustainable employability that emerged from examination 

of the texts was the importance of contingency planning, defined here as considering 

options and potential alternatives in relation to work and employment. I perceived, 

through reflection on the texts, that a fundamental mistake that many people I had 

encountered made is that they only had a “Plan A”: 

One of the tutors called attention to the fact that one influence on … 
outcomes is that [job seekers] often fail to have a backup plan, something to 
fall back on if their initial ideas about acquiring jobs and building a career 
don’t eventuate. [Speaking of one student, in particular, the tutor 
commented that] the issue was not that [he] made a mistake so much as the 
fact that he had no plan B. Even more importantly; the tutor pointed out 
that this is the first link in a daisy-chain of effects that [may] lead to longer-
term underemployment. (Cloutman, 2015, p. 27) 

The texts identified that an integral activity in pursuing and managing a sustainable 

career included contingency planning even when already in employment, even though 

many MAPs might prefer not to have to think about alternate employment. 

All of us want to really get into an environment where we feel valued and 
respected … a certain comfort zone. We don't want to have to continually 
think about hiring for new jobs [however] in today's world of work; you 
almost have to have a quarter of one eye on the employment market. Most 
people don't do that or don't want to do that or don't know how to do that. 
(JC Interview) 

C) Accessing appropriate professional guidance 

The third activity construed from interpretation of the texts was utilising appropriate 

professional guidance, defined here as accessing and employing the services of those 

who can assist with the development of employability and its sustainability. Through 

deep reflection on the texts, it was discerned that career counsellors, outplacement 

consultants and executive coaches28 offered various services related to different aspects 

of developing employability: 

Outplacement Consultants … aid retrenched employees [to] find an 
appropriate new role as quickly as possible. Help will be provided [via] labour 
market information, career planning, resume writing, interview skills, 

 
28 A detailed list of employment intermediaries, their specific services and how they can be accessed is 

contained in Appendix B. 
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application management, job board knowledge, etc. You would mostly have 
to be referred by your employer and would meet through a structured series 
of face-to-face meetings. Services could be extended for up to one year and 
may extend into a new role to ensure continuity. Mentoring is typically one-
on-one and can range across whatever time is needed to ensure employment 
continuity … [but] this is not yet a popular form of service in Australia. (JC 
Interview) 

I also construed from the texts that two significant obstacles stood in the way of learners 

acquiring the knowledge that these types of intermediaries facilitated. Firstly, what 

support existed was often somewhat disorganised. Additionally, these types of 

intermediaries, particularly those who could assist more mature professionals, were 

often relatively scarce. In many instances, job seekers’ aspirations towards career 

success were hampered by this sparsity: 

This emergence (of career support systems) with so many layers of 
government and industry involved, has meant that support systems have 
developed in highly uneven, disorganised ways, offering a ‘hodgepodge’ of 
support systems of [many] different types [staffed by] people with varying 
levels of qualifications. (Cloutman, 2015, p. 16) 

We have to highlight and emphasise here the scarcity of what career 
counselling resources do exist and to call attention to the inequity in their 
accessibility. A paucity of realistic and supportive career-related training and 
education impacts directly on job seekers. (Cloutman, 2015, p. 8) 

Moreover, the texts identified that independent career counsellors and professional 

consultants who might offer services that could enhance employability were often 

highly paid and gained remuneration from larger, “Fortune 100” type organisations, 

making their fee structure somewhat inaccessible to the average person. 

3.3.5 Conclusion to Section 3.3 

The findings in this section provide initial insights into how workers perceive, experience 

and enhance their employability. Four main activities were identified, including: 

developing an understanding of employability, developing and using job seeking and 

attaining abilities, improving employability during employment, and developing and 

using abilities to sustain employability. The findings in this section also point to an array 

of pursuits taking place within each of these four main activities. It is important to note 

at this juncture that these pursuits, listed separately and sequentially in this section, 
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might appear to comprise undertakings engaged in or experienced in an unrelated 

manner or, perhaps, successively. The text sets indicate, however, that many of these 

activities are undertaken, if not always simultaneously, then in close temporal proximity. 

As examples, unemployment may be utilised as an opportunity to engage in the 

enhancement of ICT skills, engage with professional mentors or as a period of self-

reflection. Similarly, the understanding that employability may vary with age could lead 

to contingency planning for future employment eventualities. The findings, therefore, 

also point to these activities potentially being utilised in an interconnective manner. It 

should be noted that while providing valuable insights into the experience and research-

related activities that I undertook in the past, the interpretations in Study 1 should be 

viewed in light of the limitations of these experiences. Subsequent investigations in 

other studies will be used to verify and, potentially, expand on these initial 

interpretations. 

3.4 EMPLOYABILITY: INFLUENCES AND MODIFIERS 

Repeated reading of the text set indicated that external forces quite separate from—

but interacting with individuals’ lives and work—appeared to be influential in shaping 

and contextualising employability, particularly for the target cohort. Three significant 

spheres of influence were identified by examination of the text set (depicted in Figure 

3.1), namely organisational influences, systems-level influences and social influences. 

Not only did these external influences impact on, and potentially modify employability 

at an individual level, but they also underscored the differences between perceptions of 

employability from organisational and government perspectives as compared to 

individual perceptions. 

3.4.1 Organisational influences: Changes in the nature of employer hiring 

mechanisms 

A major employer perspective indicated by the texts was an increasing trend to 

emphasise hiring patterns that suited employers’ shorter-term requirements via casual 

contract hiring—often channelled through labour-hire recruitment intermediaries—

rather than via a longer-term commitment to the wellbeing of employees through full-

time employment. Reflecting on my experience, I perceived that organisations had 

frequently been forced to respond to significant pressures to reduce costs, increase 
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profit margins and streamline programs and services by decreasing full-time employees 

and hiring staff for specific projects on a shorter-term basis. Employable staff, from the 

viewpoints of many employers I had interacted with, had increasingly become perceived 

as those best suited to being employed casually or on a part-time basis. Outsourcing was 

often believed to streamline administration, reduce payroll and insurance costs and 

minimise investment in internal human resources capability. In this new employment 

model contract staff were, in many regards, the employees of the labour-hire company 

they contracted to, not of the organisation they were working in, de-emphasising the 

need for them to be an exact match for corporate culture nor committed to the 

company in the longer-term. 

The International Labour Organization reports an overwhelming, global 
change in the way that we work (International Labor Office, 2015). The 
standard employer-employee relation of full-time work offered in exchange 
for stability and security is making way for shorter-term contracts and 
irregular hours with only around 45% of the global working population 
currently employed on a full-time basis while 55% are engaged in part-time, 
casual or short-term contracts meaning, essentially, that job searching is fast 
becoming an ongoing phenomenon for a majority of the world’s population 
throughout their working lives. (Cloutman, 2015, p. 7) 

Employees, in this new hiring model, have to deal with two ‘employers’: the 
organisation that they work in on a day-to-day basis and who ultimately pay 
their wages and a second outsourcing/sub-contracting entity who hires, 
payrolls and manages the employee, acting as a bespoke representative of 
the employer. (JC Interview) 

It is to be noted that the need to engage in a prolonged series of short-term contracts 

contrasted starkly with the wishes of many of the employees who I had encountered: 

Most people I interacted with believed that, with family and financial 
responsibilities … contract work was too unstable and unpredictable to 
provide the security that they needed. They also felt that, by engaging in it, 
they ran the risk of their skills becoming irrelevant or outdated. (JC Interview) 

3.4.2 Systems-level influences: Government-level financial management 

Reflecting on the text set, I perceived that part of my role in supervising a community 

college had involved managing a Job Services Australia29 (JSA) employment agency that 

 
29 A network of government-supported recruitment agencies coordinated by the Australian 

Government Department of Employment, now known as “JobActive”. See https://jobactive.gov.au 

https://jobactive.gov.au/
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assisted the unemployed (designated as “job seekers” in the JSA nomenclature) 

transition back to work. Preparation of job seekers, including MAPs, through training, 

was one of the central tasks of the JSA agency support service with support staff in the 

JSA agency contracting trainers within the college to facilitate higher-level vocational 

qualifications. Completion of the qualification often competed, however, from the JSA 

staff’s perspective, with an overriding emphasis towards short-term solutions that 

involved transitioning job seekers back into work as quickly as possible.  

In my experience, this often equated to training being curtailed, regardless of student 

progress towards completion, as a suitable role had been located and the priority was 

that the job seeker take it while it was available. While filling the role achieved the 

Department of Employment’s goal of returning the job seeker to employment as soon 

as possible, these students then left the college without completing a qualification. 

Additionally, many of the positions the students acquired were shorter-term, contract 

roles, vitiating the job seeker’s own desire to acquire longer-term, more stable 

employment. In short, the structure of the support system often failed to provide 

adequate preparation for longer-term employment and, in many instances, aggravated 

the joblessness that the JSA system was originally designed to ameliorate by stressing a 

swift return to work. 

Studies by Fowkes (2011), and Davidson (2011), find that rather than 
identifying the factors that generate employment outcomes and focusing on 
training in these areas the JSA support system focuses very largely on ‘high 
volume’ strategies that circumvent individual attention. The emphasis, 
rather than on any form of individual career counselling, identification of 
weak areas or any kind of training or support around the range of soft skills 
identified by this research, is on a resume brush-up, some interview skills 
mentoring and then on scheduling the job seeker for the most job interview 
appointments possible. Individual attention and customised training on an 
ongoing basis are nearly impossible under such a system. (Cloutman, 2015, 
p. 18) 

Reflecting on the texts, I realised that this emphasis on returning job seekers to work as 

quickly as possible was directly linked to a desire to minimise social welfare costs as part 

of overall budgetary cost management at the federal government level: 

Obviously, from the government’s perspective, the quicker a job seeker is 
off support payments, the better; however, this may well be short-term gain 
for longer-term loss. Such a heavy focus on creating immediate job 
outcomes—even if only part-time ones—has had several unforeseen and 
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regrettable results. Under pressure to accept roles as quickly as possible, 
many job seekers have simply taken roles that they may not really want just 
to get a job and, through boredom or frustration, have returned to the ranks 
of the unemployed within a relatively short period of time. (Cloutman, 2015, 
p. 19) 

3.4.3 Social influences: Changes in social perceptions of the qualifications and 

experience needed for work 

Focused reflection on the texts identified a further influence on employability in that 

viewpoints in regard to what qualifications were appropriate for career progression had 

a significant impact on career-related choices. In this regard, a central thread throughout 

the texts was that university qualifications were typically regarded by individuals as 

being as a pathway to expected success in career. 

Many of us remember the inevitable question ‘what do you want to be when 
you grow up?’ at some point in our childhood. For most of us, this was the 
beginning (albeit unknowingly) of career choice and career development as 
this question often comes with pressure (whether from family, school or 
community) to somehow identify an interest quite early in life, pursue it 
through education and then spend a lifetime in a job related to this interest. 
This approach, that we somehow identify our chosen career early on in life 
and ardently pursue it, appears to constitute much of our inherited wisdom 
around jobs and careers to a point where it almost seems to be in our DNA 
as a society … the ‘American Dream’ for an aspirational society is generally 
for children to choose this interest early on, pursue their passion by 
undertaking a … traditional education at university, graduate with a degree, 
transition relatively easily to a challenging and well-paid role and then spend 
a lifetime working in their area of choice. (Cloutman, 2015, p. 7) 

I construed, through reflection on the texts, that, in contrast to the perspective noted 

above, employers were increasingly taking different approaches to evaluating 

qualifications. These included new or innovative approaches to assessing what 

constituted employable staff and valuing a range of skills not delineated by formal 

qualifications. Over the course of my career, either through my own experience or 

through learning about the experiences of others I had observed that potential 

employees were often valued for exhibiting a broad range of soft skills, usually related 

to aptitudes such as communication, computer ability, teamwork, the capacity to 

respond to change and overall cultural fit. For example: 

The experience of New Yorkers involved in the ‘Wildcat’ Project is cited. In 
the project, job seekers were given the opportunity to train for and engage 
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in roles that would normally require a university degree in white-collar banks 
and insurance companies, given internships over a one to two-year period 
in these financial sector companies and their progress reviewed at the end 
of the internship. Typically, they had fared no better nor worse than 
university graduates going through the same form of internal training, and 
several had fared significantly better. (Cloutman, 2015, p. 16)  

3.4.4 Conclusion to Section 3.4 

Section 3.4 has examined the impact of external forces on individual employability and 

found three major, external influences. Firstly, organisational perspectives on 

employability. From an organisational viewpoint, employability perspectives may be 

constrained to a desire for highly specific functions delivered by staff over a short period 

of time. Developing broader employability skills and aptitudes of employees or potential 

employees may not be an organisation’s primary consideration. Moreover, while 

government perspectives on employability may equate it with employment, this may be 

expressed through an urgency within the social welfare system to return the 

unemployed to work as quickly as possible, regardless of longer-term outcomes or 

individual benefit, fulfilment and sustainability. Social influences may also impact on 

employability. For example, perceptions in broader society regarding educational 

qualifications and their value may be at odds with the skills that organisations wish their 

employees to display. 

These organisational and governmental perspectives may, on occasion, contradict or 

counteract viewpoints on employability from an individual perspective. For example, 

while employees may aspire to longer-term employment and to developing 

employability skills in the workplace, organisational objectives and cultures may mean 

that they are offered casual, contracting or part-time work, forcing workers to adapt to 

alternative work arrangements and limiting their employability development. Similarly, 

governmental objectives such as returning the unemployed to work as quickly as 

possible may hamper individual attempts to build a sustainable career and deepen 

knowledge of and capacity for employability. Clarification of the extent of external 

influences impacting on employability remains to be investigated further in subsequent 

studies. 
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3.5 FUSION OF HORIZONS 

Fusion of horizons for Study 1 are reported in this section of the chapter. Firstly, the 

potential implications for MAPs of the findings in Study 1 are examined. Secondly, 

developmental aspects of the key phenomenon are investigated. Research Questions 1–

4 are then answered in light of the findings in this chapter. 

3.5.1 Potential implications and consequences for mature age professionals 

The following implications and consequences for MAPs can be identified as emerging 

from the dialogues in this study: 

1. While many employees may prefer the financial security and stability that full-

time, ongoing employment can provide, employer hiring practices have 

undergone a marked transformation in recent decades. Some MAPs, who may 

have had prolonged exposure to the security of full-time employment, may need 

to adjust to shorter-term, part-time hiring arrangements and learn how to 

market their skills on an ongoing basis across multiple contracts over many years. 

2. Company-sponsored skills development is frequently precluded in such short-

term hiring arrangements even though demand for an enhanced range of 

employability skills by employers has increased. Faced with such a situation, 

MAPs who tend to rely on previously acquired tertiary education qualifications, 

believing them to be sufficient for being considered employable throughout the 

duration of their career, while neglecting the development of a range of soft 

skills that are not necessarily taught either in traditional or work-sponsored 

education, could potentially disadvantage themselves in the labour market. 

3. There appear to be variations in employability-related perceptions, experiences 

and pursuits at different points in people’s work life-course influenced by age, 

inherited social norms and social equity considerations. For example, MAPs may 

have to face age-related bias in the workplace. Access to support systems that 

might aid in developing employability may often be inadequate, inaccessible or 

financially out of reach and, while this is true for workers of all ages, the scarcity 

and expense of professional advice coupled with a prolonged absence from 

learning for some people within the target cohort, who may have relied on 
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qualifications completed in their youth for a lengthy period, implies that 

engagement of professional support services needs to be planned both 

strategically and financially for some MAPs. 

3.5.2 Developing employability 

Through repeated examination of the text set, this study has highlighted that 

employability has developmental aspects. Formal, as well as experiential, learning is 

likely to be embedded in successful employability journeys. Developing employability 

emerges from this study as taking place in a variety of patterns and circumstances, 

originating through self-directed learning at different points in—or throughout—the 

work life-course, through organisation-directed learning or through participation in 

system-based opportunities. Learning for a specific aspect of employability appears to 

not only enhance this aspect but to boost capabilities with regard to other aspects of 

employability. Indeed, employability and learning are clearly intertwined in theory, 

research, education and experience. 

3.5.3 Answers to Research Questions 1–4 

Based on the findings in this study, contributions to answering the research questions 

are offered as follows: 

Question 1: What does the term employability mean—in general, but particularly 

within the context of the work of mature age professionals (working 

within the industry sectors of business, ICT, health and education)? 

Employability appears to be dynamic, involving various activities that may enhance this 

phenomenon. These activities include: developing an understanding of employability, 

developing and using job seeking and attaining abilities, improving employability during 

employment, and developing and using abilities to sustain employability. Thus, findings 

in Study 1 suggest that, rather than being a specific, static “target” that individuals within 

the cohort “acquire”, a more sophisticated understanding of employability might 

portray it as displaying dynamic qualities that may necessitate an interpretation of the 

phenomenon vis-à-vis unique personal contexts and that, for individuals, employability 

can be thought of as a human potential (or a set of potentials) that can be realised by 

understanding its nature and by pursuing it as a lived phenomenon and experience. 
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Moreover, for MAPs, employability may be shaped not only by individual experience but 

by age, and age-related social constructions and social equity-related considerations.  

Alternate perspectives on employability that may impact on perceptions and experience 

at an individual level have emerged from the study. Organisational viewpoints and 

governmental outlooks on what constitutes employability across nations, industries or 

organisations, may contrast with and even contradict individual perspectives on the 

same phenomenon. Findings suggest a possible divergence between the often abstract 

portrayals of employability contained in the research literature and the practical pursuit 

of the phenomenon by a specific individual or cohort at a particular point in time. 

Question 2: How do workers, particularly mature age professionals, perceive and 

experience their employability?  

Findings in this study suggest that workers’ perceptions and experiences of 

employability are affected by several considerations. Firstly, social norms and social 

equity-related issues appear to be pertinent to employability concerns and experiences. 

For the target cohort, for example, age-related concerns may influence not only 

perceptions and experience of employability but also its pursuit and manageability. 

Findings in relation to this question bring into relief the question of whether 

employability is individually or socially constructed—or both individually and socially 

constructed. 

Question 3: What contextual factors most influence employability, particularly the 

employability of mature age professionals? 

This study has identified three main, contextualising influences on employability: 

organisational influences due to changes in the nature of employer hiring mechanisms, 

systems-level influences caused by government-level financial management and social 

influences such as changing social perceptions of the qualifications and experience 

needed for work. MAPs’ employability, in particular, can be affected by the changing 

nature of employer hiring preferences and/or by their own perceptions of the utility of 

previously acquired qualifications. 
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Question 4: How do workers, particularly mature age professionals, develop and 

manage their employability? 

In relation to Research Question 4, the study has identified an exceptionally diverse 

array of methods by which people come, whether through formal, informal, learned or 

experienced processes, to be employable. These methods include formal and informal 

education, experiential and workplace learning and, potentially, other mechanisms yet 

to be identified in subsequent studies. Moreover, learning in relation to one aspect of 

developing employability appears to potentially enhance the understanding and 

utilisation of other aspects. With regard to MAPs, based on the insights gained in this 

study, people within the target cohort appear to develop and manage employability at 

different degrees of aptitude and strength across the lifespan dependent on a variety of 

factors including age, background and/or social circumstances. 

3.6 CONCLUSION 

Study 1 facilitated a reflective interpretation of my initial viewpoints at the 

commencement of this research project. The study formed a starting point and a place 

to gain a foothold with the topic under consideration and preliminarily explore it while 

clarifying my entry horizons, fusing them with insights and perceptions that arose 

through a review of my own employability texts. In addition to general understandings 

of employability (its nature, external influences impacting on it) I identified initial 

understandings of employability in relation to my target cohort, mature age 

professionals. The contrasts and disparities evident for this target cohort have offered 

valuable perspectives through which to reflect on the phenomenon of employability, 

reinforcing the value of having selected MAPs as the subject of this study. Study 1 has 

also laid the foundation for the following sequence of investigations by providing 

preliminary answers to Research Questions 1–4. 

Study 1 has generated three main findings. Firstly, that employability is dynamic and 

appears to involve engaging in a range of activities. Secondly, that employability is 

impacted and modified by a variety of external influences. Thirdly, that there are several 

distinctive perceptions of employability, each providing contrasting, even conflicting, 

viewpoints and lenses through which employability can be understood. The emphasis 
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within this thesis, however, is on individual employability. Considerations of 

organisational or population-wide employability are not within the scope of this thesis. 

Horizons generated in Study 1 formed entry points for other studies in a dynamic 

hermeneutic process whereby answers emerging from one series of questions 

recalibrated horizons of understanding yet formed, at the same time, “a starting point 

for the framing of yet another question” (Bontekoe, 1996, p. 116). The subsequent 

sequence of studies commenced with Study 2, where the perspectives of other 

researchers were fused with these findings. Investigation is thus a spiral process 

whereby there is an interplay between entry horizons and new realisations (Kerdeman, 

1998). To generate a broad interpretation of employability, explorations in subsequent 

studies utilised the lenses of other, different perspectives beyond my own (as subject) 

while investigating employability in relation to MAPs in greater detail. These subsequent 

studies do not incorporate the voice of me as subject, which from this point on will 

cease, and I will be speaking solely as researcher. 
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CHAPTER 4: STUDY 2—A HERMENEUTIC 
INTERPRETATION OF THE RESEARCH 

LITERATURE ON EMPLOYABILITY 

4.1 INTRODUCTION 

4.1.1 Background to Study 2 

Study 2 was designed to further deepen the insights into employability that I gained 

through the first hermeneutic dialogue in Study 1. Study 1 saw a transformation of my 

understanding from that of a practitioner and experiencer of employability to that of a 

researcher as my initial understanding of employability, taken as a working definition in 

Chapter 1,30 was challenged by three main findings (see Figure 4.1): that employability 

is dynamic, with evolutionary and developmental properties; that it is influenced by 

external forces; and that it is perceived differently according to stakeholder 

perspectives. 

Study 2 pursued this goal of further deepening my insights into the key phenomenon by 

examining relevant literature that comprised my “employability text set” while 

identifying gaps and contradictions across the literature. Study 2 is not a literature 

review and does not provide a structured synopsis of the research literature; nor did it 

test a pre-defined hypothesis. Rather, the chapter presents the report of a hermeneutic 

study of the horizons I identified in academic and relevant industry research literature 

of most pertinence to my research questions. The dialogic processes described in this 

chapter involved actively engaging with and rigorously interrogating the text set through 

the perspectives of Research Questions 1-3, so as to interpret the viewpoints of others. 

The dialogic process also involved recognising that each text was coloured and 

influenced by the cultural pre-understandings of both the writers of the text and by my 

interpretations thereof. While there is no single, “correct” interpretation in 

hermeneutics and each interpretation is open to re-shaping by future revision, this 

process brought to light a range of interpretations and viewpoints, each with their own 

 
30 My initial working definition: “employability comprises the skills and attributes an individual requires 

to identify, apply for, acquire and maintain employment as well as the skills and attributes an 
individual exhibits that are valued by potential or existing employers”. 
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entry horizons and the phenomenon under investigation was given “the greatest 

possible opportunity to reveal itself” (Geanellos, 1998, p. 238). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                        

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.1. Perspectives on the key phenomenon 
emerging from the series of five studies. 

 

Findings in Study 2 offer interpretations, as answers, to Research Questions 1–331 in 

relation to mature age professionals (MAPs) in the tertiary sector professions 

highlighted in this thesis: 

Q1. What does the term employability mean—in general, but particularly within the 

context of the work of mature age professionals (working within the industry 

sectors of business, information and communications technologies [ICT], health 

and education)? 

Q2. How do workers, particularly mature age professionals, perceive and experience 

their employability? 

 
31  Question 4, in relation to the development and management of MAPs’ employability has not been 

included in this chapter as it will be examined, in depth, in Chapter 5.  

SERIES OF FIVE STUDIES  

1 2 3 4 5

Thesis entry point: A working 
definition of employability provided 
by me for further investigation 
through the series of five studies in 
this thesis (see Footnote 1) 

Study 1 findings portrayed employability as: 
• Dynamic, with developmental properties  
• Impacted by external influences and 
• Perceived differently dependent upon 

stakeholder perspective 
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Q3. What contextual factors most influence employability, particularly the 

employability of mature age professionals? 

4.1.2 An overview of Study 2’s six main interpretations 

Study 2 utilised the three major interpretive tools of Gadamerian hermeneutic inquiry: 

namely, dialogue of questions and answers,32 the hermeneutic circle (or in this case, 

spiral) and fusion of horizons to arrive at the interpretations presented in this chapter. 

These tools were discussed in depth in Chapter 2. It is germane to present brief details 

of how these hermeneutic methods were employed and to provide an overview of the 

interpretations as a succinct access point. Dialogues of questions and answers were 

utilised to undertake six major interpretations, depicted in Figure 4.2 (A) as 

interpretations “A” to “F”. 

These six interpretations are, for brevity and clarity, presented as different points of 

understanding on a hermeneutic circle in Figure 4.2 (A). It is important to note, however, 

that these interpretations were identified through multiple reflections on the relation 

of the parts of the phenomenon to my understanding of the emerging whole (i.e., 

evolving interpretation of employability) and on the relation of this emerging whole to 

its parts. Thus, rather than a single movement around a hermeneutic circle as implied in 

the simplified diagram (Figure 4.2 [A]), numerous movements around the hermeneutic 

circle occurred throughout the interpretive processes. To depict these multiple 

movements, a more holistic depiction of the hermeneutic examinations undertaken in 

Study 2 is portrayed in Figure 4.2 (B). 

  

 
32 Please refer to full list of dialogue questions in Appendix C. 
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Figure 4.2 (A). Meta hermeneutic cycle showing input, output and major findings, 
building a progressive interpretation and linking to Figure 4.1 (B), 

illustrating the link of my research to an interpretation of the 
hermeneutic circle as a Micro-Macro-Meta hermeneutic spiral.  
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Figure 4.2 (B). The link of my research to an interpretation of the 
hermeneutic circle as a Micro-Macro-Meta hermeneutic spiral, 

continuing from Figure 4.1 (A). 

 

In the upper diagram, the hermeneutic circle is depicted as continuous (micro-level) 

engagement with different pieces of text in the text set, as new perspectives emerged 

that provided insight into the parts, the whole and their interrelation. In the lower 

diagram, the additional metaphor of a spiral is provided, implying a longitudinal timeline 

whereby a spiralling progression of the emerging interpretation occurs. Entry 

perspectives, formed from the fusion of horizons in Study 1, were fused with new 

horizons that emerged from investigations undertaken in this chapter, leading to fusions 

of horizons (Points “E” and “F”), and an exit point (“G”) to Study 3. 

  

Macro-Longitudinal Hermeneutic Spiral—expanding out with growth 

in knowledge and showing each of the major cycles producing A to F 

findings. G is output point back into the field of knowledge. 
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The six major interpretations reported in Study 2 are: 

A) Historical conceptualisations of employability 

Deep interrogation of the text set revealed that conceptualisations of and attitudes 

towards employability in the research literature have changed over time. Importantly, 

these changing perspectives cannot be portrayed as a progressive evolution of the 

concept of employability with one definition of the phenomenon emerging from and 

building on others. Rather, perspectives have emerged sporadically and, sometimes, 

simultaneously, generated by the different needs and aspirations of industry, 

government and independent researchers. A key early perspective of employability was 

a governmental one whereby employability was viewed as synonymous with 

“employment”. In contrast, from an organisational perspective, employability was 

typically associated with employees “being employable”, with being a match for a 

specific job. In a third conceptualisation of this phenomenon, in more recent times 

employability has been associated with particular skills and capabilities or as a type of 

“mindset”, centred on individual locus of control. These differing—and often 

contradictory—viewpoints have presented researchers and interested parties such as 

governments and industry with a considerable challenge in arriving at an agreed upon 

definition of employability. An examination of these differing viewpoints formed a 

pertinent starting point for initial interactions with the text set. 

B) Key Aspects of employability 

Study 1 identified that rather than being, as is often portrayed in the research literature, 

a relatively static, uniformly exhibited phenomenon with an overall essence, coherence 

and functionality, employability is richly dynamic. Study 2 continued to examine these 

more dynamic characteristics of employability by identifying three key developmental 

aspects of the main phenomenon, each sufficiently distinguishable from other aspects 

as to be coherent, even though they often occur and are enacted interconnectedly and 

with each incorporating a variety of capabilities and activities. Each of these component 

parts of employability is termed, in this thesis, as a ‘key aspect’ of the main phenomenon 

and, in Study 2, three key aspects are identified. The first key aspect comprises a range 
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of human capital.33 Agency is recognised as a second key aspect of employability while 

metacognition is a third. 

C) Contextual perspectives 

Further interrogation of the text set revealed that traditional viewpoints of 

employability typically attempt to provide generic explanations of employability 

applicable to all age groups in multiple environments without necessarily acknowledging 

geographic, cultural, social and other variabilities. The importance of contextuality to a 

richer understanding of employability was, therefore, highlighted in my emerging 

interpretation of employability. I delineated three valuable, contextual frames, namely 

i) the vital importance of time, place and opportunity for employability such as the 

environments within organisations and how these can affect the employability of staff, 

ii) the arena of competition for jobs and employment, and particularly the social 

perceptions of this competition and iii) the impact the labour market has on 

employability. 

While the great majority of research models equate employability with either the status 

of being employed or with having specific skills or capabilities, these findings indicate 

that employability cannot be fully understood without reflecting on the tacit and explicit 

assumptions, dispositions and perceptions that influence competition and success in the 

labour market arena in which people participate.  

D) MAPs and employability 

A fourth interaction with my text set identified two specific findings that further 

highlighted gaps in some previous investigations into employability. Firstly, relatively 

few researchers have considered how employability might differ across the lifespan or 

by age group. There is scant information in the literature on how employability can be 

influenced, modified or mediated by age-related influences even though 

transformations over time may have profound implications for the interpretation of any 

construct (Johnson, Rosen, Chang, Djurdjevic, & Taing, 2012). Secondly, there has been 

only a modest focus in the literature on employability relative to specific industry sectors 

and even less so with regard to MAPs working in those sectors. To offer a richer, deeper 

 
33 For clarity, human capital is used hereinafter in this thesis to indicate individual, rather than 

collective, human capital. 
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perception of employability, the fourth interpretation presents insights into how age 

may influence this phenomenon. Additionally, target industry sectors for this thesis 

were examined in the context of MAPs.  

E) New perspectives 

Study 2 then turns to answering Research Questions 1–3 and, in doing so, provides a 

variety of new insights and perspectives into the key phenomenon, including the 

recognition of context and the likely transformation of employability over time. The 

need to view employability as a personal phenomenon, intricately linked to time, age 

and an individual’s, work-related life-course is emphasised.  

F) Considerations regarding MAPs 

In the final interpretation for this chapter, the focus turns to MAPs. This section relates 

to the objectives MAPs should have in light of the findings in this study. it is suggested 

that MAPs engage with employability as a developmental activity that each person must 

understand, pursue and manage. Various objectives must be undertaken, including 

achieving awareness of self and circumstances and committing to self-development of 

skills, capabilities and networks while recognising age-related social inequities. 

4.2 TRADITIONAL PERCEPTIONS OF EMPLOYABILITY 

Perceptions and definitions of employability have undergone considerable change since 

the term was first introduced. The interpretation of what has, historically, been 

portrayed in the research literature with regard to employability formed, therefore, an 

essential starting point for Study 2. Dialogue Question 1.334 was utilised to identify how 

this phenomenon first emerged and how, why, and in what manner it has been 

portrayed to the present day. Viewed from a historical vantage point, three main 

interpretations of employability can be noted in the research literature. It can be seen 

as: 

 

 
34 The dialogue questions (see Appendix C) served to debate or dialogue with the texts (literature) in 

my set of texts for this study. 
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1. synonymous with employment,35 which largely means having/being in paid 

work; 

2. synonymous with the human capital that makes an individual employable,36 as 

suitable for paid work from an organisational perspective, i.e., incorporating a 

strong emphasis on employee knowledge, skills and capabilities as being central 

to the achievement of organisational goals; and 

3. primarily a responsibility of the individual to develop the human capital required 

to become and remain employable, rather than develop it at the behest of an 

organisation. Precisely what this human capital is composed of differs among 

writers and researchers. 

4.2.1 Employability depicted as synonymous with “employment” 

Employment-related themes have been explored by scholars from a variety of academic 

backgrounds ranging, historically, from the pre-industrial era until the modern day, 

offering a broad, complex arena of opinions. These studies have encompassed a 

spectrum of topics from, for example, Durkheim's analysis (1893/1997) of the division 

of labour into separate tasks so that people may specialise and be rewarded according 

to merit to, more recently, Brown et al.’s review (2011) of the changing nature of jobs 

in a modern, globalised, technological economy. As a subject within this broad category 

of labour-related studies, employability can be identified as first emerging as a topic of 

research in the early 20th century in “dichotomic” models, fostered as part of public 

policy discussion (Guilbert, Bernaud, Gouvernet, & Rossier, 2016). Developed largely by 

Western governments, these models identified a dichotomy between individuals who 

could work and who were thus employable and those who could not and who needed 

support, typically in the form of funded education or training initiatives. 

Following this early perspective, a perception of employability emerged that perceived 

the phenomenon as synonymous with achieving full employment largely through 

governmental intervention aimed at improving access to the labour market, particularly 

 
35 Employment. In Merriam-Webster Online Dictionary, (n.d.). Retrieved from https://www.merriam-

webster.com 
36 Employable. In Merriam-Webster Online Dictionary, (n.d.). Retrieved from https://www.merriam-

webster.com 

https://www.merriam-webster.com/
https://www.merriam-webster.com/
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for the most disadvantaged cohorts in society (Guilbert et al., 2016). This viewpoint of 

the phenomenon predominated until the 1960s, equating employability primarily with 

employment as a product of government policies designed to stimulate employment 

among the needy, particularly those with physical or intellectual disabilities (Forrier & 

Sels, 2003). The emphasis was on closing the gap, through training, between the skills 

individuals in this cohort exhibited and the needs of the labour market. 

With the emergence in the 1960s of computers able to perform large-scale analyses of 

data, statistical models that attempted to predict the likelihood of employment 

outcomes enhanced this perspective. For example, the French government used 

computational statistics to analyse the proportion of unemployed people within specific 

groups related to age, region and length of unemployment. Resulting quanta were then 

cross-referenced to regional and national labour market movements to maximise the 

likelihood of specific demographic groups, typically more disadvantaged cohorts, finding 

work so as to reduce associated government welfare costs (McQuaid & Lindsay, 2005). 

4.2.2 Employability as having the skills that employers require 

With changes in macroeconomic factors in the 1970s and 1980s and increasing 

pressures on organisations to develop efficiencies in a competitive, globalising 

marketplace, previous employability models gave way to what later researchers have 

termed “initiative employability” (Weinert et al., 2001) and “functional employability” 

(Forrier & Sels, 2003). In these models, employer perspectives in relation to 

employability emerged for the first time, depicting the acquisition of employee 

capabilities as essential to organisational growth and success. With the continued 

emergence of a global marketplace, the rapid development of technology and economic 

pressures on organisations to be increasingly competitive, flexible and innovative, 

employability was seen by employers as the utilisation of staff in the most efficient way 

within their existing roles and was equated largely with employees becoming and 

remaining employable. These perspectives are typified in such definitions as those of 

McQuaid and Lindsay (2005), who defined employability as “the character or quality of 

being employable” (p. 199). 

To engender this efficiency, a great emphasis was placed by organisations on the 

development of individual, transferable skills. “Soft” (also termed generic) skills and 



98 

learning in relation to them were seen as paramount to fostering employability and 

creating employable workers. Indeed, an umbilical connection was explicitly made by 

some researchers between skills and employability such that Gazier (2001) defined 

employability “as the marketability of cumulative individual skills” and suggested it 

could be “measured by the breadth or potential of already acquired human capital” (p. 

9). Gaining proficiency in these skills, tabulated into soft skills lists by industry would, it 

was believed, lead to a greater likelihood of individuals successfully maintaining 

employment while navigating the labour market and finding or maintaining work (Allen 

Consulting Group, 2006; Guilbert et al., 2016). For example, the Mayer Report (Mayer, 

1992) suggested generic skills training be developed to meet what the Mayer committee 

perceived as a need to complement mainstream education with skills designed to assist 

students in transitioning from school to work and function effectively in modern 

workplaces.37 

Recognising, subsequently, that employability skills were needed by a much larger range 

of people than just young people, two Australian industry peak bodies38 investigated 

employability and defined it as the “skills required not only to gain employment but also 

to progress within an enterprise so as to achieve one’s potential and contribute 

successfully to enterprise strategic directions” (Australian Chamber of Commerce and 

Industry [ACCI] & Business Council of Australia [BCI], 2002, p. 3).39 Following this report, 

the National Quality Council endorsed the findings of the ACCI/BCA and, in 2007, 

embedded employability skills into vocational training packages at all levels, up to and 

including diploma and advanced diploma levels (Wibrow, 2011). Industry–government 

partnerships in other countries have developed similar definitions of employability and 

 
37 The Mayer Report (Mayer, 1992) identified seven key skills that formed, collectively, an 

employability “skill set”. These were: collecting, analysing and organising information; 
communicating ideas and information; planning and organising activities; working with others; using 
mathematical ideas and techniques; solving problems; and using technology. More details on these 
skills are provided in Appendix P. 

38 The Australian Chamber of Commerce and Industry (ACCI) and the Business Council of Australia 
(BCI). 

39 Eight generic skills for employability alongside the relevant technical skills required for any specific 
job formed the basis of this new framework. These skills were: communication, teamwork, problem 
solving, initiative and enterprise, planning and organising, self-management, learning and 
technology. The report concluded that skills alone were not enough to develop and sustain 
employability; rather, it identified 13 “attributes” that were considered vital, including loyalty, 
commitment, honesty and integrity, enthusiasm, reliability, work-life balance, motivation, personal 
presentation, common sense, positive self-esteem, sense of humour, the ability to deal with 
pressure and adaptability. 
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the skills that they perceive it to be composed of. In the UK, for example, an initial “key 

skills” framework was developed in the 1990s in a partnership between government and 

industry. Much as in the Mayer framework, the main emphasis in the UK arena was on 

empirical and functional skills including communication, numeracy and computing and 

three wider skills: working with others, improving learning and performance, and 

problem-solving (Kearns, 2001; National Centre for Vocational Education and Research 

[NCVER], 2003). 

Several features of these skills-based definitions of employability have since been 

questioned by both industry and the research community. For example, a skills-based 

definition of employability may have been accepted by many in the research community 

on face value and without evaluating underlying suppositions about employability made 

by industry and government in previous decades (Gazier, 2001), overly reflecting specific 

educational, social and workplace cultural norms. The UK and Australian approaches, 

for example, reflect educational systems that have invested heavily in vocational 

training whereas the USA system40 reflects an economy that has, in comparison, tended 

to neglect vocational education while rapidly developing a technology-based economy 

(Kearns, 2001). Both systems may differ, conceptually, from the European approach, 

which incorporates community-based aims, social cohesion and social justice as 

desirable qualities in an employee (Hampson & Junor, 2009).41 Moreover, the 

transferability of skills in these models is typically not outlined.  

 
40 In the USA, two key projects in the early 1990s in relation to employability skills were the SCANS 

(Secretary’s Commission on Achieving Necessary Skills) project and the framework developed by the 
American Society for Training and Development (ASTD) in association with the US Department of 
Labour (Overtoom, 2000). The framework from the SCANS project included skills similar to those 
developed in the UK model but also included elements related to personal fulfilment and community 
involvement. The ASTD benchmark framework, recognising changes in workplace circumstances over 
time, drew from a broad array of academic disciplines and incorporated development skills, group 
effectiveness skills and influencing skills (Carnevale, 1990; Kearns, 2001; The Expert Group on Future 
Skills Needs Secretariat [AGFSN], 2006). 

41 The European approach is encapsulated in the DeSeCo approach to employability (which stood for 
the “definition and selection of competencies”). In its DeSeCo project, the Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development (OECD) sought to link generic employability skills with a conceptual, 
rather than an empirical, approach to skills and competencies including: 
a) “Multi-functionality”: skills must solve a variety of issues in an array of contexts; 
b) “Wide applicability”: skills must be relevant to a variety of social fields; 
c) “Higher-order complexity”: referring to an independent and reflective approach to life; and 
d) “Multi-dimensionality”: skills must include common sense, analytical and cultural awareness and 

communication. 
 (AGFSN, 2006; Kearns, 2001; Wibrow, 2011) 
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4.2.3 Employability as an individual responsibility and pursuit 

In the last two decades, the depth and sophistication of employability-related research 

have undergone a further transformation, though this has been relatively slow (Choitz, 

Soares, & Pleasants, 2010; Cushnahan, 2009). Researchers in this period have begun to 

depict employability largely as an individual responsibility whereby each person must 

navigate the complexities of new labour market norms. Definitions reflecting this focus 

on the individual have emerged, such as that of Rothwell and Arnold (2007), who state 

“[employability is] the ability to keep the job one has or get the job one desires” (p. 25). 

Similarly, Tholen (2013) defines it thus: “[Employability is] the measure of how well the 

individual [has] succeeded [in matching] their human capital profile to labour market 

demands, individualistically, strategically and competitively” (pp. 768-769). Two main 

perceptions that place the responsibility for developing employability on the individual 

are interpreted below. The first is self-efficacy. The second involves conceptualisations 

of employability as an essential life-work skill for most people (i.e., all workers)42 with 

multiple components, as typically suggested in graduate employability models. 

A) Self-efficacy 

One cohort of writers within the employability research literature has presented self-

efficacy as essential to a broader approach to employability. Bandura (1994) defined 

self-efficacy as “people's beliefs about their capabilities to produce designated levels of 

performance that exercise influence over events that affect their lives. Self-efficacy 

beliefs determine how people feel, think, motivate themselves and behave” (p. 71). This 

capability is relevant across all levels of work but is particularly emphasised in the 

employability literature within such constructs as the “protean career” (Hall, 2004; Hall 

& Moss, 1998), the “boundaryless career” (Eby, Butts, & Lockwood, 2003) and 

“dispositional employability” (Fugate, 2006; Fugate, Kinicki, & Ashforth, 2004). Each 

perspective has, as its central requirements, the ability of the individual to remain 

flexible and adaptive and make relevant work-related choices within the context of an 

ever-changing employment landscape, directing their own career relatively 

independently of employers’ requirements or government needs. 

 
42 Workers includes paid/unpaid/voluntary, part/full time, employers/sole traders/employees, 

consultants, people pursuing individual endeavours etc – in essence anyone participating in 
employment or occupation. Currently unemployed people are not excluded from this discussion. 
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Noting the growing decentralisation and globalisation of organisations, Hall (1976, 2004) 

put forward the idea of the “protean” career in which the individual is imbued with a 

sense of being in control of their own career-related decisions and destiny, measuring 

their success using psychological evaluations rather than relying on position within an 

organisation or salary. In what Hall depicts as “ethically challenged” business climates, 

he suggests individuals look to self-reflection and personal audits of their interests and 

career path to aid them in developing two essential career meta-competencies: 

adaptability and self-awareness. With this transformation, Hall perceived a shift away 

from an organisational career, where the emphasis was on loyalty, promotion and 

tenure, such as in a career in a large corporation, to one where the individual was in 

charge of their own career management, as often occurs in the professions. Thus, the 

protean career orientation encapsulates independence, self-efficacy and career-related 

choices defined by personal values (Briscoe & Hall, 2006; Briscoe, Hall, & Frautschy 

DeMuth, 2006). 

The protean career is a process which the person, not the organization, is 
managing. It consists of all of the person’s varied experiences in education, 
training, work in several organizations, changes in occupational field, etc. 
The protean person’s own personal career choices and search for self-
fulfilment are the unifying or integrative elements in his or her life. The 
criterion of success is internal (psychological success), not external. (Hall & 
Moss, 1998, p. 25) 

In a similar vein, the “boundaryless career” concept depicts the individual, rather than 

an organisation, being responsible for building a career applicable to multiple 

environments (Arthur & Rousseau, 1996). Personal and psychological mobility and the 

adaptability to cross organisational boundaries are emphasised in an approach that 

encourages employees to break with traditional or stereotypical portrayals of 

organisational hierarchy and career development (Sullivan & Arthur, 2006). 

Similarly, in their “dispositional employability” model, Fugate et al. (2004) define 

employability as “a multidimensional aggregate of career identity, personal adaptability 

and social and human capital” (p. 32). Fugate et al. depict workers as needing to be 

adaptive, proactively developing the skills and attributes necessary to navigate changing 

employer needs across the lifespan successfully. Stability of tenure in a job is portrayed 

as incompatible with the fact that employment requirements in the modern world of 

work are often highly uncertain and unpredictable. Fugate et al.’s (2004) conceptual 
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model of employability is therefore designed to promote what they call “proactive 

adaptability”. 

Côté, Saks, and Zikic (2006) as well as Moynihan et al. (2003) have identified self-efficacy 

as essential to other aspects of employability, including effective job searching. Their 

studies have shown that those who approach job seeking with a positive self-attitude 

and self-efficacy consistently fare better in terms of finding a new internal or external 

role than those with negative affect. Those with a positive approach to locating new 

work were found to have a higher sense of focus in job seeking and, consequently, 

sought new roles more robustly and converted interviews into job offers more 

effectively. Côté, Saks, and Zikic and Moyhnihan et al. also found that, conversely, those 

with a negative affect lacked focus, put in less effort and, consequently, achieved fewer 

outcomes in terms of job offers and the status related to those offers. Self-efficacy has 

also been found to lead to a more receptive approach to relocation with the resultant 

mobility having been found to further enhance job search success (Caliendo, Cobb-Clark, 

Hennecke, & Uhlendorff, 2016). 

These portrayals of self-efficacy may fail, however, to sufficiently encompass the 

potential effects of external influences. A notable exception to employability being 

bolstered by individual self-efficacy occurs when system-wide or major political/policy-

type changes occur. For instance, significant cuts in government funding of higher 

education in Australia has led to periodic intensive downsizing in staffing with tenure 

being no barrier to job losses (Preiss, 2014). Individual control of careers can be 

influenced by many external forces. 

B) Employability as an essential life-skill 

A far-reaching approach to employability, both as a subject of research and as a goal to 

be pursued, has been undertaken in higher education. While higher education has, 

historically, approached employability in terms of course content, particularly the skills 

to be acquired by graduates during their studies, more recent researchers have 

differentiated between the skills and abilities required for a specific role and 

employability as a concept. Knight and Yorke (2002) term the former “graduate-level 

employment” while viewing employability, per se, as relative to the disciplinary 

expertise of a role. They point out, for instance, that a role in the IT industry may require 

focused, discipline-specific knowledge while a role in social work may require a much 
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broader range of competencies. To illustrate their conception of employability, they 

developed the USEM model (see Figure 4.3), which remains one of the most widely 

known graduate employability models today. 

USEM incorporates not only primary subject matter “understanding” (U) but three other 

mutually supportive areas for employability development. The other three supporting 

areas include “skilful practices” (S), defined as going beyond subject expertise and 

relating to generic skills needed in employment and life such as literacy and computing 

skills; “efficacy beliefs” (E), defined as notions of self, self-belief and self-improvement; 

and “metacognition” (M), incorporating self-awareness, knowing how to learn and 

reflection (Cole & Tibby, 2013). Knight and Yorke (2004) portray all four areas leading to 

their conception of employability as “a set of achievements – skills, understandings and 

personal attributes – that make individuals more likely to gain employment and be 

successful in their chosen occupations, which benefits themselves, the workforce, the 

community and the economy” (p. 5). 

 

 

Figure 4.3. The USEM model of graduate employability, 
according to Knight and Yorke (2002, p. 265). 

 

Subsequently, other researchers have offered various critiques to Knight and Yorke’s 

model. Asserting that the USEM model was too academic in nature and might be difficult 

for students and their parents to understand, Pool and Sewell (2007) offered the “Career 

Edge” model of graduate employability as a more comprehensible alternative. The 
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model incorporates five core competency development areas (see Figure 4.4), including 

career development, work and life experience, qualifications, generic skills and 

emotional intelligence feeding upwards into reflection and evaluation. This self-

reflection is influenced by levels of self-efficacy and self-confidence, which, in turn, 

influence self-esteem and lead to an individual’s overall employability. 

 

 

Figure 4.4. The Career Edge model of employability, 
according to Pool and Sewell (2007, p. 280). 

 

Subsequently, Bridgstock (2009) proposed that higher-level education should also focus 

on adequately developing employability in the longer-term in a rapidly changing world 

of work. She pointed out that the acquisition of generic skills alone will not necessarily 

lead to longer-term employment and proposed an employability model that included 

ongoing, reflective career management, extending well beyond university study. 

Most recently, other researchers have also presented broader, richer interpretations of 

the phenomenon that specifically identify developing employability over the longer-

term as vital. For example, Bennett (2017), via her “Literacies for Life” model (L4L), 

proposes that graduate employability should form a “metacognition” in which students 

undertake lifelong learning in cognitive development, becoming critically aware of not 

only their own thought processes but also surrounding social developments such that 

they become “informed citizens”. Oliver (2015) suggests, given the rapid nature of 
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change and disruption in the working arena, that graduate employability should be 

redefined. Citing online and social media tools for earning remuneration in the form of 

pseudo-currencies and/or earning in a shared economy through such mediums as 

Airbnb or Uber, Oliver (2015) believes that the definition of employability must be 

expanded beyond employment in any one specific role. She argues for a broadened 

perspective wherein the individual is an empowered learner, reflectively contributing to 

society: 

Employability means that students and graduates can discern, acquire, 
adapt and continually enhance the skills, understandings and personal 
attributes that make them more likely to find and create meaningful paid 
and unpaid work that benefits themselves, the workforce, the community 
and the economy. (p. 59) 

These most recent research developments have broadened the scope of employability 

meanings and have depicted its development as requiring multiple intelligences and 

capabilities. In my opinion, however, no researcher has, as yet, adequately accounted 

for context and the changing state of employability over an individual's work-related 

life-course. Indeed, a range of problems in relation to accurately defining employability 

remain, as outlined below. 

4.2.4 Limitations in traditional research approaches to employability 

A variety of weak points can be identified in traditional research approaches to 

employability. These weak points have created confusion, a lack of clarity and difficulties 

in instituting employability learning models. Confusion has emerged, for example, in 

relation to definitions of terms used in the employability debate. Moreover, employers 

may be looking for qualities or aptitudes in staff that go beyond what are typically 

regarded as “skills”. Difficulties in establishing consistent, direct links between self-

efficacy and secure employment can also be noted. Lastly, considerable difficulties in 

uniformly instituting educational frameworks to promote employability based on 

current definitions of and understandings of the term are noticeable. 

A) Confusion with definitions 

There appears to be much confusion in relation to key terms used in the creation of 

employability models. For example, Curtis and McKenzie (2001) listed the various 

qualifiers in the literature that are associated with employability-related skills including 
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the words core, key, necessary, essential, generic, transferable, graduate attribute, 

lifelong learning and employment-related. They pointed out that these qualifiers are, in 

turn, associated with various descriptors including terms such as skills, competencies, 

attributes, characteristics and qualities, and that writers from various backgrounds and 

cultures have used these qualifiers and descriptors interchangeably even though the 

terms may not be synonymous. Likewise, skills and competencies are often used 

interchangeably though skills typically refer to learned abilities while competencies 

often refer to observable behaviour. Lastly, many of the “skills” listed in employability 

frameworks are better described as attributes (see definitions for these various terms 

in the Glossary), such as loyalty and commitment (Curtis & McKenzie, 2001). It can also 

be noted that the three main viewpoints on employability identified above all have what 

is frequently referred to in the literature as “human capital” as a focus, though it should 

be pointed out that the boundaries of what is defined by different researchers as human 

capital may differ, particularly in regard to whether the term is being used at an 

individual or more collective, group level. 

B) Employers may have hidden or non-explicit hiring agendas that go beyond 

“skills” 

A second important consideration is that employers’ expectations in relation to a role 

are not always made explicit. Employers may be seeking out subjective qualities such as 

loyalty, common sense or the ability of potential employees to handle pressure. Thus, 

an individual may have high levels of employability in the sense that their skills are an 

exact match for a role as stated in a job advert yet be a partial or complete mismatch 

for the job in the sense that the employer may have a hidden hiring agenda and/or judge 

applications on subjective criteria that are difficult to quantify (Wilton, 2014). These 

“unstated criteria” may leave a gap that a prospective employee must attempt to 

understand and adapt to, outside of skills and experience. In other words, “employment 

success means finding out what the organisation is saying it wants as well as what the 

organisation is not saying but really does want” (Clarke & Patrickson, 2008, p. 131). 

C) Challenges to self-efficacy and worker control concepts and realities 

Various researchers have criticised self-efficacy as a basis for acquiring employability. 

Indeed, 20 years after first writing about the “protean” concept, Hall himself questioned 

his original idea that lifetime employment had been the norm, historically (Hall & Moss, 
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1998). He also questioned whether organisational structures were transforming as 

rapidly as he had previously depicted, conceding that lifetime employment had typically 

been restricted to employees with larger, “Fortune 50” type companies rather than 

being a universal norm. 

Other investigators have found connections between self-efficacy and overall career 

success to be mixed. Dries, van Acker, and Verbruggen (2012) found that supervisor 

evaluations, rather than personal efficacy alone, were one of the most vital components 

of career choice and direction. Clarke (2008b) observed that the skill of the supervisor is 

critical to such evaluations and to whether supervisors, through the report, are simply 

reviewing past performance or providing supportive feedback conducive to an 

employee’s growth. Finally, contextual factors such as social norms may need to be 

taken into account in order to fully evaluate protean or boundaryless concepts. For 

example, women may be less able than men to engage in mobility between or within 

jobs due to commitments to caring for older family members and/or children, and men 

may be less psychologically mobile than women because of social expectations to be the 

provider (Sullivan & Arthur, 2006). 

D) Challenges in instituting graduate employability models 

Despite considerable progress in the development of graduate employability models in 

higher education, substantial challenges have emerged in instituting graduate 

employability programs due to the difficulty in creating educational frameworks that are 

uniformly comprehensible to the various parties involved. As Crisp and Oliver (2019) 

point out, there may be issues with relevance in that current employability development 

frameworks in higher education are designed to link students with future employment. 

However, many undergraduates, particularly those over 25, are already in employment. 

As an example of the difficulties in instituting a meaningful educational framework, Sin 

and Neave (2016) assessed various stakeholder groups’ interpretations of employability 

by reviewing the Bologna accords.43 Policymakers were found to be largely influenced 

by the need to display rapid progress around enhancing European citizens’ employability 

 
43 The Bologna accords represented a process within the European Union to create a consistent, 

Europe-wide higher education qualification framework. Sin and Neave (2016), reviewed all 
subsequent communiques, position papers, declarations and reports for all references to 
employability and all “conjoint descriptors” such as work preparedness, employability, employment 
and employers. 
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and perceived the development of employability as an opportunity to move closer to 

full employment. Employers, in turn, largely saw employability as aligning organisational 

demands with the labour supply. Students perceived employability simply as something 

that higher education was responsible for providing them with through learning. These 

disagreements and confusions led Sin and Neave to refer to employability as a “floating 

signifier” with meaning assigned to it by whichever entity is engaged with it and their 

specific agenda. While it is worth arguing that all parties share the responsibility for 

facilitating worker/graduate employability, these variances in perspective and 

divergence in foci have created many overlaps in depictions of the phenomenon and 

considerable confusion in the implementation of employability learning frameworks. In 

Sin and Neave’s (2016) analysis of higher education, stakeholders were left with what 

they considered to be “fuzzy definitions which, in turn, obliged them to operate with 

blurred concepts” (p. 9), leading to difficulties in providing students with appropriate 

learning content. 

4.2.5 Conclusions for Section 4.2 

As Higgs and Cloutman (2019) observe, employability has, inevitably, been viewed over 

time from multiple stakeholders’ standpoints that encompass individual preferences, 

abstract constructs, workplace exigencies and systems expectations. Given these 

multiple viewpoints, Section 4.2 has focused on three of the most important and well-

researched depictions of more current views of employability that, collectively, have 

occupied a dominant place in the evolving research literature on employability and 

tertiary education. These perspectives include a governmental viewpoint that sees full 

employment through the development of a skilled workforce as optimal, an 

organisational viewpoint that requires employable staff and, lastly, a viewpoint that sees 

employability as the responsibility of the individual. These viewpoints differ with regard 

to whom they depict as being responsible for achieving employability. In the first 

perspective, the onus is on the government to aid the workforce in acquiring suitable 

skills; in the second, it is the organisation; and in the third, the individual bears the 

responsibility. 
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These variances in definitions, approaches and stakeholder viewpoints led Pascale 

(1995) to state that “employability is an ill-thought-out concept infused with more hope 

than substance” (p. 21). Depicting employability as a type of “quick fix” developed amid 

an onslaught to traditional working arrangements, Pascale (1996) went on to state that 

“employability is the sound of one hand clapping ... wishful thinking masquerading as a 

concept – a ‘lived happily ever after’ ending to replace the broken psychological contract 

of the past. The hard truth is, there is no painless remedy” (n.p.). Pascale’s critiques have 

not been unique. Other writers have portrayed employability as eluding precise 

definition. For example, Rajan, Eupen, Chapple, and Lane (2000) depict employability as 

“one of the few words that has gone from cliché to jargon without the intermediate 

stage of meaning” (p. 23). 

These criticisms may not sufficiently acknowledge that the three main depictions of 

employability did not, historically, supersede each other or evolve one from another nor 

that they typically reflect the varying outlooks of different interest groups. Each 

perspective depicts employability in terms of the human capital that an individual may 

accumulate; however, what constitutes such human capital and who, ultimately, it 

benefits, differ markedly, depending on the outlook and needs of the respective party. 

Given these differing perspectives of the main phenomenon, it is valuable to note here 

that this study is moving towards a focus on an individual perspective of employability, 

i.e., neither a governmental nor a workforce-based viewpoint. It does not ignore these 

stakeholders or their needs but rather extends the demands placed on learners and 

workers to take greater responsibility for their role and outcomes in understanding and 

pursuing employability. 

4.3 KEY ASPECTS OF AN EMERGING PERSPECTIVE OF EMPLOYABILITY 

The second major interpretation in Study 2 involved reflecting deeply on employability’s 

more evolutionary features. Study 1 had already identified employability as being 

dynamic and developmental in nature at an individual level, and the first interpretation 

in this study had, similarly, identified a variety of capabilities that can enhance individual 

employability, foregrounding this interpretation, which examined, in greater detail, 

these more dynamic, developmental characteristics of employability. 
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Through this dialogue, distinguishable parts of employability—termed here “key 

aspects” that lead to its development—were identified using Dialogue Question 1.5 to 

deeply interrogate the text set. These key, developmental aspects of employability were 

sufficiently distinct, one from another, as to form coherent facets of the main 

phenomenon, even though they often arose and were undertaken concurrently. In this 

study, three key aspects were interpreted from the literature, namely human capital, 

agency and metacognition, each key aspect incorporating a wide range of activities and 

capabilities (see Figure 4.5 and Tables 4.1, 4.2 and 4.3), some of which were identified 

as highly relevant to the target cohort of MAPs. 

4.3.1 Human capital 

Interpretation of my text set indicated that a considerable range and complexity of 

individual human capital (defined here as “the knowledge, skills, general intelligence, 

educational attainments and personality characteristics of an individual [covering] all 

strengths and assets of a person” [Schmitt-Rodermund, 2006, p. 359]) is necessary to 

develop and sustain employability. Moreover, what is important in any discussion of 

human capital is that a person is not employable, and they do not have employability as 

an attribute, unless they are seen to have value or worth—sometimes expressed as 

individual human capital—in the employment situation they are in. Thus, one way of 

viewing individual human capital is as the abilities that a person has that they can sell or 

“spend” as part of their acquiring employability. 

To provide an overview of this aspect of employability, the various capabilities and 

activities that make it up are summarised in Table 4.1 with short descriptions for each. 

Three types or categories of activities and/or capabilities are indicated: 

1. Generic skills and capabilities that employers expect to see exhibited by all their 

employees. Generic skills are defined in this thesis as the core cross-disciplinary 

skills required to function in the modern workplace, such as teamwork, 

communication, literacy and digital literacy, problem-solving skills and cultural 

awareness. 
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2. Current professional capabilities that are profession- or discipline-specific, i.e., 

suitable for a chosen occupation or profession.44 

3. Abilities and strategies to build employment success through labour market 

awareness; i.e., beyond the capacity to do their jobs, workers need be able to 

access and understand labour market information, use ICT to access labour 

market opportunities, and create strong, relevant industry networks. The 

literature indicated that these strategies are particularly salient with regard to 

MAPs, who may have become accustomed to their current role and, as a result, 

de-emphasise knowledge of labour market changes and/or lack knowledge of 

how to engage with job opportunities or recruitment agencies online. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 4.5. Three key aspects of employability: 
Human capital, agency and metacognition 

 
44 Note: The broad term “occupation” can be used widely across a range of occupations from less 

skilled workers (e.g., shop assistants) at one end, to more technical and scientific workers (e.g., 
laboratory technicians), to subject or discipline specialists (e.g., physicists, geographers), to members 
of professions recognised by society, based on significant pre-entry higher education and decision-
making accountability, etc. The notion of advanced capabilities rather than simply discrete skills is of 
significance in the professions. 

EMPLOYABILITY  

HUMAN CAPITAL 
 

AGENCY 
 

METACOGNITION 
 

AN ARRAY OF EXTERNAL INFLUENCES AT 
META, MACRO AND MICRO LEVEL 
IMPACTING ON EMPLOYABILITY  
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Salient references, cited previously in this chapter, are listed in the column at right. They 

provide supporting evidence for derivations regarding these aspects of employability 

and the various activities and capabilities that form parts of them. Similarly, relevant 

citations from research literature are provided in Tables 4.1, 4.2 and 4.3. It should be 

noted that while some references refer only to a single activity or capability, many 

others overlap on two or more; hence, references are listed in alphabetical order rather 

than being assigned to only one activity or capability. 

Table 4.1. A Depiction of the Human Capital Aspect of Employability 
and the Capabilities that Make it Up.* 

CAPABILITY DESCRIPTION KEY REFERENCES FOR 
THIS TABLE 

(ALPHABETICAL) 

Generic (skills) 
Capabilities 

These include the ability to collect, analyse and organise 
information; communication and numeracy skills; ability 
to work well with others; problem-solving abilities; 
cultural awareness; can plan and organise activities; 
community awareness and involvement. 
Utilise ICT abilities to enhance other employability 
capabilities. 
Utilise social media platforms for job education and 
training. 
 

(ACCI & BCI, 2002) 
(Barnes et al., 2015) 
(El Ouirdi et al., 2015) 
(Forrier & Sels, 2003) 
(Gayen et al., 2010) 
(Gazier, 2001) 
(Green, 2016) 
(Green, de Hoyos, 
Barnes, Baldauf, et al., 
2013) 
(Guilbert et al., 2016) 
(Hampson & Junor, 
2009) 
(Kearns, 2001) 
(Knight & Yorke, 2002) 
(Mayer, 1992) 
(McQuaid et al., 2005) 
(NCVER, 2003) 
(Oliver, 2015) 
(Pool & Sewell, 2007) 
(Rothwell & Arnold, 
2007) 
(Van Hoye et al., 
2007) 

Professional 
capabilities 

Professional and technical knowledge and capabilities 
suited to a chosen profession. Having the ability to 
maintain professional and technical knowledge so that 
there is a person-job fit in current role. 
Ability to use both generic abilities and technical 
knowledge in multiple contexts and scenarios. 
 

Labour market 
awareness and 
access 

Acquire and correctly interpret relevant knowledge of 
the labour market and policies that may affect it. 
Utilise ICT to access labour market information and 
intermediary networks. 
Build strong social capital within relevant work-related 
group(s). 

*Capabilities specifically pertinent to MAPs are highlighted in grey. 

4.3.2 Agency 

Agency was construed as a second key aspect of employability. Agency (in relation to 

human behaviour) is defined for this thesis as the capacity of the individual to act in a 

way that influences his or her life-course. Agency has been associated with various 
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constructs in recent decades, including self-efficacy, personal autonomy and internal 

locus of control (Hitlin & Kwon, 2016). 

Table 4.2. A Depiction of the Agency Aspect of Employability 
and the Capabilities that Make it Up.* 

CAPABILITY DESCRIPTION KEY REFERENCES FOR 
THIS TABLE 

(ALPHABETICAL) 

Adaptability Able to be physically, socially, psychologically and 
emotionally adaptable in terms of location for work; able 
to work in multiple contexts and circumstances with a 
wide variety of colleagues. 

(Arthur & Rousseau, 1996) 
(Briscoe & Hall, 2006) 
(Briscoe et al., 2006) 
(Caliendo et al., 2016) 
(Côté et al., 2006) 
(Eby et al., 2003) 
(Fugate, 2006) 
(Fugate et al., 2004) 
(Hall, 2004) 
(Hall & Moss, 1998) 
(Moynihan et al., 2003) 
(Sullivan & Arthur, 2006) 

Proactivity Maintain a proactive (i.e., looking and acting in advance 
of current situation, anticipating future actions needed 
or useful positions to adopt) personality orientation. 
Demonstrate openness, initiative and motivation 
towards career development. 

Self-efficacy Maintain a positive attitude across the career cycle and 
be empowered to act for self in an efficient and 
successful manner. 

*Capabilities specifically pertinent to MAPs are highlighted in grey. 

Critical to any interpretation with regard to the target cohort, however, are temporal 

considerations. Emirbayer and Mische (1998), for example, conceptualised agency as “a 

temporally embedded process of social engagement, informed by the past … but also 

oriented toward the future … and toward the present” (p. 962). While the text set 

indicated a strong sense of agentic management of career was vital for MAPs, 

adaptability and mobility, sustained over time, were also determined as necessary in 

order to achieve career-related goals. In other words, both having and maintaining high 

levels of self-efficacy and a proactive orientation were vital for this cohort. Given these 

temporal considerations with regard to agency, it is defined, for this thesis, as the 

capacity of the individual to act in a way that influences his or her life-course. 

Capabilities associated with this aspect are tabulated in Table 4.2. 

4.3.3 Metacognition 

The text set revealed that what might be termed higher-order or more abstract thought 

processes are a third key aspect of developing employability (see Table 4.3). 

Metacognition is defined for this thesis as “awareness or analysis of one's own learning 

or thinking processes” (Merriam-Webster, 2018). Being critically self-appraising and able 
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to measure skills and knowledge against available opportunities within the job market 

form a vital part of this key aspect of the phenomenon, as does the ability to screen and 

assess the dominant cultural milieu within organisations and ensure a match between 

these environments and personal values and objectives. Recognising the rules and 

norms of the competitive field within which a worker is participating so as to effectively 

compete within it form another key capability. 

Table 4.3. A Depiction of the Metacognition Aspect of Employability 
and the Capabilities that Make it Up.* 

CAPABILITY DESCRIPTION KEY REFERENCES FOR 
THIS TABLE 

(ALPHABETICAL)  

Critical self-
reflection 

Be critically reflective and emotionally intelligent; 
knowledge of self, values and interests. 
Be aware of personal values underpinning career-
related choices. 
Critically self-appraise: be able to recognise a match 
between abilities, knowledge, self-readiness and 
capability in comparison to opportunities available 
and demands within the job market and/or of 
employers’ expectations. 
 

(Adair & Temple, 2012) 
(Beaman, 2014) 
(Bennett, 2017) 
(Bridgstock, 2009) 
(Cappelli, 2001) 
(Carrillo & Flores, 2017) 
(de Hoyos et al., 2013) 
(Forrier et al., 2015) 
(Gayen et al., 2010) 
(Ithaca Group, 2012) 
(Karpinska, 2013) 
(Kirpal, 2013) 
(McMarthy, 2011) 
(McMullin et al., 2007) 
(Moseley et al., 2008) 
(Oliver, 2015) 
(O'Loughlin et al., 2017) 
(Pool & Sewell, 2007) 
(Posthuma & Campion, 
2009) 
(Pruijt, 2013) 
(Tholen, 2013) 
(van Dam, 2004) 
(van der Heijde & van 
der Heijden, 2005) 
(van der Heijden, 2002) 
(van der Heijden et al., 
2009) 
(Van Hoye et al., 2007) 
(Zhu, 2014) 

Context-
awareness 

Understand the relevance of time and place. 
Maintain awareness of dominant cultural milieux 
within organisations. 
Maintain awareness of the field of competition in 
chosen professional sector while effectively engaging 
in this competitive arena. 
Be aware of potential family and financial influences 
on employability. 
 

Age 
awareness45 

Ensure that employability development takes place 
across the lifespan. 
Understand the importance of interpersonal 
interaction and networking with specific cohorts 
pertinent to mature age workers. 
Realise the importance of continually updating as one 
ages (beyond moving between jobs). Enhance ICT 
abilities while being open to opportunities in the 
“new” economy. 
Realise that age-based bias may be a factor in mature 
age employability. 
Understand the “generational” nature of work-related 
skills and attitudes. 

*Capabilities specifically pertinent to MAPs are highlighted in grey. 

 
45 Note: While these capabilities are not unique to older workers, they are highly pertinent for the 

MAPS cohort. 
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Metacognitive processes could also include critical reflection on oneself not only as a 

professional but as a mature person, enhancing the development of age awareness.46 

Schön (2016) wrote extensively on how reflection is increasingly forming part of sound 

professional practice, while Fook (in Béres, Bowles, & Fook, 2011) reports that critical 

self-reflection aids practice and “actually helps people make sense of what they’re 

doing. It helps return them to their fundamental thinking ... [it] is a reconnection to what 

they think is important” (p. 82). This type of reflective awareness could include ensuring 

that employability development takes place at all stages of working life, awareness of 

family responsibilities that may be unique to more mature employees and 

understanding the importance of networking with specific types of contacts. 

Recognising that age-related bias may be manifested in some industry sectors and 

organisations and recognising the generational nature of some skills and abilities plus 

developing appropriate actions to deal with these challenges is also essential to MAPs 

enhancing their employability. Recognising the importance of remaining up to date with 

technology or neglecting to acknowledge that such technological abilities may create 

opportunities in the gig economy are also areas of focus for MAPs’ reflections. 

4.3.4 Conclusions for Section 4.3 

Interrogation of the text set in the second major interpretation in this study identified 

three key aspects, facets or component parts of the main phenomenon of employability, 

at the level of the individual: human capital, agency and metacognition. Indeed, these 

three key aspects of employability fit strongly with this individual perspective. In 

comparison, it is doubtful if governments are interested in the metacognitive abilities 

across all categories of workers or if employers seek to have all their employees 

displaying strong agency. 

These three key aspects of individual employability are likely to be mutually interactive. 

For example, both agency and metacognition can aid in the development and growth of 

human capital. Knowledge and skills complement each other, but both are enhanced by 

the ability to use them in multiple contexts. ICT and social media can be used to not only 

develop knowledge and skills but to identify potential labour market opportunities, 

 
46 Note: While these capabilities are not unique to older workers, they are highly pertinent for the 

MAPS cohort. 
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enhance network opportunities and reinforce most other employability-related 

capabilities. Moreover, constituent parts of employability that reflect MAPs’ unique 

circumstances have been identified, indicating age and time-related characteristics of 

employability largely overlooked in the literature. 

4.4 CONTEXTUAL PERSPECTIVES: EXTERNAL INFLUENCES AND EMPLOYABILITY 

To go beyond a focus on employability as composed solely of skills and capabilities, the 

third interpretation in this study inquired into the settings in which employability is 

enacted and into a wide range of social and cultural configurations that impact on or 

modify it.47 Three main types of contextual influence were identified: 

• the influence of time, place and opportunity, particularly how skills and 

capabilities can be influenced by context; 

• labour market norms and rules and shared social perceptions related to 

competition which may influence the manner in which actors compete for work 

and employment; and 

• the overarching sway that the surrounding economy may have on individual 

employability. 

4.4.1 Time, place and opportunity 

A) The contextuality of human capital 

While the perspectives outlined in Sections 4.2 and 4.3 emphasise the importance of 

human capital, the transferability of skills in some of these models of employability may 

have been overestimated. For example, failure at the design stage of the UK and 

Australian “employability skills” frameworks to acknowledge the context-dependent 

nature of working environments may have led to “incorrect assumptions that 

competence is automatically transferable” (Ithaca Group, 2012, p. 4). For example, 

enabling skills, such as team or project leadership, resulting from workplace 

involvement, are often gained as part of a collective experience incorporating the 

individual, the team, managerial and technological systems in a holistic, organisational 

 
47 To enact this inquiry, Dialogue Question 1.4 was utilised to explore closely related constructs in the 

literature that offered contextual lenses or viewpoints through which to interpret employability. 
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approach and cannot be isolated as belonging to the individual acting outside of a 

contextualised working environment. What is depicted as a skill may instead be “work 

processes enabled by skills … such as ‘problem-solving’” (Hampson & Junor, 2009, p. 8). 

Forrier and Sels (2003) provide further examples of the relative nature of skills through 

their portrayal of “movement capital”, which they define as “the individual 

characteristics and competencies that influence the chances of mobility in the labour 

market” (p. 110). The various influences impacting on movement capital are outlined in 

Figure 4.6. Commencing from a current role, depicted as “labour market position” (at 

left in Figure 4.6), movement capital is depicted as being influenced or enhanced by a 

wide range of factors. These include many of the skills and aptitudes previously outlined, 

such as having a positive career history and optimistic future career plans, skills training, 

job search activity and labour market knowledge, a wide social network and mobility. 

Additionally, however, the concept of time and place (depicted as “Context” in Figure 

4.6) as strong external influences exerting a significant impact on the likelihood of a 

successful role transition is introduced. 

 

Figure 4.6. The Employability Process Model, 
according to Forrier and Sels (2003, p. 108). 
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For example, employers typically operate amid circumstances that fluctuate across time 

relative to economic and other variables. Thus, an employee with a specific skill set who 

might be deemed employable by a hiring manager in one labour market situation may 

be regarded differently by the same manager should market circumstances change or 

transform. Further, an experienced and otherwise highly employable individual may be 

completely unable to acquire a job in a given market as a result of changes in personal 

circumstances and/or the availability of jobs in their relevant professional sector. 

Unpredictable and, typically, negative influences such as family trauma or employer 

bankruptcy may impact on an individual’s ability to navigate within the labour market 

and achieve employment-related outcomes (depicted as “Shock Events” in Figure 4.6) 

(Forrier & Sels, 2003; McQuaid, Green, & Danson, 2005). Critically, I believe Forrier and 

Sels’ (2003) research offers rich insight into employability by concluding that, rather 

than being a “static characteristic of persons”, employability is, rather, “time and place-

related and is difficult to measure directly” (p. 107). 

B) Disparities between “internal” and “external” perceptions 

As stated in Chapter 2, research in this thesis is based on an interpretive worldview. 

Research within this paradigm is based on the recognition that human beings create 

multiple constructed realities, making a universal agreement on what constitutes an 

objective human reality improbable. Indeed, in the interpretive research paradigm, a 

lived phenomenon like employability is not something that can be completely and 

unequivocally measured objectively, and even the selection of assessment measures 

could be viewed as a subjective choice. 

In contrast, some researchers working across different worldviews and paradigms have 

suggested that it may be possible to compare subjective and objective perceptions of 

human reality and, moreover, to contrast their relative synchronicity. Referring to self-

evaluations that individuals may undertake in reference to an internalised sense of how 

employable they rate themselves to be, researchers such as van der Heijden (2002) point 

out that these self-perceptions of employability may, or may not, diverge from the 

surrounding employment market and how someone is perceived by that market. She 

suggests that what she terms “perceived employability”—how positively a worker 

perceives themselves in relation to the employment market—may stand in 

contradistinction to “objective employability”, referring to how employers may rate and 
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value the same worker and offer job opportunities accordingly (van der Heijden, 2002; 

van der Heijden, Boon, van der Klink, & Meijs, 2009). A wide variety of factors are 

identified as boosting self-perceived employability. Education, training and personality 

orientation are identified as precursors to higher levels of self-perceived employability. 

Similarly, having both physical and psychological mobility, the willingness to relocate 

and successfully transition between roles appears to enhance overall levels of self-

perceived employability (Forrier, Verbruggen, & De Cuyper, 2015; Rothwell & Arnold, 

2007; Wittekind, Raeder, & Grote, 2009). 

While it is possible that these researchers have chosen an inadequate label to refer to 

what they are describing, I believe it is important to point out that their insights may 

reflect a significant distinction; namely, that even though self-evaluations of 

employability may be positive, the circumstances of the surrounding labour market 

and/or the perceptions of employers may run counter to these assessments. For 

example, someone who may be highly employable in one labour market may, on moving 

to a different location with different labour market needs, have skills that have little or 

no relevance to local conditions. 

4.4.2 An arena of competition 

Tholen (2013) suggests that social perception, particularly in relation to competitiveness 

in the arena of the labour market, may exert a considerable impact on employability. He 

proposes that the sociological perspectives of Elias and Bourdieu can help clarify how 

the individual acts in the social arena of work and employment. Elias (1991) and 

Bourdieu (2013) proposed that external structures and influences do not directly exert 

influence over individuals nor do individuals act impartially in regard to external 

structures. Rather, structures operate through individuals by their internalising a series 

of “virtual” impressions of the external world, that Bourdieu termed habitus, referring 

to a worker’s internal representation of the external world and of his or her interactive 

relationship with it. One of the ways of thinking about habitus is as situated in the 

interplay between individual free will and surrounding social structures, an 

intersubjective framework flowing between those within a social group, providing them 

with shared meaning. 
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Within the overall social framework of habitus, actors engage in a specific arena of social 

relations such as an organisation, an industry sector or the labour market. Both Elias and 

Bourdieu termed this arena of social relations a “field”. For those engaging in a specific 

field, the group’s shared, intersubjective framework provides a set of shared rules or 

interpretations of how to function. To identify these shared rules and assumptions 

Bourdieu used the term doxa, defined as a series of rules within a specific field which 

functions as a kind of “second nature” or as “dispositions functioning primarily beneath 

the level of discursive consciousness [that provide] a prediscursive familiarity with the 

social worlds we inhabit” (Paulle et al., 2012, p. 71). 

These predispositions extend to how actors compete against others within a social field. 

In other words, while workers act semi-independently and strategically, they are, at the 

same time, limited in their independence and agency by both habitus and doxa: by their 

own internalised interpretations of the social world that surrounds them and by their 

perceptions of the undertakings they must evince in order to strategically compete with 

others in the shared reality of a specific “field”. Tholen (2013) suggests, based on these 

perspectives, that actors’ progression in the competitive fields of employment and work 

are contingent upon not only correctly interpreting the social world around them but 

upon adroitly and accurately enacting the rules of competition within the specific social 

field that they are operating within. 

As an example, he compared business graduates in the UK and the Netherlands. While 

similar in age, level of education and social class, the two groups in Tholen’s study 

behaved markedly differently upon entering the job market. In the more institutionally 

unregulated atmosphere of Britain, the graduates largely perceived the process of 

finding work as an intensely competitive undertaking in which each person had their 

fate decided by external forces, principally employers. Every effort had to be made to 

out-perform others in order to “win” employment. In comparison, the Dutch students’ 

internalised interpretive framework depicted a pathway to employment wherein 

education, the labour market and employers were more closely intertwined than in 

Britain. As a result, the Dutch students saw their entry into the job market as a personally 

determined trajectory that would be a logical outcome of their education rather than as 

the result of winning through to “victory” in a highly competitive arena. 



121 

The strength of Tholen’s (2013) interpretation is that it may portray many of the 

challenges in developing a precise definition of employability in the research literature 

as reflecting a broader agency versus structure divide that fails to consider the nature 

of the dynamic interaction between individuals and wider social structures. He proposes 

that employability may be modified by the extent to which each person, using personal 

agency, scans and correctly interprets the competitive employment arena within which 

they contest for work. Both the British and Dutch groups of students, for example, acting 

in contrasting intersubjective spaces, are depicted as having to successfully decipher and 

enact the rules of competition in their respective social fields. 

As such, Tholen (2013) posits that any definition of employability needs to be “placed 

within [a] broader social and cultural configuration”. He postulates that the interpretive 

context, the “arena of social relations in which the individual is embedded” (pp. 780–

781), particularly factors affecting competition and perceptions of competition within 

the labour market, should be factored in. It can be noted, however, that the scope of 

Tholen’s research was relatively narrow, with little comparative information provided 

on which group was more successful or how the students engaged with structure. 

4.4.3 Labour market forces 

Other researchers have pointed out the importance of labour market forces in 

determining employability. Guilbert et al. (2016) portray employability as influenced by 

individual skills, personal situatedness and organisational strategies (see Figure 4.7). 

Guilbert et al. point out, however, that government policies are one of the strongest 

influences on the state of the labour market and employment and that these policies 

are, in turn, influenced by public sector funding cycles. These policies influence the 

ability of governments and institutions to engage in actively promoting employment 

and/or engagement in educational programs that would boost the employability of 

individuals.48 These considerations led Guilbert et al. (2016) to depict individual 

employability as a flexible modality, a “dynamic and mobile process” between the 

individual and the broader labour market and its circumstances. 

 
48 For example, different countries allocate varying amounts of GDP to stimulating labour market 

growth, typically through proactive intervention to provide advice and training for the unemployed. 
Australia’s expenditure, at 0.26% (in relative GDP terms), is less than half of the OECD average and 
far behind Denmark’s expenditure at 2.26% (Martin, 2014). 
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Figure 4.7.   Employability and its links with other constructs, according to Guilbert et al. (2016, p. 80). 
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4.4.4 Conclusions for Section 4.4 

Section 4.4 profiled the varied contextual influences that impact on employability 

including the importance of time, place and opportunity as well as the strong influence 

exerted by labour market forces as well as the competitive field in which workers are 

participating. I see the advantage of these perspectives as providing alternative lenses 

through which to gain a deeper understanding of employability, to see it as not simply a 

“list” of skills qualifications or aptitudes that are ticked off or “as a comforting and stable 

notion of immediate work readiness” (Higgs & Cloutman, 2019, p. 5). Rather, individual 

experience and work histories are richly affected by the surrounding workplace milieu. 

Indeed, the contextual nature of skills led Brown, Hesketh, and Williams (2003) to 

reference the “absolute” and “relative” aspects of human capital: the former 

encompassing the sum total of the attributes of the individual; the latter, portrayed as 

the differing contexts in which these attributes are utilised. Indeed, employability may 

be best understood as a “blend of situatedness and capability” (Higgs & Cloutman, 2019, 

p. 4). 

4.5 EMPLOYABILITY AND MATURE AGE PROFESSIONALS 

While the third interpretation in this study, outlined above, focused on external 

influences impacting on the employability of workers as a whole, the fourth 

interpretation (interpretation “D” in Figure 4.2 [A]), related to how context-related 

influences may impact specifically on MAPs’ perceptions and experiences.49 For this 

interpretation, dialogue questions were utilised,50 and five main areas that directly 

impact on MAPs’ employability were identified, namely, family and financial influences, 

variations in network ties, technological influences, age-based bias within organisations 

and the generational nature of workplace skills.  

 
49 I interrogated the text set using Dialogue Questions 2.3 and 2.4 to clarify how MAPs perceive and 

experience their employability and, moreover, how and why this differs when compared to other 
age groups. 

50 Dialogue Question 3.3 was utilised to identify external influences impacting on employability and, 
particularly, on the employability of older workers. 
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4.5.1 Family and financial influences 

There may be a variety of family and home environment-related influences that are 

relatively unique to MAPs. Firstly, a study by Zhu (2014), for example, depicts the work-

related decisions and employment participation of older men, as contrasted to men 

from younger age groups, being influenced by their wives’ positive participation 

decisions. As the workforce participation of older women has increased in recent years, 

so too have their husbands been motivated to remain in the workforce (Zhu, 2014). 

Secondly, caregiving responsibilities may also increase with age. Rather than 

predominantly being oriented towards children, as would be the case with younger 

workers, caregiving for MAPs may extend to children, grandchildren and/or elderly 

parents, impacting on the amount of time that more mature workers may have to 

engage with the workforce (Moen, 2016; Moen, Robison, & Fields, 1994). Thirdly, 

superannuation savings and access to superannuation may influence the employment-

related decisions of more mature workers to a greater degree than they would with 

younger age cohorts (Adair & Temple, 2012). For example, as Adair and Temple point 

out, a decrease in the relative value of superannuation savings because of fluctuating 

stock-market prices and/or rises in pensionable age may have weight on decisions as to 

whether an older individual remains in or re-engages with the workforce. 

While labour force participation decisions made by MAPs, based on studies such as 

these, do appear to differ markedly from similar decisions made by their younger 

counterparts, I would point out that work, career and retirement decisions made by a 

couple are often undertaken from a “linked lives” perspective at any age. Further 

research is needed in this area to establish whether these types of decisions affect 

MAPs’ employability positively or negatively and whether this varies by industry, sector 

or region. 

4.5.2 Variations in network ties 

The influence of specific types of networks in building the interpersonal connections 

required to maintain MAPs’ employability was highlighted in the text set. Networking, 

both as a generic skill and as a constituent part of job acquisition success, is portrayed 

in the literature as vital for employees of all ages. Employees of any age seeking new 

roles who have a large and strong social network not only spend more time on 
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networking activities during any job search but are reported to have both a higher rate 

of job offers and higher perceived status within the roles offered (Van Hoye, van Hooft, 

& Lievens, 2007). However, the prestige and strength of extant network ties appear to 

be of greater importance for MAPs than for other age groups. Older professionals have 

been found to particularly benefit from broad networks with prestigious contacts that 

they can capitalise on for further career growth. In comparison, younger professionals 

may be more able to rely on their qualifications while the number, rather than the 

quality, of connections in their networks appears to have import on their ongoing 

employment (Gayen, McQuaid, & Raeside, 2010). It is to be noted that this 

interpretation was limited by the relatively low number of research initiatives that have 

investigated these trends. 

4.5.3 Technological influences and missed opportunities in the ‘new economy’ 

The vital role that ICT and social media perform in all aspects of seeking, acquiring and 

maintaining employment for MAPs was highlighted in the text set. Many job roles, for 

example, have been transformed in the last 20 years, with some forms of work such as 

“crowdsourcing”51 (or “e-lancing”) being sought out, transacted and remunerated 

entirely via the internet.52 Evidence suggests that there are currently several million 

people worldwide engaged in this growing online employment market and that this new 

development is slowly changing the nature of work and the interaction between 

employers and workers.53 In comparison with their younger counterparts, MAPs may be 

missing out on the opportunities presented by this new form of employment. 

Green (2016), for example, proposes an employability framework (see Figure 4.8) with 

six main areas. Green emphasises that each area is influenced by the availability, 

sophistication and utilisation of ICT and the online world. For example, he posits that 

the ability to utilise computers (and other ICT devices) and access the online world is a 

key part of “individual factors”, facilitating, potentially, greater knowledge of and access 

 
51 Crowdsourcing essentially offers a new way of arranging and participating in employment through 

“the outsourcing of work to a large group through an open call made possible through advances in 
technology” (Barnes et al., 2015, p. 17). 

52 See Green, de Hoyos, Barnes, Baldauf, and Behle (2013). 
53 Various forms of this new cyber-based employment network are in existence. Some are totally 

online arrangements while others are barter-type “exchange rings” where skills are exchanged in a 
money-free contract between two individuals or an individual and a company (see Barnes et al., 
2015). 
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to labour market information and data on potential employers. Technology is also 

portrayed as aiding companies in offering online work, flexible communication and 

online recruitment. Green (2016) suggests that ICT thus “impacts on all categories of 

labour market actors” and ICT skills “have become a central component of employability 

skills” (p. 14). These technologies may act as “gateway skills” that enhance an 

individual’s development of work-related skills, interaction with potential labour market 

opportunities and a broad array of support services (de Hoyos et al., 2013; El Ouirdi, 

Segers, El Ouirdi, & Pais, 2015). Social media has also radically altered the manner in 

which (extensive) social networks can be created (Bridgstock, 2019).  

Of critical import, however, is that when compared to their younger counterparts, lack 

of familiarity with the internet, social media and computer-based technologies due to 

the cost and/or availability of relevant training may inhibit mature age employees from 

engaging in new forms of employment opportunities in the so-called “gig economy”54 

(Wooden, VandenHeuvel, Cully, & Curtain, 2001). As Wooden et al. point out, there is a 

likelihood that younger cohorts may have received more relevant computing and web 

search/access training at school or university when compared to MAPs and may be more 

readily able to participate in online job opportunities and social media-based 

networking. Based on these findings, I would maintain that lack of access to relevant 

training can inhibit MAPs from finding opportunities in the “new economy”. 

 

 
54 Employment opportunities that are largely contract based or casual are now considered part of the 

so-called “gig economy”, a term generally taken to denote contractors, casuals and freelancers (see 
Holtz-Eakin, Gitis, & Rinehart, 2017; Manyika et al., 2015). 
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Figure 4.8. “Employability Framework”, according to Green (2016, p. 6).
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 4.5.4 Organisations and age-based bias 

As reported by Adair and Temple (2012), two broad factors influencing mature age 

participation in the workforce were rated by MAPs as “high risk” to their employability. 

These factors included age-related bias in the workplace and bias from recruitment and 

labour-hire intermediaries who were reported as being reluctant to accept older 

employees as contractors or to recommend them to corporate clients. In a subsequent 

report from the Australian Human Rights Commission (AHRC) (2016), investigating what 

the AHRC categorised as discrimination against more mature workers, 71% of mature 

age respondents felt age-related discrimination was common with a third of people over 

55 reporting having experienced age-related bias. 

Other research has found age stereotypes systematically influenced workplace 

evaluations, including decision making during hiring and performance appraisals 

(O'Loughlin, Kendig, Hussain, & Cannon, 2017; Posthuma & Campion, 2009). Negative 

perceptions and stereotypes appear to be influenced by the individual biases of 

managerial staff who do not wish to hire, or work alongside, older people and who may 

perceive older workers as relatively immobile, lacking the skills to engage in tasks 

beyond their immediate role and incapable of re-training (Karpinska, 2013; McMarthy, 

2011; van der Heijde & van der Heijden, 2005). 

Age-related bias is extensively portrayed in the literature text set and appears to be a 

possible impediment to MAPs’ employability but may vary by industry and may be 

influenced by perceptions of what constitutes “older”. A report commissioned by the 

Productivity Commission (Gilfillan & Andrews, 2011), examining the labour force 

participation of more mature women, noted the contextuality of age-related 

discrimination, finding that age discrimination varied by industry. For example, the ICT 

sector was found to have many people working within it with an entrenched bias against 

older female workers. In contrast, people working in some other industry sectors, such 

as community services, were depicted as often holding a positive image of older female 

employees, perceiving them as having a better work ethic and valuing their role more 

than their younger counterparts. It must also be noted that perceptions of what “older” 

means may vary, with some sectors perceiving the over-40s as “old” while others 

perceive employees in their late 50s and 60s as “normal” (Kooij, de Lange, Jansen, & 

Dikkers, 2008). 
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4.5.5 The “generational” nature of work-related skills and attitudes 

Examination of the text set revealed that some age groups are perceived as displaying 

greater alacrity in the use of specific skills than others. For example, a major trend in the 

ICT sector in the last 20 years has been towards hiring staff for project-based 

employment of a short- to medium-term duration. A continual demand on the part of 

organisations for technical mastery of new and emerging technologies that are often 

accumulative, coupled with a low level of commitment on the part of organisations to 

developing contractors’ skills, results in a “buy not make” mentality on the part of 

employers (i.e., buy in talent as needed, rather than “train up” existing staff) (Cappelli, 

2001; Pruijt, 2013). While these challenges are uniform for professionals of all ages, a 

key influence on MAPs working in the ICT sector is that these organisational perspectives 

appear to be exacerbated by the concept that employee skills belong to a designated 

“technological era” and that mastering new technologies may prove difficult for older 

employees (McMullin, Duerden, & Jovic, 2007). In other words, younger people may be 

favoured as they are perceived as more adept at the latest technologies. Such a 

“generational” perception of skills by employers coupled with short-term hiring 

arrangements may lead to rapid changes of employers, colleagues and environments 

that may raise issues for MAPs around developing a coherent career narrative (Kirpal, 

2013). 

Similarly, in the health sector, shift work and/or casual employment have increased in 

the last 20 years. MAPs working in this sector may feel that this emphasis conflicts with 

a need to acquire more acceptable working hours due to family commitments. This 

attitude may contrast with younger employees who may not have such commitments 

(Moseley, Jeffers, & Paterson, 2008). Moreover, in the education sector, veteran 

teachers typically established their careers by displaying a sense of passion and by 

developing emotional ties with, and commitment to, students. Due to this career focus 

on student commitment on the part of mature age teachers, they may face problems in 

an educational environment that is increasingly focused on accountability and results-

centred teaching to which younger teachers may be more adjusted (Carrillo & Flores, 

2017). 
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4.5.6 Conclusions for Section 4.5 

Findings in Section 4.5 have outlined an array of influences on MAPs’ employability. 

Germane to this investigation are factors such as work-related decisions made by MAPs 

that take their spouses into account and how these may differ from those made by 

younger age cohorts. How MAPs’ work-related networks are constituted appears to be 

important to ongoing career success. MAPs’ exposure to training and assistance that 

could aid in tapping into the benefits of new technologies, particularly ICT-related 

developments in the workplace, appears to contrast with that of younger people. Age-

related bias on the part of employers and colleagues may also need to be considered as 

a possible impediment to more mature employees’ employability, though this appears 

to depend on the occupational sector under consideration. The rapid changes taking 

place in the industry sectors under consideration in terms of contingency-based 

employment, ICT-related skills, professional identity and work-life balance, may present 

a challenging environment for MAPs to build a coherent career narrative within, though 

the range and depth of research investigating these topics are limited. 

Though employability is often defined largely in human capital terms, in much of the 

literature, findings in Section 4.5 present alternative perspectives suggesting that 

employability, for MAPs, is likely to be influenced by individual circumstances, 

organisational environment, social perceptions and cultural context as well as by age-

related considerations. 

4.6 EMPLOYABILITY AND MATURE AGE PROFESSIONALS: ANSWERING RESEARCH 
QUESTION 1 

Contributions to answering Research Question 1 (and the two subsequent research 

questions) are based on findings in this study and are offered as follows: 

Q1. What does the term employability mean—in general, but particularly within the 

context of the work of mature age professionals (working within the industry 

sectors of business, ICT, health and education)? 

Findings in this study indicated that not only is the employability of individual workers 

shaped by his/her perceptions, interests, qualifications, work choices, employment 

history and personal horizons, but each person’s employability is also influenced by a 
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relatively unique, surrounding matrix of contextual influences, including age and the 

passage of time. In other words, the employability of any specific person is both 

“received and pursued [and] filled with … conscious and unconscious choices” (Higgs & 

Cloutman, 2019, p. 4). Based on these findings, particularly taking into account the gaps 

and shortfalls in current definitions, a new definition of individual employability (not as 

a population or cohort phenomenon/experience) was developed, at this stage, in my 

ongoing answer to Research Question 1. (Answers from subsequent studies will make 

further contributions to the evolving definition and answer to Question 1.). 

A new definition of individual employability is proposed (see Figure 4.9), depicting 

employability as unique to each individual while being non-static, with age and age-

related perceptions exerting influences on employability such that it may vary 

considerably over the duration of the individual’s life-course even though other 

capabilities and circumstances may remain relatively stable. 

This new definition of employability is characterised by personal uniqueness and 

fluctuation over time: 

Personal uniqueness 

A perspective of the main phenomenon under examination, employability, from an 

individual level, could equate to multiple potential interpretations of employability 

relative to the background and circumstances of each person. Thus, rather than attempt 

to provide a single overarching definition of employability suitable for all stakeholders 

and contexts, as has been attempted in much of the employability-related research 

literature (see, for example, Gazier, 2001; Mayer, 1992), this definition supports the 

proposition that explicitly acknowledging the variability of stakeholder perception is 

essential to a living and contextualised interpretation. Given the wide spectrum of 

factors, influences and competing stakeholder interests impacting on employability, 

subsuming them under a single overarching, generic definition suitable for all 

circumstances and cultures is deemed to be unlikely and, potentially, elusive. In 

contrast, this new definition reflects a “personal, owned, instantiated and lived 

phenomenon of unique persons” (Higgs & Cloutman, 2019, p. 5),55 that is highly 

 
55 This definition is included in a book chapter arising from collaboration between myself, drawing on 

my thesis, and my principal supervisor for a project on employability by a team of international 
authors. 
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contextualised and differs between eras, industry groups, locations and worker 

backgrounds. 

 

 

 

Figure 4.9. A depiction of individual employability. 

 

EXTERNAL INFLUENCES ON EMPLOYABILITY, INCLUDING: 
• Socially constructed influences such as social norms, shared assumptions about 

employment and work, rules surrounding group and community and the rules 
around competing in the employment arena. 

• Changing, generic perceptions of what being employable means based on social 
perceptions of the meaning of work and employment and of the individual’s place 
within the working arena. 

• Contextually shaped influences such as government policies, economic and 
political forces, company and employer expectations, power relations within the 
organisation and other workplace related forces. Influences from sector and 
profession. 

KEY ASPECTS OF EMPLOYABILITY: 
Particularly human capital, agency and metacognition—not linked to any specific 

person and not delineated by the contextual influences of country, region, sector and 
profession. 

INDIVIDUAL EMPLOYABILITY 
An employability that is unique to each person, shaped by their personal context 

including: social and contextual influences, by the relative position of the individual 
on their work-related life course, by personal situatedness, by the extent of their 

metacognitive awareness of these influences and by personal interests, 
qualifications, work choices, employment history, horizons, age and utilisation of the 
various facets of employability to create career coherency and professional identity. 
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Fluctuation over time 

Individual employability is situated at a nexus between personal circumstances, 

capabilities and experience and a complex external environment that acts as a type of 

ecological framework, as a stark, varied matrix of factors impacting on workers at 

varying levels of intensity. Indeed, at the level of the person, rather than being a static, 

fixed “state”, as depicted in much of the literature, employability appears to be fluid and 

ecological: constrained, modified and potentially defined by the social context within 

which people build careers and compete for employment, by changing demands for 

skills and capabilities and by age-related concerns (Crossley, 2001).  

With regard to the social contexts within which people build careers and compete for 

employment, employability appears to be influenced by both tacit and explicit work-

related/workplace rules, expectations and perceptions influencing, for example, 

competition and success in the labour market arena in which people participate (see 

Tholen, 2013); yet, this is often overlooked in extant employability models. Moreover, 

some extant models of employability, such as the graduate attribute or skills-based 

models of employability, may fail to take into account that some skills and capabilities 

may be embedded in a specific context and, as a result, may be relatively non-

transferable and time-limited.  

With particular regard to MAPs’ employability and to age and age-related concerns 

influencing employability, extant models of employability, such as those depicted in 

graduate employability frameworks (see Knight & Yorke, 2002; Pool & Sewell, 2007), 

mainly depict the phenomenon as applicable to all age groups, failing to take into 

account time and the ageing process. In contradistinction, findings in this study indicate 

that employability is likely to vary across an individual’s work-related lifespan with 

interaction between a worker and this surrounding array of contextual influences 

unfolding over time as a process “rather than [as] static ties among inert substances” 

(Emirbayer, 1997, p. 289) fluctuating, over time, even in relation to the same person. 

Thus, there may be age-related influences that inhibit the full development of 

employability in certain age groups.  
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4.7 PERCEPTIONS AND EXPERIENCES OF EMPLOYABILITY: ANSWERING RESEARCH 
QUESTION 2 

Q2. How do workers, particularly mature age professionals, perceive and experience 

their employability? 

Findings in this study indicate four main ways in which workers, particularly MAPs, 

perceive and experience their employability: 

The impact of contingency-based employment on career coherency 

Firstly, since the 1990s and the emergence of outsourcing and shorter-term, contract-

based positions, there has been a marked shift in the relationship between employer 

and employee in certain industry sectors, including those being investigated in this 

thesis. There has been a shift away from the traditional, two-way arrangement whereby 

a job was guaranteed by the employer in return for a commitment by the employee, to 

a more temporal and commercial arrangements where skills and performance are 

supplied solely for wages (Cappelli, 2001; Pruijt, 2013). This change has had a marked 

impact on the way that workers perceive and experience their employability, 

particularly with regard to some sectors in relation to MAPs. Contingency-based 

employment appears to be a particularly significant issue, for example, for older 

professionals in the ICT sector for whom unpredictable work arrangements carry 

multiple implications, particularly security and longevity of career. For example, Capelli 

(2001) reports that while 52% of civil engineering graduates were still in employment in 

their field of choice 20 years after graduation, only 19% of computer science graduates 

were still employed in the field they graduated in. A key interpretation from the texts in 

this regard was that, as workers enter their more mature years, they may experience 

their career coherency56 and even their professional identity being challenged by the 

prevalence of this type of contingency-based employment in some sectors, as employers 

reduce their commitment to full-time hiring and preference shorter-term contractual 

arrangements with staff. 

 
56 Defined as having logical and consistent interconnectedness between the different stages of one’s 

career. 
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Internal challenges to career coherency and professional identity 

Secondly, with increasing age, workers may find internal challenges to career coherency 

and professional identity (both who they are and what they are valued for doing), which 

in turn alters their perceptions and experiences of employability. For example, in stark 

contrast to the increased need for adaptability from mature age workers, studies have 

indicated lower levels of flexibility and adaptability in almost all industries and work 

areas including occupational expertise, the likelihood of changing roles, acquisition of 

new skills and “corporate sense”, defined as the ability to engage and collaborate with 

others in the organisation (van der Heijde & van der Heijden, 2006; van der Heijden, 

2002).  

Similarly, a desire for family life among MAPs may be a more pressing factor than 

autonomously building a career over time, which may have lost the prioritisation that it 

had in younger years (Helson & Soto, 2005). There may have been such a considerable 

personal investment in a routine and a comfortable sense of career knowledge and 

experience in the past that the prospect of ongoing, dramatic shifts in role, skills or 

contractual arrangements may cause a loss, rather than an enhancement, of self-esteem 

and a longer-term agentic orientation may not, therefore, be viewed as an opportunity 

but, rather, as a discouraging obstacle (Hall & Mirvis, 1995).  

Simply put, MAPs may not perceive developing employability as a vital undertaking and 

may prefer to do nothing rather than undertake the actions required to strengthen their 

employability. Thus, while organisations may wish to develop their employees, 

employee inertia and the desire to maintain a personal status quo may act as 

impediments to that development (Nauta, Vianen, Heijden, van Dam, & Willemsen, 

2009; van Dam, 2004). Commitment over a prolonged period to one set of tasks may 

have reinforced “learned inabilities”, a self-limiting set of skills and competencies that 

act as a form of “comfort zone” that many employees would prefer to remain in rather 

than continually have to monitor alternatives and develop multiple new skills (Civelli, 

1998; Clarke, 2008a). It could also be the case that changes in the work environment 

and the way that workers are treated by management make them resigned to negative 

changes in their career security (Sparrow, 1995; Wooden et al., 2001). 

A lack of time to build new work skills may further reinforce these perceptions. 

Organisations may not offer MAPs the opportunity to build their individual human 
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capital beyond their employer’s immediate perspectives of what is of benefit to the 

organisation (Karpinska, 2013). As such, MAPs may be faced with a conundrum: should 

they stay at their current organisation and maintain employability within their 

immediate environment or change employers to build transferable skills? This 

conundrum is the same for professionals of all ages; however, the amount of time MAPs 

have left in the workforce in which to engage in changing employers and learning 

appropriate skills and competencies is limited compared to younger cohorts who may 

have decades in which to build and develop work-related competencies. 

A weakening of job search intensity among MAPs 

Thirdly, these perceptions and experiences may weaken overall job seeking activity, 

capacity and confidence among mature age workers. A study by Zacher (2012), for 

example, found that age moderated the levels and intensity of seeking out new job 

opportunities: as older employees realise they have a shorter duration of time left to 

engage in work they tend to put a preference on realising emotionally meaningful goals 

rather than the career-related ones that younger people might emphasise. This 

preference appears to increase with age such that 60-year-olds searched for work with 

less intensity than 45-year-olds. Thus, the older a person becomes and the shorter their 

likely length of tenure in the workforce, those with weaker levels of self-efficacy may be 

inhibited in the energy and tenacity that they inject into their job search activities, 

resulting in a greater likelihood of periods of unemployment, which, in turn, negatively 

impacts on self-confidence (Green, de Hoyos, Barnes, Owen, et al., 2013; Zacher, 2012). 

Prolonged, unsuccessful job searching may act as a disincentive to ongoing, focused job 

search for all age groups. Nevertheless, given the greater amount of time available to 

them, young people who have failed to find work after a prolonged period may have a 

greater likelihood of re-training, finding employment and successfully building a career 

in a new profession than older employees (Wanberg, Glomb, Song, & Sorenson, 2005). 

The impact of age-related, subjective evaluations by employers 

MAPs might experience their employability being devalued by age-related 

considerations during employer evaluations (Grugulis & Vincent, 2009; Thijssen, 2000; 

Thijssen, van der Heijden, & Rocco, 2008). Employers may not make decisions regarding 

new or existing staff based solely on skills or experience but, instead, utilise subjective 
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evaluations influenced by social and structural considerations. For example, employers 

may seek the best-qualified employees yet define “best-qualified” in narrow, age and 

generation-related terms, focusing on what are perceived to be the brightest and most 

technically capable candidates while ignoring a larger labour pool of qualified, older 

employees. While subjective assessments may be utilised to evaluate employees from 

all age groups, specifically negative, age-based perceptions on the part of employers 

may constrict objective evaluations of more mature people’s skills both at the hiring 

stage or during employment. 

With regard to the training and development of older employees, negative 

organisational or managerial stereotypes are noted in the literature (Meyers, Billett, & 

Kelly, 2014; Taylor & Walker, 1994), and include perceptions that it is too costly to invest 

in older employees, as they are more expensive relative to their younger counterparts 

and generally provide shorter periods of benefit/training pay-back. Employers may 

display beliefs that older workers either do not want to learn as they have not engaged 

in education for a prolonged period, are too inflexible to learn or are harder to train than 

their younger co-workers or cannot easily master new technology. MAPs may, as a 

result, be more likely to be retrenched in cost-cutting exercises (Gray & McGregor, 2003; 

Hall & Mirvis, 1995). 

4.8 INFLUENCES ON EMPLOYABILITY: ANSWERING RESEARCH QUESTION 3 

Q3. What contextual factors most influence employability, particularly the 

employability of mature age professionals? 

When Hillage and Pollard (1998) defined the employability of individuals as 

“[dependent] on the knowledge, skills and attitudes they possess, the way they use 

those assets and present them to employers and the context (e.g. personal 

circumstances and labour market environment) within which they seek work” (p. 12), 

they went some way towards acknowledging the impact of external influences on 

employability. Nevertheless, the full range of social norms and environmental factors 

and the multiple layers of influence impacting MAPs’ employability appear not to have 

been widely acknowledged in the research literature. Consideration of contextual 

influences in any discussion of employability may contribute to a more nuanced and 
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holistic understanding of the phenomenon and may have broad implications for the 

development of employability. 

Findings, for clarity, are collated here into three groups using the terms meta-, macro-, 

and micro-level influences to indicate their breadth and extent (summarised in Table 

4.4). Salient references, cited previously in this chapter, are listed at right. Influences of 

specific pertinence to MAPs are highlighted. 

Meta-level influences 

Meta-level influences encompass such factors as cultural influences (society, industry) 

or economic, political and labour market forces as directed by government policy, 

particularly in regard to employment and education. Meta-level forces also include 

social norms, rules and shared assumptions about age, as well as community and social 

perceptions of how competition is enacted in the employment arena and, lastly, ICT, 

which permeates all aspects of public policy and organisational practice. 

Macro- and micro-level influences 

Macro-level forces are, typically, those influences that originate at a sectoral or 

organisational level. Those identified in Study 2 included: organisational culture, 

practices and employer expectations, including tacit, sector-related or organisational 

bias towards older employees; “hidden” employer perceptions that may not be 

indicated in job adverts or communiques; differing perceptions of what constitutes an 

“older worker”, that may vary by professional sector and/or perceptions of skills by 

employers as being generational in nature. Other influences included challenges to 

professional identity from changing employer practices such as contingency 

employment and the operation of local employment markets, including the location of 

jobs and transport infrastructure. 

Micro-level influences impact on employability largely from within the immediacy of the 

home and family domain and include personal circumstances, social network strength, 

work-related decisions made as a couple, caregiving responsibilities and financial state 

of affairs. 
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Table 4.4. A Depiction of External Influences Impacting on Employability.* 

INFLUENCE DESCRIPTION KEY REFERENCES FOR 
INFLUENCES ON EMPLOYABILITY 

CITED IN THIS CHAPTER 
(ALPHABETICAL) 

Meta-level 
influences 

Employment-related economic, political 
and labour market forces as directed by 
government policy and cultural norms. 
Shared social assumptions about 
employment. 
Social norms, rules and assumptions 
about age; social perceptions of how 
competition is enacted in the 
employment arena. 
ICT: its pace of development and breadth 
of influence on work, employment and all 
aspects of the job-seeking and hiring 
process. 

(Adair & Temple, 2012) 
(AHRC, 2016) 
(Cappelli, 2001) 
(Carrillo & Flores, 2017) 
(de Hoyos et al., 2013) 
(El Ouirdi et al., 2015) 
(Gayen et al., 2010) 
(Green, 2016) 
(Guilbert et al., 2016) 
(Karpinska, 2013) 
(McMarthy, 2011) 
(McMullin et al., 2007) 
(Moseley et al., 2008) 
(O'Loughlin et al., 2017) 
(Posthuma & Campion, 2009) 
(Pruijt, 2013) 
(Tholen, 2013) 
(van der Heijde & van der Heijden, 
2005) 
(Van Hoye et al., 2007) 
(Zhu, 2014) 

Macro-level 
influences 

Organisational culture and employer 
expectations and practice. 
Occupation, discipline and profession 
expectations, practices, codes of conduct. 
Tacit bias towards older employees at 
sectoral or organisational level. 
Challenges to professional identity from 
changing employment practices. 
Location of jobs; transport infrastructure. 

Micro-level 
influences 

Home, family and personal 
circumstances. 
Social network strength. 
Work-related decisions made as a couple. 
Caregiving responsibilities. 
Financial state of affairs. 

*Influences pertinent to MAPs are highlighted in grey. 

 

4.9 OBJECTIVES FOR MAPS IN LIGHT OF THESE FINDINGS 

Answers to Research Questions 1–3 show that employability can be understood, 

pursued and supported as a personal phenomenon and goal. Yet, at the same time, the 

findings in this study showed that a diverse range of competing and even conflicting 

forces can impact on employability at the level of the individual (see Figure 4.10). While 

some of these external influences can be a positive influence on MAPs’ employability,  
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      FORCES AUGMENTING EMPLOYABILITY                                                                                             FORCES IMPEDING EMPLOYABILITY 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.10. A depiction of external influences impacting on 
individual employability and how these influences may augment or impede it. 

EM
PLO

YABILITY 

Positive meta-level influences such as economic, political and 
labour market forces that augment employability; age-positive 
social norms and assumptions, an inclusive competitive arena.  
Rapid ICT developments come with funded, population-wide 
educational initiatives that maintain ICT skills of all groups. 

Industry sector and/or organisational codes and practices are age-
inclusive, committed to longer-term employment and staff 
development  for all age-groups. Efficient transport infrastructure 
that links workforce with available jobs  

Personal and family circumstances are conducive to longer-term 
development of employability; personal emphasis on developing 
appropriate social networks and stable finances 

Weak or ineffective economic, political and labour market forces that 
disincentivise employability. Negative social norms in relation to 
ageing; highly competitive labour market arena; ICT developments 
have few  supporting educational programs, which are priced out of 
the reach of most people.  

Strong industry sector and/or organisational bias towards more 
mature employees; lack of investment in their development. View that 
training and development should be focused on younger employees 
and that older workers are ‘not worth the effort’.  Strong focus on 
contingency employment arrangements 

Personal and family circumstances may devalue employability; emphasis 
on shorter-term survival, not longer-term career building. Financial 

security and social network strength receive little focus 



 

141 

others can have a more negative impact. For example, perceptions and experiences of 

employability across MAPs may be strongly influenced by employer perspectives that  

devalue older employees. Many MAPs can, as a result, experience what might be 

described as a personal slowing of pace that can contribute to a weakening of career 

coherency and professional identity.  

To clarify what the objectives of MAPs should be in light of these findings, as the final 

interpretation in this study, I undertook further interactions with both the text set and 

the findings in this study.57 Subsequently, I tested58 the concept of employability 

requiring three essential undertakings (understand, pursue and manage [their own] 

employability) that workers, particularly MAPs, need to engage in so as to regain or 

maintain their employability. These undertakings are reported on here: 

UNDERSTAND employability 

Firstly, workers need to attempt to understand employability: to realise that having 

skills, capabilities and experience may not be enough; that there needs to be a match 

between these aspects of individual human capital and extant labour market 

opportunities, critically self-appraising the synchronicity between them. MAPs need to 

understand that they may have less time in which to build the skills and capabilities they 

need to compete in the workforce compared to their younger counterparts and less time 

in which to build a career and that they may face an array of negative, age-based bias 

from employers and/or managers and colleagues. A tendency towards any type of 

expectation that employability-related matters will remain the same until retirement 

may need to be counteracted by insight into work-related personal circumstances and 

a commitment to remaining employable. 

PURSUE employability 

MAPs may have developed, over time, interests other than work, which, for some, no 

longer has the priority it once had. Consequently, new opportunities are pursued with 

less intensity than they may formerly have been. A lower commitment to corporate 

identity and a greater commitment to work-life balance may all trigger complacency or 

 
57 Utilising Dialogue Questions 1.6, 1.7, 3.4 and 3.5. 
58 I presented this concept and received critical feedback in the public domain at the EFPI (Education 

for Practice Institute) HDR convention in February 2018. 
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a reduction of the drive and momentum needed to overcome challenges created by a 

changing working environment. Thus, employability for older workers incorporates 

informed agency: employability is something that must be pursued, through lived 

experience, across a variety of roles and circumstances through capabilities such as 

adaptability, proactivity and self-efficacy, in order to be realised. 

For example, to counteract the pull of inertia, MAPs could benefit from making an 

ongoing commitment to work-related self-development, recognise and attempt to 

circumnavigate age-related bias in their sector or profession and continue to build 

networks. MAPs could regularly audit their human capital and make an ongoing 

commitment to developing skills and competencies suited to opportunities in the labour 

market sector that they are employed in, potentially over and above what their 

immediate employer may be requiring. Given the ever-changing nature of digital skills 

and rapid developments in social perspectives of work (such as with the gig economy), 

ongoing professional development that takes these factors into account should likely 

form a central objective for MAPs. MAPs may need to take advantage of existing 

employment to build broad, prestigious networks and then use these networks to 

engage in regular, systematic job search. 

MANAGE employability 

Thirdly, employability should be managed: through awareness of age and context, 

employability should be developed knowingly, deliberately and agentically. This does 

not mean all people of a particular age should act the same. Rather it means taking in 

features like experience, wisdom, life stage, family/situation considerations, stage of 

career progression and satisfaction with work while reviewing any potential age-based 

bias in their sector and/or organisation and, if such bias is a likely factor in weakening 

their employment prospects, a strengthening of strategies to counteract this (such as 

job search). 

4.10 CONCLUSION 

Study 2, as an interpretation of the literature, differs in approach from both the 

idiosyncratic interpretation in Study 1 and from the phenomenological epoché evoked, 

subsequently, in Study 4. The focus in this chapter was to illuminate and interpret 

meaning from a set of texts gathered together for dialogue as a means whereby my own 
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entry horizons and perspectives fused with others’ horizons and perspectives and 

expanded therefrom. (This approach is supported by the research methods advice of 

Hekman [1984] and Moules [2002]). 

Interpretation of the various perspectives of employability in the literature led to 

individual employability being differentiated from other perspectives on employability 

such as organisational or governmental viewpoints, and such individual employability—

particularly among MAPs—will remain the focus of this thesis. Individual employability, 

based on the findings in this study, was depicted as having three specific aspects (human 

capital, agency and metacognition), each with its own array of capabilities. 

Notwithstanding the identification of these key aspects of employability, a range of rich, 

nuanced, contextualised influences on employability was then examined. Individual 

circumstances, organisational milieux, social norms and perceptions, cultural context 

and, significantly, age all appear to shape employability at the level of the individual. 

In light of these findings, employability was (re)defined as unique to each individual, not 

constrained or constricted to a skill or set of skills and capabilities, but, rather, as 

situated at the nexus between individual capabilities and experience and a range of 

external influences, including time. The unique situations that MAPs can find themselves 

in, in relation to employability, were then explored before considering the need for 

MAPs to understand, pursue and manage employability (see Figure 4.11). These findings 

form entry horizons for further interpretations in Studies 3, 4 and 5, where these topics 

will be examined in greater detail and via different methods and perspectives. 
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Figure 4.11. Emerging perspectives on the key phenomenon. 
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CHAPTER 5: STUDY 3—A PHILOSOPHICAL 
HERMENEUTIC INTERPRETATION OF THE 

DEVELOPMENT OF EMPLOYABILITY, 
PARTICULARLY THROUGH LEARNING 

5.1 INTRODUCTION 

Studies 1 and 2 in this research examined employability from various perspectives, 

including salient research literature and my pre-understandings. While undertaking 

these two studies, I surmised that employability is a developmental phenomenon. In 

preparing my set of literature texts for Study 2, I repeatedly encountered learning as a 

key factor in relation to such development. Therefore, I designed Study 3 to draw 

together a set of literature on developing employability through learning, and barriers 

to this development, and to interpret it in pursuit of my deeper understanding of 

employability as a developmental phenomenon. Study 3 seeks answers to the following 

three research questions: 

Q3. What contextual factors most influence employability, particularly the 

employability of mature age professionals? 

Q4. How do workers, particularly mature age professionals, develop and manage their 

employability? 

Q5. How might employability and its development/pursuit be improved for mature 

age professionals? 

Using dialogue questions,59 Study 3 engaged in a series of explorations of this text set 

focused on learning and its relationship to employability development. Learning is an 

apparently simple term. It is useful at this point to note that this term is being used in 

this chapter to, first of all, refer to both essential processes and outcomes for workers, 

as learners. Throughout their preparation for, and development of, employability 

journeys workers are learning (process) and gaining learning (outcomes) that provide 

them with an understanding of, and capabilities in, their work field/profession. Students 

 
59 See Appendix C. 
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or novice professionals, for example, gain professional entry knowledge, capabilities and 

dispositions to enable them to enter and succeed in their occupations while extending 

and demonstrating their employability. Learning (programs) can be formal graduate and 

postgraduate education programs or informal continuing education where more 

experienced workers pursue learning or other activities, such as seeking consultation 

and career development advice and experience with the help of intermediaries. Finally, 

workers may pursue different work experiences through career decisions and changes, 

which can also promote employability development, which are discussed mainly in the 

next chapter, identified through the experiences and stories of workers, rather than in 

this chapter which is based on a philosophical hermeneutic study of literature. 

5.2 ENTERING THE WORKFORCE 

Commencing an examination of how learning for employability can take place, Section 

5.2 investigates60 various ways that access to learning for employability can occur at the 

commencement of a career, i.e., learning strategies that portray what mature age 

professionals (MAPs) may have benefitted from at the start of their working life. These 

opportunities for learning are depicted in a sequence that reflects what might occur in 

today’s educational environment. Critiques of these various learning strategies are 

offered. 

5.2.1 Tertiary education 

Learning models and frameworks built around employability have gradually begun to 

emerge in Australia in the last 25 years. These approaches have progressively added new 

visions of graduate expectations and requirements from future graduates, who have 

critically demanded interpretations of, and preparation for, employability as a learner 

capability, where employability goes beyond achieving employment and being merely 

ready for initial employment. These have incorporated concepts derived from, among 

others, the USEM learning model61 created by Knight and Yorke (2002) and Career Edge 

(Pool & Sewell, 2007) as outlined in Chapter 4, Study 2, as well as, for example, Work 

 
60 Using Dialogue Questions 4.3 and 4.4 (see Appendix C). 
61 USEM is an acronym for understanding, skilful practices, efficacy beliefs and metacognition. 
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Ready Plus62 (Fullan & Scott, 2014) and practice-based education (Higgs, 2010; Higgs, 

Barnett, Billett, Hutchings, & Trede, 2012). These learning frameworks have been 

designed to develop graduate attributes deemed necessary to acquire and maintain 

employment in the modern world of work and future-oriented work spaces. Based on 

these frameworks, universities have developed a number of undergraduate education 

activities to engender the acquisition of graduate attributes. Recent approaches to 

employability development within curricula typically include explicitly outlining career 

pathways available in a subject while indicating that learning about employability is 

included in course content and articulating employability skills in learning outcomes (K. 

Kinash, 2015; S. Kinash, Crane, Judd, Knight, & Dowling, 2015). These activities 

incorporate both classroom-based development of specific skills as well as learning in 

employment settings. Indeed, a vital part of learning this range of capabilities appears 

to be work experience that facilitates authentic learning and assessment activities 

aligned with industry sector norms. Some examples of this type of learning include the 

following. 

Work-integrated learning 

Work-integrated learning (WIL) offers experiences similar to those which working 

graduates are likely to face during the first few years of professional employment (Little, 

2006). Oliver (2015) underscores the importance of WIL’s authenticity, reminding us 

that the practices being learned and assessed need to resemble “those required in 

professional life [and that] the setting … [needs to resemble] professional contexts” (p. 

62). Oliver proposes that the higher the authenticity and proximity of the tasks being 

undertaken, the greater the likelihood that students will “focus on the evidence that 

they are developing the skills, understandings and personal attributes” (p. 63) needed 

to become employable. 

WIL is essential to the fundamental and extended employability of graduates, aiding in 

self-reflection (Brewer, Flavell, Davis, Harris, & Bathgate, 2014), development of an 

ethics base required in professional practice, identification of personal career goals 

(Divan & McBurney, 2016; Moon, 2004; Robinson, 2005) and the development of the 

 
62 “In higher education we talk of graduates not only being ‘work ready’ for today but ‘work ready 

PLUS’ for tomorrow” (Fullan & Scott, 2014, p. 3). 
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career anchors63 and social capital64 needed to begin to establish connections with 

specific industry sectors (Coleman, 1988; Hill, 2015; Knouse & Fontenot, 2008; 

Moreland, 2005; Schein, 1993). Trede (2012) proposes that professional identity is best 

initially developed during WIL, and emphasises the importance of developing students’ 

capacity to question, problematise and critique the practical challenges and issues they 

may face in a changing world of work. Scott (2016) stresses the importance of authentic 

workplace learning, both relevant to the rapidly changing nature of contemporary work 

and for the development of both role-specific and more generic abilities. He points out 

that students graduate into a “transdisciplinary world, not a monodisciplinary one; a 

world of continuous flux where technical and human factors constantly interact in 

complex and unique ways … a world where unpredictability and change are always in 

the air” (p. 5) and maintains that these professional abilities will aid graduates in 

navigating such complexity. 

For those professionals who approach their chosen discipline by taking tertiary 

education qualifications65 from the vocational education framework, program delivery 

and assessment have followed similar pathways. Several such vocational education 

initiatives regarding employability skills were reported in Chapter 4, including the Mayer 

competencies and the initiatives of the ACCI,66 as well as SCANS67 and DeSeCo.68 

Researchers investigating vocational education have similarly pointed out the critical 

value of workplace learning with regard to developing employability (Clayton, Blom, 

Meyers, & Bateman, 2004; Curtis, 2004). 

 
63 Schein (1993) defines career anchors as: self-perceived talents and abilities, basic values, and the 

evolved sense of motives and needs as they pertain to career. 
64 Coleman (1988) defines social capital as “a particular kind of resource available to an actor … defined 

by its function. It is not a single entity but a variety of different entities, with two elements in 
common: they all consist of some aspect of social structures, and they facilitate certain actions of 
actors—whether persons or corporate actors—within the structure. Like other forms of capital, 
social capital is productive, making possible the achievement of certain ends that, in its absence, 
would not be possible. Like physical capital and human capital, social capital is not completely 
fungible but may be specific to certain activities. Unlike other forms of capital, social capital inheres 
in the structure of relations between actors and among actors. It is not lodged … in the actors 
themselves” (p. 98). 

65 Such as diploma or advanced diploma levels at Australian Qualifications Framework (AQF) levels 5 
and 6; see https://www.aqf.edu.au/aqf-levels for detailed explanation of the AQF. 

66 Australian Chamber of Commerce and Industry. 
67 SCANS stands for the “Secretary’s Commission on Achieving Necessary Skills” (see Chapter 4, 

Footnote 40). 
68 DeSeCo stands for the “definition and selection of competencies” (see Chapter 4, Footnote 41). 

https://www.aqf.edu.au/aqf-levels
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Practice-based education 

Higgs (2018b) portrays “practice-based education” (which encompasses education for 

practice and for employability) as a “grounding education in goals, content and 

strategies that direct students’ learning towards preparation for post-graduation 

practice roles” (p. 73). A critical component of such education is professional 

socialisation, or learning how to function as a part of a professional community and 

includes learning the “standards, languages, practices, behaviours, ethics and cultures 

of the various communities of [professional] practice” (p. 77). In such workplace 

environments workers would also gain understanding, experience and abilities in how 

to improve their own employment capabilities and an appreciation of what workplaces 

require of employable workers. Higgs and Patton (2018) propose that graduate attribute 

learning frameworks be underpinned by the development of a wide range of capabilities 

including those that pertain to interacting with others and wider society such as integrity 

and a sense of ethical courage. Graduates, they maintain, should have a keen sense of 

how to solve both immediate tasks and complex problems, be able to understand how 

they are working within a socio-historical context and be capable of dealing with a wide 

range of people from multiple backgrounds while demonstrating emotional intelligence. 

Graduates should also be self-aware and demonstrate qualities such as resilience while 

working well with others, sharing knowledge in communities of practice and both learn 

from experience while seeing likely trends for the future. 

Despite this broad array of learning initiatives and various attempts to embody and 

enact graduate attributes, critiques of their underlying rationale, form and outcomes 

can be made: 

A) Rationale 

At the institutional level, strategies have been instituted to motivate learners to engage 

with work, construct a career path and acquire professional attributes, and to achieve 

higher graduate employment outcomes. However, there have been numerous 

difficulties in instituting such frameworks or even of having employability taken 

seriously as a subject, module or learning activity within learning institutions. In this 

regard, Rae and Matlay (2007) suggest that employability-related education is often 

perceived as an “inferior partner” to core academic learning. Even where there is a 

positive orientation towards employability within an academic institution or 
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department, Bridgstock (2009) contends that, amid an already congested tertiary 

education sector, finding a balance between traditional instruction and employability-

focused learning has often been demanding. Academics may fail to see the applicability 

of generic learning for employability curricula components to their particular profession 

or may regard employability as a type of threat to traditional pedagogy (Gill, 2018; 

Speight, Lackovic, & Cooker, 2013) and academic priorities (particularly research and 

knowledge generation/transmission). Moreover, how the appropriate combination of 

skills and aptitudes for different professional cohorts is decided upon—and who decides 

it—remain largely ad hoc processes, varying between institutions and across disciplines 

(Oliver et al., 2010) and power bases. 

B) Delivery and assessment 

A significant risk for any institution that is considering instigating learning around 

employability is that pedagogical development can fail to keep up with the rapid pace 

of change within the workforce and the demand for an ever-changing list of skills or 

aptitudes. Nagarajan and Edwards (2014), for example, maintain that, due to the 

multinational nature of many information and communications technologies (ICT) 

companies and/or client bases, cultural awareness, social communication across 

cultures and the ability to adapt to changing cultures is the capability most often 

required of graduates yet is often absent from tertiary education-based employability 

programs. Bridgstock (2019) contends that universities maintain an approach to 

employability that she portrays as a “1.0” stance: emphasising classroom-based learning 

of information suited to employers’ needs. She maintains that students require, rather, 

a “2.0” orientation: learning that is focused on developing social networking skills and 

the acquisition of social capital as a tool to foster ongoing networks that will aid in future 

career development. 

Initiating robust, efficient, cost-effective assessment systems may also be a substantial, 

yet largely unrecognised barrier to the large-scale instigation of employability 

frameworks in tertiary education due to the complexity of the topics needing to be 

assessed. Several researchers point out that the delivery and assessment of learning 

programs focused on developing graduate attributes frequently rely on lecturers who 

were not trained in such skills or attributes themselves (Artess, Hooley, & Mellors-

Bourne, 2016; Jarman, 2016; Rust & Froud, 2011). Moreover, Holmes (2013) points out, 
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how are students, who may not yet have identified their future career trajectory, to 

know which are the “best” skills and attributes for their future and how are 

organisations, who may not have training departments, to know how to assess the 

practical utilisation of such skills and attributes in the workplace on an ongoing basis, 

post-graduation, and to evaluate their staff as competent in them? 

C) Outcomes 

Learning in relation to employability in the tertiary education sector, as currently 

structured, may fall well below its potential with regard to generating longer-term 

employability. For example, the disaggregated nature of many universities, with career 

counselling often managed separately from core educational programs, is noted in the 

research literature (see Young, 2019). As Young points out, career guidance units, often 

under-resourced, may be provided centrally yet employability programs are delivered 

departmentally and are undervalued in relation to the benefits to curricula that they 

may bring. WIL is also, typically, coordinated from within specific departments or 

faculties, resulting in lack of communication among staff, confusion for students and 

reduced outcomes (Bridgstock, 2009; Rae & Matlay, 2007). 

The range of difficulties that students face in securing or maintaining employment in the 

modern workforce may be underestimated by lecturers unfamiliar with recent changes 

in employment tenure. Contract or short-term employment and/or flexibility in work 

functions can predominate in various industries and workplaces, and yet universities 

may fail to adequately prepare students for such working arrangements (Edwards & 

McGoldrick, 2004). Of salience too is the time limit placed by most universities on access 

to their career counselling services which are, typically, only available to students up to 

one year beyond the conclusion of their course yet unemployment among graduates 

can remain at relatively high levels even 9–12 months after graduation, particularly 

during economic downturns (Kahn, 2010; Teichler, 2007). 

A lack of synchronicity between institutional and individual-level discourses may further 

delimit the effectiveness of tertiary education-based employability frameworks. 

Universities have been anxious to claim graduate employment outcomes/levels as a 

direct result of institutional initiatives. However, it may be the case that students who 

have been more successful in transitioning to employment, developed industry 

connections while still at university and went on to independently acquire the skills, 
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capability and knowledge that led to their longer-term success within the workplace. As 

such, it may be that individual effort and tenacity, rather than university-led initiatives, 

were largely responsible for employment outcomes. 

Holmes (2013) points out that most research projects to date into the furthering of 

student employability have been survey-based, asking employers and/or students which 

skills and attributes they feel to be of most value in the workplace. Almost none, Holmes 

suggests, identify which attributes actually are required or manifested. Thus, clarifying 

whether or not employability programs have equated to real advantages to students in 

terms of either gaining employment or augmenting longer-term employability remains 

an elusive goal and an area for considerable further research (Cranmer, 2006; James, 

Warhurst, Tholen, & Commander, 2013; Mason, Williams, Cranmer, & Guilde, 2003; 

Reeve, 2016). 

5.2.2 Early career learning 

Today’s graduates should be proficient in their chosen discipline, but they also need to 

develop a range of skills and capabilities69 beyond their specific job, such as 

communication, collaboration with other types of professionals (Wiata, 2010), and what 

it means to function efficiently and effectively in a work setting (Molloy, Greenstock, 

Fiddes, Fraser, & Brooks, 2014). The development of these professional capabilities may 

be strengthened through experiences such as induction (or “orientation”), workplace 

training and/or internships that assist in learning what is expected of a new staff 

member in a role and in a specific organisational environment. Holmes (2013) describes 

this process as becoming a graduate not only “in the formal sense of being awarded a 

degree but in socially and biographically significant terms, whereby they act in ways that 

lead others to ascribe to them the identity of being a person worthy of being employed” 

(p. 549). 

Internships, for example, typically last between one and two years and may include such 

structured activities as prescribed training, job rotation between various departments, 

mentoring, project work and feedback on performance. Internships may offer benefits 

to both the internees, such as a deeper sense of professional and/or organisational 

 
69 These capabilities extend far beyond discrete functional and measurable competencies that are 

learned and assessed in isolation from the complexities of practice roles and settings. 
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identity and stronger job-related skills and capabilities, and also the hiring organisations, 

in such ways as cost savings through lower attrition (Beecroft, Kunzman, & Krozek, 

2001). However, since the Global Financial Crisis of 2008, companies appear to be 

increasingly using unpaid graduate internships as a cheap labour supply rather than as 

a tool to hire, mentor and induct longer-term professional staff. Such unpaid internships 

may be detrimental to the longer-term employability and career trajectory of those 

undertaking them (Hunt & Scott, 2018). 

5.2.3 Developing employability during the early years of professional practice 

For many professionals, some of the most significant employability development 

experiences occur in the initial years of a career when employees are learning not just 

about the content or capabilities involved in a profession but about how to make sense 

of their workplace experiences. There may be a steep development curve, while 

university education is further extended through practical, experience-based practice 

knowledge and an emerging sense of identity as a professional. This sense of identity 

may include, among other attributes, a sense of ethics, and an understanding of the 

profession and its role and responsibility to co-workers, employers and clients. 

How do these professional capabilities typically arise during the early years of career? 

Billett and Smith (2014) maintain that much professional learning takes place in the 

workplace through engagement in practice, and they suggest a three-fold framework in 

relation to this. Firstly, they see many professional capabilities arising in the everyday 

course of events through the requirements of work. “The tasks, tools, systems, 

colleagues and all the negotiations and encounters engaging with these requirements 

demands” (p. 735) are depicted by Billett and Smith as a form of “curriculum of 

practice”. In other words, professionals in early career stages and activities are 

absorbing and developing many of the capabilities they need through engaging in 

practice and all its various demands. Such early learning may be mimetic, taking place 

through observation, imitation and practice outside of direct guidance, though there are 

limits and difficulties in such learning for workers who acquire learning in guided or 

taught environments and may not fully understand or utilise the opportunities available 

through mimetic learning (Billett, 2014). Secondly, as such, circumstances within the 

workplace, the range of workplace affordances oriented towards professional 
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development and the ability of an individual to learn through observation and imitation 

will all influence the trajectory of early career learning and development within a 

professional context. Whether such engagement in practice is “enabled, supported and 

enhanced or, equally, constrained and hindered” by the organisation that the practice 

is taking place within is a kind of “pedagogy of practice”, “a set of guiding and shaping 

actions and activities that mediate work” (Billett & Smith, 2014, p. 735). Lastly, Billett 

and Smith see individual understanding of the “goals and requirements of work” (p. 735) 

as shaping how an individual’s own specific professional future will unfold. 

5.2.4 The protégé experience: Learning with a professional mentor 

Allen (2006) defines mentoring in a workplace context as “a relationship between two 

individuals, usually a senior and junior employee, in which the senior employee takes 

the junior employee ‘under his or her wing’ to teach the junior employee about his or 

her job” (p. 486). In-company mentoring, traditionally, has typically been formal, i.e., 

structured into a series of tasks, projects or assignments that develop the mentee in 

their assigned job role. As such, the mentor–mentee relation differs from the 

supervisor–subordinate relation in that it may include the forming of a bond between 

mentor and protégé that can be more resilient and deeper than other in-company 

relationships. Across the professions, mentoring, alongside work supervision, is core 

practice. Novice staff are drawn into the professional community of practice world by 

working with and being mentored by their professional seniors (see Higgs, 2018a; Higgs, 

Ajjawi, & Smith, 2009; Wenger, 2000). Mentoring appears to have a wide range of 

potential longer-term benefits for the protégé, including work and career satisfaction, 

organisational socialisation and enhanced career progression (Chao, 1997; Dreher & 

Ash, 1990; Whitely & Coetsier, 1993). 

More recently, in contrast to these more formal mentoring structures, informal 

mentoring and coaching through a developmental network of multiple mentors or 

coaches, rather than a dyadic relation, has emerged as a developmental strategy within 

organisations. This perspective recognises that mentoring and coaching can occur 

through many channels and from multiple sources, including online and social media 

contacts and/or with fellow professionals and peers (Allen, 2006). It is also pertinent to 

note that, historically, definitions of “coaching” and “mentoring” have differed among 



 

155 

researchers. D’abate, Eddy, and Tannenmbaum (2003) point out that the two terms, 

though often used synonymously, may differ. They provide a taxonomy of 

characteristics that differentiate the two terms (pp. 367 -268), including such factors as 

formality, choice to participate, duration, learning objectives, emotional support and 

whether career progression emerges from the interaction. They suggest that mentoring 

is more general, longer-term and more concerned with supporting and counselling while 

coaching is more specific, generally takes place in a shorter timeframe and is more 

concerned with goal-setting or practical applications with specific feedback on, for 

example, work-related performance (D’abate et al., 2003).  

5.2.5 Conclusions for Section 5.2 

The last two decades have seen a considerable focus on instigating employability 

programs within tertiary education institutions and numerous attempts to build new, 

more critical and challenging bridges between tertiary education and industry as 

opposed to relying on centuries-old traditions of training novices to do what their 

predecessors did in an apprenticeship mentality. A lack of agreement as to 

employability’s importance, lack of interest or commitment on the part of already over-

stretched educators, a lack of time for teaching/mentoring and limited learning 

resources and/or disagreements as to what constitutes an effective employability 

education model have tended to constrain these initiatives. Contemporaneously, 

organisations have been affected by a lack of coordination between education providers 

and employers, cutbacks in industry commitment to internships and the ad hoc nature 

of organisational interest in or sense of responsibility for early career learning. 

5.3 LEARNING STRATEGIES AVAILABLE POST WORKFORCE ENTRY 

Continuing the likely career sequence of learning presented in Section 5.2, further 

opportunities available to those in mid- or late-career, such as MAPs, were examined in 

the text set created for this study.70 Several forms of learning that could aid MAPs in the 

development of their employability are depicted, including postgraduate education, 

professional development, organisation-led training, interaction with labour market 

intermediaries such as career guidance counsellors, executive coaches and 

 
70 Dialogue Questions 4.3, 4.4 and 4.6 were utilised in this second major interaction with the text set. 
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outplacement counsellors, online learning and the recognition of experience and prior 

learning. The effectiveness of educational institutions, professional associations and 

employing organisations in aiding employability development as well as the pace and 

nature of change regarding professional knowledge and the way that work is organised 

and delivered may all impact on how these strategies are engaged with during an 

employee’s more mature years. 

5.3.1 Postgraduate university education 

It is useful to commence this section with a clarification of choice and specialisation in 

further, formal education. For some professions, such as psychology, a master’s entry 

degree is required; in others such as medicine and physiotherapy, graduates may meet 

the requirements of practice registration through either undergraduate or master’s 

entry degree programs. In other pathways of choice, graduates may gain specialisation 

qualifications through postgraduate university courses in their current profession or 

may complete professional education programs such as chartered accountancy, and 

medical specialisations (e.g., paediatrics) through professional association programs. 

Some graduates may seek additional capabilities or conclude that their current degree 

is insufficient for their career-related needs, particularly with regard to preparation for 

more senior or more specialised roles and may consider undertaking a degree in a 

different (if related) field such as an MBA or a Master’s in Management, or may pursue 

specialisation in a specific area of their own field via other graduate or postgraduate 

studies. 

Williamson, Maxwell, Scott, and Macfarlane (2010) suggest, based on research into 

employer expectations of people with completed postgraduate qualifications, that the 

main employability capabilities that might be expected of them include leadership, 

problem-solving and strategic skills, as well as demonstrated abilities in communication, 

decision making, information retrieval, numeracy, personal development and working 

independently as well as in teams. Of these, communication abilities—at all levels of an 

organisation—was considered, by employers, to be extremely important (Parker, Hall, 

& Kram, 2008). It can be noted, however, that, in comparison to the abundance of 

research material on undergraduate employability, the research literature in regard to 
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the development of employability among postgraduates, particularly among more 

mature postgraduates, is particularly sparse. 

5.3.2 Ongoing professional development 

In many instances, mid to later career development is likely to take place through 

membership in a professional peak body, which may facilitate profession-specific 

development, often through workshops, forums or conventions and mandatory 

continuing education requirements. Examples include the Australian Institute of 

Management (AIM),71 a central membership body for business professionals or the 

Australian Professional Teachers Association (APTA),72 which offers a range of 

professional development initiatives including scaffolded learning, awards and 

recognition such as fellowships. Professional peak bodies not only provide a mechanism 

by which members can interact, exchange ideas and feel a sense of belonging to a 

community of like-minded individuals but offer a “forum through which the particular 

logic of the profession is maintained” (Hordern, 2014, p. 173) and by which professionals 

can undertake the mandatory professional development that is often a necessary part 

of maintaining employability within their particular field.  

Whether professional development opportunities are available, affordable or pertinent 

to an individual’s particular needs may depend on a wide range of factors including the 

professional sector within which work is taking place, workplace practice, educational 

opportunities, technological change and the broader social context within which agents 

act. There may, for example, be a stark contrast between more formal professions such 

as health or education and the more informal development processes for staff working 

within the ICT or business sectors. Hordern (2014) notes that for corporate professions, 

“the notion of any structured ‘formation’ may be largely irrelevant when 

professionalism is dominated by prevailing organisational or market imperatives [and] 

the mode of work organization may have a greater impact on what is valued as 

professional knowledge” (p. 166). 

 
71 See https://www.aim.com.au 
72 See http://www.apta.edu.au 

https://www.aim.com.au/
http://www.apta.edu.au/


 

158 

5.3.3 Employability development within organisational contexts 

Tamkin and Hillage (1999) examined employer strategies for enhancing employability 

within organisational learning contexts. They reported on five different employability 

enhancing activities that they encountered, postulating that, collectively, these five 

activities formed a dynamic and comprehensive approach to developing staff 

employability. These activities included internal organisation redeployment of the 

employee to other roles so as to improve their overall, work-related knowledge base; 

active, planned development to maintain employability within current employment; a 

“psychological contract” whereby employees were aided in developing skills that they 

might need for the future; community-based programs involving local training providers 

and community organisations; and, lastly, the creation of links between the organisation 

and labour market intermediaries such that displaced employees had networks and 

support should they be retrenched. Though Tamkin and Hillage identified the five areas 

listed above as potential mechanisms whereby employers could foster their employees’ 

employability, they found few employers expressed interest in adopting such broad or 

cohesive approaches, with the majority equating employability development with an  

“exhortation” approach whereby outplacement was delivered as a kind of “palliative” 

for retrenchment or restructuring. 

Baruch and Peiperl (2000) investigated career development practices in nearly 200 

organisations across a variety of industry sectors. Seventeen different forms of career 

management practices were identified and grouped into five different types, each 

depicted by a circle in Figure 5.1, including: 

• “Basic”: such as internal job postings; 

• “Formal”: such as a personal career plan; 

• “Active planning”: such as career counselling by a supervisor or the human 

resources (HR) department; 

• “Multi-directional”: such as peer or upward appraisals; and 

• “Active management”: assessment centres or career workshops. 
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Figure 5.1. Career management practices, 
according to Baruch and Peiperl (2000, p. 359). 

 

These five groups were then evaluated according to two criteria: the level of 

sophistication in the implementation of these activities that organisations exhibited and 

the level of involvement that they displayed with regard to engaging with employees’ 

development. “Sophistication” was defined as varying between basic activities (such as 

job postings) at the bottom of the vertical axis to more complex career-related 

development such as formal development plans and peer evaluation at the top. 

“Involvement”, depicted as the horizontal axis, portrays the level of attention to 

individual career development, ranging from a formal development plan (at left) to more 

complex, multifaceted development activities such as would take place in a career 

workshop (at right). The value of this type of reflective and developmental model is that 

staff are, potentially, engaged with a wide variety of career-enhancing opportunities at 

both individual and collective levels. However, whether such high levels of sophistication 

and involvement with career development are achieved, organisationally, varies 

according to a wide range of factors. These include whether an organisation is public or 

private, the commitment of management to engaging in such activity and particularly 

the size, corporate climate and level of staff unionisation (Baruch & Peiperl, 2000). 
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Similarly, Clarke and Patrickson (2008) found that there was a “gap between theory and 

practice” (p. 130) with regard to employer attitudes towards developing staff 

employability. Employers focused largely on training staff in ways that would enhance 

their performance in current roles rather than enhance employability in a general sense. 

The perceived high cost of employability-related training and a belief that such training 

is likely to foster a desire in employees to explore alternative work options elsewhere 

acted as major impediments. 

5.3.4 Career guidance 

Career guidance is a process whereby an intermediary, typically an experienced 

guidance counsellor, offers advice and information regarding career development. Such 

learning can take place inside or outside of a specific curriculum in schools or universities 

or through online, fee-driven, one-on-one consulting sessions, while someone is in 

employment (or during unemployment). The aim of such guidance is for the counsellor 

to foster “competence in making and implementing the decisions that determine one’s 

career” (Watts, 2006, p. 15). 

A range of frameworks for careers guidance has been implemented by government and 

industry peak bodies in Australia in the last 15 years, providing structure, support and 

resources for guidance counsellors to offer targeted career development activities to 

adults of any age, including MAPs. These have included such initiatives as the peak body 

initiated Guiding Principles for Career Development Services73 (McCowan & McKenzie, 

2011), the government initiated National Career Development Strategy74 (Miles Morgan 

Inc., 2010) and the Australian Blueprint for Career Development75 (Department of 

Education, Employment and Workplace Relations [DEEWR], 2013). Within these various 

frameworks there are several different developmental approaches to providing 

guidance but the most commonly used methods usually incorporate a counsellor 

guiding a client through such exercises as self-analysis (identifying career interests and 

horizons), opportunity awareness (knowing where career-related prospects may be), 

consciously creating a career trajectory and transition planning (knowing how to find 

 
73 Produced by the Career Industry Council of Australia (CICA). See https://cica.org.au 
74 See https://docs.education.gov.au/documents/national-career-development-strategy 
75 See https://www.education.gov.au/australian-blueprint-career-development 

https://cica.org.au/
https://docs.education.gov.au/documents/national-career-development-strategy
https://www.education.gov.au/australian-blueprint-career-development
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and secure employment) (Association of Graduate Careers Advisory Services [AGCAS], 

2005; Feller, 2010; Patton & McMahon, 2006, 2015). 

However, despite organisations and systems providing career guidance opportunities, it 

is not necessarily the case that workers systematically or productively use them. For 

instance, after what may have been a long period in one role or sector, older 

professionals may have become less accustomed than their younger counterparts to 

regularly seek help in developing, or personally review their skills and capabilities or to 

investigate the state of the labour market with a third party, and may be unfamiliar with 

the role counsellors or intermediaries can play (Callan & Bowman, 2015; Lourey, 2015; 

National Seniors Productive Ageing Centre, 2016). Moreover, should MAPs decide to 

review their career trajectory, it can be noted that, while there are a plethora of 

government-supported career advice services online, the majority are oriented to 

younger people new to the job market. Only one government-funded site, Skills 

Checkpoint,76 is specifically designed with older Australians (aged 45–70) in mind and 

with a view to aiding them to self-assess their skills and abilities in order to identify new 

career paths and learning opportunities (Career Industry Council of Australia [CICA], 

2012). 

5.3.5 Executive coaching and outplacement 

Executive coaches typically assist managers and executives in improving their abilities in 

a wide range of work-related issues. The popularity of executive coaching has risen in 

recent decades, possibly due to the need to “attend to the kind of issues that often go 

unattended in the rush of everyday business life … [providing] focus for important work 

that would otherwise fall through the cracks” (Hall, Otazo, & Hollenbeck, 1999, p. 40). 

Coaching can take place in a variety of formats and contexts and may be facilitated face 

to face or in a group format. Effective executive coaching can result in “greater self-

knowledge, new perspectives, improved performances and greater adaptability” (Hall 

et al., 1999, p. 52). Coaching has significant advantages over other types of learning in 

that it can take place at an individual’s convenience, at a location that they prefer and 

in a self-directed format. Objectives can also be discussed with the coach and 

assessment can be staged throughout the learning activities rather than only at the end, 

 
76 See https://ministers.education.gov.au/cash/skills-check-help-keep-older-australians-job 

https://ministers.education.gov.au/cash/skills-check-help-keep-older-australians-job
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with appropriate adjustments made to the learning plan. Individual strengths and 

weaknesses can be explored while interactions with colleagues and subordinates can be 

reviewed, in detail (Arnone, 2006; Ellinger, Beattie, & Hamlin, 2014). The impact of 

coaching can have a positive impact on such areas as goal-directedness, work attitudes, 

coping with stress in a workplace situation, overall well-being and work-related 

performance and skills (Theeboom, Beersma, & van Vianen, 2014). 

One form of coaching that may be used by MAPs is outplacement, that typically takes 

place when an employee, often at management level, has been or is about to be 

retrenched (Borgen & Butterfield, 2018; Pickman, 1994). Guidance typically focuses on 

career counselling, self-assessment, resume preparation, job search techniques, 

interview skills, networking and salary negotiation. Outplacement advisers frequently 

work in liaison with an organisation’s HR department to guide displaced staff and aid 

them in both remaining positive in the face of unemployment while locating new roles 

in the job market. This type of service is utilised to reduce personnel costs during 

corporate restructures or mergers and/or as a public relations exercise through which 

an organisation wishes to be perceived as concerned for its employees. Reducing the 

likelihood of wrongful dismissal lawsuits may be another motivation.  

With regard to executive coaching and outplacement, however, a variety of weak points 

can be identified in current learning structures. The effectiveness of coaching appears 

to hinge on the qualities and experience of the coach and their training style, with 

helpful and collaborative, evidence-based coaching, rather than an autocratic coaching 

style, depicted in the research literature as of greatest benefit to recipients (de Haan, 

Culpin, & Curd, 2011; Grant, 2005). Finding such suitably qualified, experienced coaches 

can be challenging, particularly when costs may be prohibitive. Regarding the services 

of outplacement counsellors, while paid for by organisations, these are typically only 

available in the event of unemployment (Pickman, 1994). 

5.3.6 Online learning opportunities 

For those wishing to explore online learning opportunities, a plethora of choices is 

available, almost too abundant to succinctly summarise here, but which might be 
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exemplified by the work-related online training modules available on LinkedIn77 (Gerard, 

2011; LinkedIn Talent Solutions, 2018) or the extensive range of corporate development 

learning material available from “MOOC’s”78 such as Coursera79 or Udacity.80 These 

open-architecture learning platforms allow institutions, industry, learners and 

educational designers to meet and explore content and provide online training in an 

array of work-related learning topics as diverse as building resilience, creating networks, 

building business pipelines, professional development in specific occupations, hiring 

trends and available job opportunities Self-directed online learning may encompass 

formal or informal learning environments, can readily facilitate access to group activity-

based assignments and simulated environments conducive to learners’ precise goals, 

can be blended into a structured system under the aegis of an educational institution, 

such as the broad range of online learning courses available from universities and other 

tertiary education providers or be entirely self-managed (Bowman & Kearns, 2009; 

Stone, 2017).  

While the range and depth of much online study is continually expanding, often allowing 

people to direct both the pace and the direction of their development and deliberately 

acquire skills and knowledge, whether they have the capacity or experience to select the 

right course relative to their needs and circumstances can be questioned (Curran, 2010). 

5.3.7 Recognition of prior learning 

Formal acknowledgement of learning achievements is typically awarded in tertiary 

education in two ways: by the award of qualifications or through the granting of 

equivalence, otherwise known, in Australian tertiary education, as recognition of prior 

learning (RPL), or “advanced standing”81 whereby non-formal and informal learning may 

 
77 See https://www.linkedin.com/learning/me?trk=nav_neptune_learning 
78   The acronym MOOC stands for “massive open online courses”. 
79   See https://www.coursera.org/ 
80   See https://www.udacity.com/ 
81 Recognition, in tertiary education, is typically granted through one of two processes: 

A) “Credit recognition” recognises formal qualifications that have previously been awarded and 
which may contribute, as equivalent credit, towards a qualification currently being undertaken 
through the granting of credit units or waivers. 

B) Previous, relevant non-formal or informal learning may also be granted equivalency through a 
formal validation process. CEDEFOP (2014b) defines this as: 

https://www.linkedin.com/learning/me?trk=nav_neptune_learning
https://www.coursera.org/
https://www.udacity.com/
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be regarded as equivalent to formal learning and, as such, formally recognised (Wong, 

1996). 

Recognition of prior learning, or “RPL”, appears to be a vital part of lifelong learning, 

which enhances, in turn, overall employability across the lifespan (Karmel & Woods, 

2004; Organisation For Economic Co-operation and Development [OECD], 1997). RPL 

could be of particular interest to MAPs, who have typically accumulated considerable 

work-related experience during their career. Indeed, the changes that RPL was expected 

to achieve when it was first instigated widely in the tertiary education system in the mid-

1990s included the elimination of the duplication of learning, enhancement of equitable 

access to education and greater synchronicity between the workplace and educational 

institutions (Australian Qualifications Framework Advisory Board, 1997). 

There is mixed evidence, however, as to whether these aims have been met. On the one 

hand, the development of online learning and MOOCs has led many universities to re-

consider their position in relation to RPL and to offer a more positive approach to 

facilitating RPL for both formal and non-formal experience and learning (Ruinard & 

McNamara, 2015) and some tertiary education institutions appear to be promoting it 

more actively (Andersson, Fejes, & Sandberg, 2016; Pitman, 2009). On the other hand, 

a number of barriers remain to its widespread adoption. Firstly, there is still a lack of 

clarity for actual and potential learners around how to engage in the evidence collection 

process. It may be extremely time consuming to locate precise, well-documented 

information on how to undertake RPL as people “do not know how to successfully 

engage with the organizations that award credentials” (Dyson & Keating, 2005, p. 63). 

Secondly, there may be opposition to or disinterest in RPL by academic staff. Training 

providers may regard RPL as bothersome and time consuming and may not have 

invested in sufficient infrastructure or support to facilitate RPL when requested and/or 

there may also be entrenched disincentives to providing RPL due to extant funding 

arrangements within tertiary education (Flowers & Hawke, 2000; Haydon, 1997). Lastly, 

RPL may be more suited to some professions or learning areas than others, with Harris 

 
“[The] process of confirmation by an authorised body that an individual has acquired learning outcomes 

measured against a relevant standard. Validation consists of four distinct phases: 
• identification through dialogue of particular experiences of an individual; 
• documentation to make visible the individual’s experiences; 
• formal assessment of these experiences; and 
• certification of the results of the assessment which may lead to a partial or full qualification” (p. 288). 
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and Wihak (2017) postulating that industry context, regulatory and professional bodies’ 

rules and the nature of the curriculum in the university sector are all likely to impact on 

the efficacy of using recognition processes. 

5.3.8 Developing entrepreneurship 

In a rapidly changing world of work with multiple challenges to traditional careers, 

particularly in the professions, the acquisition of entrepreneurial knowledge through 

learning may enhance overall employability. Two critical factors underlie the importance 

of undertaking such learning. Firstly, self-employment in sole-operator type companies 

is a vital component of most developed economies, particularly in light of the 

ascendancy, highlighted in Study 2, of short-term contractual arrangements as a 

corporate hiring preference. Secondly, entrepreneurialism may offer a complementary 

career path or even provide an alternative to joblessness.  

It may be the case that MAPs who decide to become entrepreneurs have greater 

ambition or assertiveness than others of the same age (Kim, Aldrich, & Keister, 2006) 

and they may have acquired greater knowledge of potential business opportunities 

and/or how to run a business and/or relatively larger social and business networks (de 

Bruin & McCLaren, 2002). Yet there may be many reasons for choosing 

entrepreneurship other than having the necessary working background, including 

labour market fluctuations, redundancy, age discrimination and insufficient pension 

funds (Backman, Karlsson, & Kekezi, 2019). The learning needs of older workers in 

relation to developing entrepreneurial capabilities are, therefore, likely to be broad. 

Moreover, there should be a differentiation made here between the set of skills and 

capabilities that are required to run a small business—which may reflect those acquired 

in previous work experience—and the unique challenges that an entrepreneur may face. 

These challenges could include, among others, “information overload, high uncertainty, 

novel situations, strong emotions, time pressure, and fatigue” (DeCarolis & Litzky, 2006, 

pp. 285-286) as well as job loss (from leaving their former role), status change and new 

working patterns (Rae, 2005). 

Moreover, despite its potential as an additional, valuable strategy through which to 

develop employability, particularly for MAPs who may be considering establishing their 

own business, entrepreneurial education is sometimes overlooked in tertiary education. 
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Other than programs in business-related courses, learners may find tertiary education 

has not prepared them adequately to develop their own independent professional 

practice. As such, it may be incumbent upon learners to direct their own development 

in this area, perhaps through the type of online learning previously outlined in this 

chapter or through seeking professional coaching (Crayford, Fearon, McLaughlin, & van 

Vuuren, 2012; Moreland, 2006).  

5.3.9 Conclusions for Section 5.3 

The range of employability enhancement options available to learners in their mid to 

late careers is considerable but the likelihood of achieving a structured, personalised 

program of employability development suited to a specific individual over a prolonged 

period is questionable. Connections between postgraduate education, industry and the 

development of employability seem tenuous. Moreover, based on these findings I would 

maintain that, at an organisational level, even where there is, ostensibly, commitment 

to employability development, it can sometimes represent little more than a cynical 

attempt to camouflage deeper structural transformations that are not in the interest of 

the majority of employees. “Employability development” may, in fact, be little more 

than a palliative for a reduction in the opportunities for stable, longer-term employment 

(Hallier & Butts, 1999). 

Moreover, though MAPs may decide to pursue their own employability development 

through self-directed learning, the range of barriers and obstacles that stand in the way 

of effectively utilising these learning strategies is considerable. Immediate obstacles 

include the costs of such learning, a possible lack of suitable trainers and/or assessors 

and a lack of accessible information about potential opportunities such as RPL. 

5.4 KEY ASPECTS OF EMPLOYABILITY FROM STUDY 3: ANSWERING RESEARCH 
QUESTIONS 3–5 

A broad array of educational resources that individuals may tap into so as to enhance 

their employability in an array of different contexts has been outlined. Section 5.4 

reports on an interpretation of these resources, specifically their effectiveness in 

augmenting MAPs’ employability. To enact this interpretation, external influences 

impacting on employability, particularly its development through learning, were 

identified, while contributing to an answer to Research Question 3. These influences 



 

167 

include the various barriers and impediments that can stand in the way of MAPs actively 

engaging and succeeding in employability development. Subsequently, the various ways 

that people within the target cohort develop and manage their employability were 

examined, and Research Question 4 answered, based on the findings in this study. Two 

further “key aspects” of employability were identified, namely “engage in employability 

development through learning” and “self-manage employability”. In light of these 

findings, suggestions for improving education for employability across MAPs are 

presented while contributing to answering Research Question 5. 

5.4.1 Enablers and barriers to employability: Answering Research Question 3 

Q3. What contextual factors most influence employability, particularly the 

employability of mature age professionals? 

While an array of potential choice with regard to learning is available, workers can be 

either aided or impeded in utilising these choices and opportunities by an array of 

external influences.82 (These influences are depicted in Table 5.1, with relevant 

references from this study in the right-hand column.)83 Indeed, development of 

employability appears to unfold in the interplay between situational considerations and 

individual dispositions, aspirations and interests. Situational (structural, systems, 

resources and strategic) considerations typically represent an array of national, sectoral 

or organisational contextual factors that frequently mitigate or even constrict individual 

initiative (Kirpal, 2013). 

  

 
82 For this examination of text, Dialogue Questions 4.5 and 4.7 were utilised to identify the barriers and 

enablers that enhance or restrict attempts by MAPs to improve their employability and the relative 
focus of organisations on developing MAPs’ employability. 

83 It should be noted that while some references refer only to a single contextual factor, many others 
overlap on two or more; hence, references are listed in alphabetical order rather than being assigned 
to only one factor. 
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Table 5.1. A Depiction of External Influences Impacting on Employability’s 
Development.* 

THE META-ENVIRONMENT 
TERTIARY EDUCATION FRAMEWORKS 

• Accessibility and cost of utilising tertiary education-based learning 
• Ability of institutional education to foster professional practice capabilities 

and social capital while developing ongoing collaboration with industry 
• Relevance of institutionally delivered learning opportunities vis-à-vis current 

labour market demand and industry requirements relative to discipline 
• Availability and experience of relevant, qualified trainers and assessors for 

the development of employability 
• Relative focus within tertiary institutions on developing employability 

among students, including in postgraduate programs 
• Accessibility, expertise, cost and institutional willingness to offer 

recognition of experience as a valid form of accreditation 
SOCIOCULTURAL CONTEXT 

• “Structural lag”: a tendency of institutional structure to lag behind social 
change, particularly with relation to age and age-related social change 

POLITICAL AND ECONOMIC CONTEXT 
• Government imperatives and incentives 
• Economic and legal influences on work and industry priorities 

 

THE MACRO-ENVIRONMENT 
• Commitment by senior executives to instituting a high-performance 

organisational culture fostered through the active and planned 
employability development of staff of all ages through learning, including 
(paid) internships 

• Willingness by senior executives, expressed through organisational policies, 
to maintaining the employability development of more mature employees 
and the institution of such policies by line managers and HR staff 

• Access to informal training and development opportunities 
• Opportunities for internal redeployment, mentoring and peer learning 
• The fostering of ties with broader, community-based enterprises—including 

external training providers—that can aid in employability development, 
including the provision of outplacement services 
 

THE MICRO-ENVIRONMENT 
• Availability, cost and expertise of qualified intermediaries such as career 

counsellors and executive coaches, particularly with the skills to counsel 
those in the target cohort 

• Accessibility, range and relevance of online and other self-directed learning 
tools 

(Artess et al., 2016) 
(Baruch & Peiperl, 2000) 
(Bridgstock, 2009) 
(Brooke, 2009) 
(Brown, 2015) 
(Clarke & Patrickson, 
2008) 
(Cranmer, 2006) 
(Dyson & Keating, 2005) 
(Flowers & Hawke, 2000) 
(Froehlich, Beausaert, 
Segers, et al., 2014) 
(Gill, 2018) 
(Golding & Kimberley, 
2016) 
(Hallier & Butts, 1999) 
(Haydon, 1997) 
(Holmes, 2013) 
(Hooley, 2014) 
(Hunt & Scott, 2018). 
(James et al., 2013) 
(Jarman, 2016) 
(Kirpal, 2013) 
(Knight & Yorke, 2004) 
(Kochoian, Raemdonck, 
Frenay, & (Zacher, 2016) 
(Larkin & Neumann, 
2009) 
(Mason et al., 2003) 
(Maurer, 2001) 
(Meyers et al., 2014) 
(Nagarajan & Edwards, 
2014) 
(Oliver et al., 2010) 
(Pitman, 2009) 
(Rae & Matlay, 2007) 
(Riley, Kahn, & Foner, 
1994) 
(Rust & Froud, 2011) 
(Speight et al., 2013) 
(Tamkin & Hillage, 1999) 
(Wang, Olson, & Shultz, 
2012) 
(Watts et al., 2006) 
(Wooden, VandenHeuvel, 
Cully, & Curtain, 2001) 

*Influences of particular relevance to MAPs are highlighted in grey. 
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At a meta (national) level, the ability of institutional frameworks to deliver programs 

focused on employability as well as their cost, accessibility, synchronisation with 

industry needs and relevance to labour market demands are all likely to influence 

employability development. Additionally, the availability of qualified trainers as well as 

their experience, assessment expertise and willingness to offer recognition of 

experience, all influence how effectively tertiary education frameworks may foster 

employability. Of salience too are social influences such as tendencies among older 

employees to focus on present circumstances rather than future development 

opportunities as well as a tendency of institutional structures to reflect past perspectives 

on employability and lag behind current ones. 

At a macro (sector or organisational) level, a panoply of influences can impact on how 

employability’s development is viewed and instituted. Commitment and willingness of 

employers and executives to institute employee development, particularly among 

MAPs, can restrict access to career development or other internal developmental 

opportunities. At the micro (individual) level, availability and cost of qualified 

intermediaries and coaches, as well as the accessibility, range and relevance of online 

and other forms of self-directed learning, may also impact on access to salient 

development opportunities. 

From among these various influences, two that are of considerable relevance to the 

target cohort are now examined in detail: organisational bias towards MAPs and access 

to informal training opportunities. 

Organisational bias towards MAPs 

With specific regard to MAPs’ engagement with learning, this appears to be affected by 

organisational, age-related bias with regard to both hiring and training older employees. 

Taylor and Walker (1994) observe, in a survey of 500 employers, each with over 500 

employees in almost all main industrial sectors, that 43% regarded someone of 55 as 

“too old” to employ, with the figure rising to 60% for potential employees aged 60. 

These age-related biases appear to extend beyond hiring to include employer attitudes 

towards the training and development of older workers. Older workers are often 

perceived as less able and/or willing to learn. Investment in such learning with regard to 

more mature employees is often considered a waste of time, with employers failing to 
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see the relevance, for their organisational goals, of MAPs’ employability development 

(Watts et al., 2006) with the costs of such investment seen as unlikely to be amortised 

over the remaining working life of the employee (Froehlich, Beausaert, Segers, & 

Gerken, 2014; Maurer, 2007). Even when well-instituted company policies oriented 

towards the fostering of employability are in place, participation in such programs is 

often “predicated on workplace affordances that are impacted by more subtle factors” 

(Meyers et al., 2014, p. 120), such as age-related bias among line managers, supervisors 

or “gatekeepers” in an HR department that decide, ultimately, who among the staff 

engages in learning opportunities. 

As examples from within the industry sectors under examination, Larkin and Neumann 

(2009) allude to the lack of institutionally embedded, uniformly managed and available, 

career counselling for those working in the education sector. While over 50% of 

academics working in the universities examined in their research were over 45, few 

universities had age-related, life and career-stage oriented training and development 

policies and procedures. In the ICT sector, rapidly changing demands by employers for 

the latest technological skills exert a continual demand on professionals in the sector to 

stay up to date through learning. Due to the contractual nature of hiring, however, this 

is typically at employees’ own expense and involves risk: professionals may invest in 

training in a service or product that has a relatively short lifespan or is quickly rejected 

by the market and becomes obsolete (Barley & Kunda, 2011). While this risk is uniform 

for employees of all age groups, ICT professionals aged over 50 are already often 

“tolerated rather than wanted” (Pruijt, 2013, p. 1624), and those who do invest in 

training in the wrong technology may, as a result, further heighten negative perceptions 

that they have outdated or inappropriate skills. 

Brooke (2009) alludes to these entrenched assumptions in the ICT sector and suggests 

that opportunity structures84 are delimited by a widespread belief in this sector that 

careers generally end early, often in employees’ late 30s or early 40s. The intensity of 

many roles within ICT is seen as incompatible with a perceived lack of capacity of older 

employees to engage with cutting-edge technologies and, as a result, older employees 

are either retrenched or relegated to dealing with legacy systems. Career progression is 

often further truncated either by unstable contractual arrangements or by the rapidly 

 
84 Defined here as the range of opportunities available to individuals (CEDEFOP, 2014a). 
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changing working arena of most ICT firms, whose “half-life” is typically quite short and 

dominated by swift transformations in technologies or their popularity (Brooke, 2009). 

Access to informal training opportunities 

Of considerable salience to this study are the learning needs and requirements of MAPs, 

which typically contrast with younger age groups. MAPs typically seek mastery and 

specialisation, learned within informal atmospheres incorporating support from and 

engagement with peers (Davies, Hanley, Jenkins, & Chan, 2018). Golding and Kimberley 

(2016) note that access to what they term informal learning85 rather than traditional, 

structured learning is a key motivator for older workers and that it has value “beyond 

conventional attribution” (p. 29) provided it is structured towards older employees’ 

learning preferences and takes place within a conducive setting. They point out that “the 

vast majority of older Australians spurn existing, structured educational programmes 

not because they don’t need to learn, but because what is on offer is of insufficient 

interest or its modes of delivery are not congenial to them” (p. 29). These preferences 

are typically more oriented towards self-directed learning, particularly around current 

workplace issues and challenges, whether alone or within a project group, with minimal 

teacher involvement (Tikkanen & Billett, 2014). 

  

 
85 The precise differences between formal, non-formal and informal learning may vary between 

cultures and across time periods. CEDEFOP (The European Centre for the Development of Vocational 
Training) (2014b) defines these differing learning styles as follows: 

 Formal Learning: “learning that occurs in an organised and structured environment (such as in an 
education or training institution or on the job) and is explicitly designated as learning (in terms of 
objectives, time or resources). Formal learning is intentional from the learner’s point of view. It 
typically leads to certification” (p. 99). 

 Non-formal learning: “learning embedded in planned activities not explicitly designated as learning 
(in terms of learning objectives, learning time or learning support). Non-formal learning is intentional 
from the learner’s point of view. Comments: non-formal learning outcomes may be validated and 
may lead to certification; non-formal learning is sometimes described as semi-structured learning” 
(p. 184). 

 Informal learning: “learning resulting from daily activities related to work, family or leisure. It is not 
organised or structured in terms of objectives, time or learning support. Informal learning is in most 
cases unintentional from the learner’s perspective. Comments: informal learning outcomes may be 
validated and certified; informal learning is also referred to as experiential or incidental/random 
learning” (p. 111). 
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5.4.2 Developing and managing employability: Answering Research Question 4 

Q4. How do workers, particularly mature age professionals, develop and manage 

their employability? 

“DEVELOP” 

Workers have a variety of learning options available to them through which they can 

develop their employability. Utilising these learning options forms a significant part of 

developing employability and, as such, is portrayed here as forming a distinct aspect of 

employability, termed “engage in employability development through learning”. This 

aspect of the phenomenon and the various capabilities that form parts of it are 

tabulated in detail in Figure 5.2 as well as Table 5.2. To provide supporting evidence for 

derivations regarding this aspect of the phenomenon, relevant citations from research 

are provided in the tables. It should be noted that while some references refer only to a 

single capability, many others overlap on two or more; hence, references are listed in 

alphabetical order rather than being assigned to only one capability. These capabilities 

include: 

Utilise tertiary education learning frameworks; develop professional practice 

capabilities 

A variety of approaches to developing employability in a formal educational setting exist 

and are progressively being utilised by educational institutions for undergraduate 

education such as Kumar’s SOAR86 model (2008), Oliver’s vision of the student as an 

empowered learner (2015) and Bennett’s L4L87 model (2017). Kumar’s model, for 

example, has been successfully adopted among a range of UK universities and has been 

trialled here in Australia (see Reddan & Rauchle, 2017). Learners, including MAPs, are 

able to benefit from these educational frameworks. However, it should be pointed out 

that the great majority of MAPs have already acquired a first degree or diploma and, as 

such, cannot access these programs. Postgraduate employability development 

programs, as previously noted, are not, as yet, a subject of research nor a major focus 

of universities’ drive to enhance their students’ employability. Employees, including 

 
86 SOAR stands for, in Kumar’s model, the interrelationship between self, opportunity, aspirations and 

results. 
87 L4L stands for Literacies for Life. 
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MAPs, can also avail of professional practice development opportunities, developing a 

sense of professional ethics and integrity through, for example, professional 

development opportunities. 

Access and utilise organisation-based development opportunities 

Employability development can also take place within an organisation through in-

company, planned, longer-term development. Baruch and Peiperl (2000) noted that the 

most successful organisations with regard to the delivery of longer-term career 

development for staff were those with active management of career planning and 

assessment centres but which also incorporated all, or a significant number, of other 

activities such as counselling, development of personal career plans and the possibility 

of internal development pathways within an organisation. The availability of such 

services for MAPs is questionable (see answer to Q3). 

Prepare for and utilise alternative strategies for learning; access relevant 

intermediaries 

Development can also include online learning or recognition of experience. For example, 

an individual may have been developing throughout their working life, in a variety of 

contexts, yet the informal or non-formal nature of the learning may have negated formal 

recognition of what may be significant employability enhancing skills or capabilities. 

Reflective engagement with past experiences, the preparation of evidence in relation to 

these experiences and their formal validation may aid in applying this tacit knowledge 

to existing circumstances (Karen & Snart, 2000). This reflective process of creating a 

portfolio of evidence of experience may add to a sense of integrated identity, enhance 

self-confidence and stimulate the desire to continue learning. However, as noted in this 

chapter, the availability and readiness of institutions to facilitate RPL can fluctuate and 

access to information on how to access this assessment tool, particularly in an 

organisational context, may be limited. Other ways of developing employability can 

include working with intermediary specialists such as career counsellors, coaches and 

outplacement specialists. 
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*Capabilities of particular relevance to MAPs are highlighted in grey. 

Figure 5.2. Key aspects of employability from Study 3. 

  

ENGAGE IN EMPLOYABILITY DEVELOPMENT 
THROUGH LEARNING* 

 

SELF-MANAGE EMPLOYABILITY* 

Capabilities within this strategy include: 
• Utilise tertiary education learning 

frameworks, particularly programs that 
incorporate work-integrated learning 

• Develop professional practice capabilities in 
early career and through ongoing professional 
development 

• Access and utilise relevant intermediary 
specialists 

• Access and utilise organisation-based 
development opportunities 

• Prepare for and utilise alternative strategies 
for learning 

• Develop entrepreneurial capabilities as 
distinct from simply using prior experience to 
transfer skills into running a small business 

Capabilities within this strategy include: 
• Overcome any tendency towards complacency 

through reflection and metacognition so as to 
agentically pursue employability development at 
mid-career 

• Maintain an occupational future time perspective: 
continue to focus on the future and 

• Develop a “second stage” career plan by assessing 
self in relation to employability development at 
mid-career 

THE DEVELOPMENT 
OF EMPLOYABILITY  

EXTERNAL 
INFLUENCES 

IMPACTING ON 
EMPLOYABILITY  

EMPLOYABILITY: (as phenomenon, construct, 
interpretation and experience)   
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Table 5.2. The First Key Aspect of Employability Identified by This Study: 
“Engage in Employability Development Through Learning”.* 

 
CAPABILITIES 

KEY REFERENCES FOR THIS 
ASPECT OF EMPLOYABILITY 

(ALPHABETICAL) 

• Utilise tertiary education learning frameworks that 
assist the development of employability so as to enhance 
“graduate attributes” most appropriate to chosen 
profession and learning needs, while developing social 
capital; engage in work-integrated learning; access and 
engage with postgraduate learning opportunities 
 

• Develop professional practice capabilities, particularly 
a sense of professional ethics, professional socialisation 
and integrity by engaging in professional development 
throughout career while remaining aware of what 
capabilities are expected by one’s industry and 
workplace 
 

• Access and utilise relevant labour market and other 
intermediary specialists such as career counsellors, 
outplacement counsellors and executive coaches 
 

• Access and utilise organisation-based development 
opportunities such as internships, the protégé 
experience under an experienced mentor and structured, 
in-company career development; select organisational 
environments that have a commitment to fostering 
learning for employability through planned, active staff 
development and career management practices 

 
• Prepare for and utilise alternative strategies for 

learning such as online learning opportunities; create 
and develop, on an ongoing basis, a portfolio of evidence 
of work-based capabilities and experience and utilise RPL 
where appropriate 

 
• Develop entrepreneurialism by engaging in learning how 

to gain entrepreneurial abilities; acquire knowledge of 
and abilities to work within new work mediums (e.g., 
multiple, short-term contracts; crowdsourcing) 

(Allen, 2006) 
(Baruch & Peiperl, 2000) 
(Billett & Smith, 2014) 
(Borgen & Butterfield, 2018) 
(Brewer et al., 2014) 
(Butterfield & Borgen, 2005) 
(Callanan, 2006) 
(Chao, 1997) 
(Clayton et al., 2004) 
(Coleman, 1988) 
(Crayford et al., 2012) 
(Curtis, 2004) 
(Divan & McBurney, 2016) 
(Dreher & Ash, 1990) 
(Gray et al., 2015) 
(Hall et al., 1999) 
(Higgs, 2018b) 
(Higgs & Patton, 2018) 
(Hill, 2015) 
(Hordern, 2014) 
(Hughes, 2006) 
(Karen & Snart, 2000) 
(K. Kinash, 2015) 
(S. Kinash et al., 2015) 
(Knouse & Fontenot, 2008) 
(Little, 2006) 
(Moon, 2004) 
(Moreland, 2006) 
(Oliver, 2015) 
(Parker et al., 2008) 
(Pickman, 1994) 
(Robinson, 2005) 
(Stone, 2017) 
(Tamkin & Hillage, 1999) 
(Tooth, 2014) 
(Whitely & Coetsier, 1993) 
(Williamson et al., 2010) 

*Capabilities of particular relevance to MAPs are highlighted in grey. 
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Develop entrepreneurialism within organisational contexts 

Finally, developing entrepreneurial capabilities may aid not only in facilitating future 

career-related opportunities, as outlined in Section 5.3.8, but also in developing 

employability in a current organisational context. For example, the demand for 

innovation from within existing organisations is growing to the point where employees 

may be required by their employers to become “intrapreneurs”, i.e., demonstrating 

entrepreneurialism within an organisational context (Baruah & Ward, 2015). The 

creativity and self-directedness of an “intrapreneurial” orientation may, therefore, not 

only be valued by traditional employers but could contribute innovative thought and, 

potentially, new products and services that may shape the trajectory of a profession, 

though few but the largest companies currently offer such opportunities through formal 

training (Baruah & Ward, 2015). 

“MANAGE” 

The importance of managing employability was noted in Study 2, as part of a suggested 

approach whereby MAPs understand, pursue and manage their own employability. In 

order to richly interpret this aspect of the phenomenon, the text set, as well as the 

findings in this study, were repeatedly interrogated.88 A further key aspect of 

employability, termed here “self-manage employability”, was identified and is tabulated 

in detail in Figure 5.2 as well as in Table 5.3. Notably, in the context of the current study, 

such self-management appears to have several layers of meaning with regard to 

employability, not restricted to utilising formal education alone. This aspect of 

employability appears to have three main capabilities, each highly relevant to MAPs. 

Overcome any tendency towards complacency 

While motivation to engage in employability development should remain high 

throughout career, such motivation among MAPs can be diminished by several 

important factors, unique to this age cohort. MAPs may exhibit a lack of confidence in 

their own ability to learn and develop in relation to their careers or even exhibit 

complacency or apathy towards self-development (Maurer, 2001). The most significant 

reasons for feeling such complacency or inertia include generational attitudes and 

 
88 Utilising Dialogue Questions 4.9. See Appendix C. 
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occupational future time perspectives. Kirpal (2013) notes that many employees in the 

age group under consideration acquired their formal qualifications in tertiary education 

at a time, in the 1970s and 1980s, when employability and lifelong learning were vague 

concepts still in their infancy and, as a consequence, may regard an emphasis on such 

subjects as alien or unnecessary. There may even be contrasts in perspective between 

those at the younger end of the age spectrum under consideration, (45–50) and those 

at the higher end (60–64). Younger MAPs appear to consider investing time, effort and 

potentially personal savings into training as still likely to return a reward in terms of 

employability development and career progression (Kirpal, 2013). By comparison, 

interest in employability development among those at the higher end of the age 

spectrum appears to diminish as the gap between the present day and likely retirement 

narrows (Kochoian et al., 2016). 

Table 5.3. A Second Key Aspect of Employability Identified 
by This Study, “Self-Manage Employability”.* 

“SELF-MANAGE EMPLOYABILITY” 
 

CAPABILITIES RELATED TO THIS STRATEGY KEY REFERENCES FOR THIS 
ASPECT OF EMPLOYABILITY 

(ALPHABETICAL) 

• Overcome any tendency towards complacency through 
reflection and metacognition so as to agentically pursue 
employability development; develop dynamic self-
congruence so that actions match plans 

• Maintain an occupational future time perspective by 
avoiding any tendency to focus on the present; rather, 
continue to focus on the future and future development 
possibilities 

• Develop a “second stage” career plan, perhaps by utilising 
professional advice; assess self in relation to employability 
development at mid-career; continue to review skills, 
capabilities, work-related learning motives, goals and labour 
market opportunities; maintain critical self-awareness so as 
to provide a mechanism to pursue and develop employability 
knowingly, deliberately and agentically 

(Brown, 2015) 
(Ballout, 2007) 
(Bennett, 2017) 
(Billett & Smith, 2014) 
(Callan & Bowman, 2015) 
(Hogan, Chamorro-Premuzic, & 
Kaiser, 2015) 
(Hooley, 2014) 
(Lourey, 2015) 
(National Seniors Productive 
Ageing Centre, 2016) 
(Quigley & Tymon, 2006) 
(Seibert, Crant, & Kraimer, 1999) 
(Seibert, Kraimer, & Liden, 2001) 
(Wooden et al., 2001) 

*Capabilities of particular relevance to MAPs are highlighted in grey. 
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Maintain an occupational future time perspective 

`Occupational future time perspectives may also act as impediments for MAPs. Wang et 

al. (2012) point out that younger people tend to associate “time” with time since birth, 

i.e., young people are closer to the beginning of the life-cycle and are therefore future-

oriented, focused on goals and achievements. Older people, in contrast, may view time 

as time left in life and, as a result, become largely concerned with the present and 

engage in activities that provide immediate gratification. This can translate to the 

workplace, where MAPs can be less interested in role-related challenges and in career 

development than their younger colleagues. This appears to be particularly the case 

with regard to learning new technologies. Many MAPs, particularly at the higher end of 

the age band under consideration, view the effort and expense involved in acquiring up-

to-date, ICT-related skills relative to the time they have left in the workforce as a poor 

return on investment (Wooden et al., 2001). In order to foster the motivation and self-

directedness needed to overcome such complacency, a characteristic of advanced 

employability appears to be the ability to engage in reflexivity89 and metacognitive90 

awareness of self, in relation to one’s point on the career development cycle and the 

need to maintain momentum and commitment to agentically developing employability. 

The aim of such awareness is to become sufficiently conscious of one’s own thinking 

processes and surroundings to the extent that interaction with environment is 

negotiated and synchronised, work-related, person–environment “fit” and job-related 

person–role fit is realised and career momentum sustained (Ballout, 2007; Billett & 

Smith, 2014).  

Develop a “second stage” career plan 

Planning for the development of their own employability, regardless of the support 

provided by their employers, appears to be a strategy used by some MAPs, but not all 

(Callan & Bowman, 2015). Indeed, some MAPs demonstrate little commitment or 

 
89 Tennant and McMullen (2008) define a reflexive approach as “understanding oneself and critically 

evaluating your ‘self’, the circumstances in which you live and the way you are positioned in all your 
relationships—in work, family, institutional and in community life” (p. 7). Reflexivity inherently also 
implies improvement based on appraisal. 

90 Metacognition is “traditionally defined as the experiences and knowledge we have about our own 
cognitive processes” (Schwartz & Perfect, 2002, p. 1). Bennett (2017) contends, with regard to 
metacognition, that, in the context of education, “it is insufficient for students to know how to think; 
they need a critical awareness and understanding of their thinking and learning processes” (p. 1). 
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episodic, unplanned intervention with regards to making such a “second stage” plan. 

Such a failure to adequately discern the need to maintain an agentic orientation towards 

employability development may greatly inhibit its progressive achievement (National 

Seniors Productive Ageing Centre, 2016). Given the reluctance of many employers 

towards investing in the development of MAP employees, MAPs should initiate their 

own plans for self-development. This can include, but not be restricted to, learning 

through formal means. However, self-management of career can also take place, for 

example, when an individual proactively seeks out new skills by applying for different 

job or employment opportunities (Quigley & Tymon, 2006), possibly to optimise person–

role and person–environment fit (Hogan, Chamorro-Premuzic, & Kaiser, 2015; Seibert, 

Kraimer, & Liden, 2001). Particularly in the type of knowledge industries under 

evaluation in this thesis, an agentic approach to personal development that 

encompasses a relatively unconfined approach to surrounding context and the 

intentional transformation of self can be of great value (Seibert, Crant, & Kraimer, 1999).  

5.4.3 Answering Research Question 5 

Q5. How might employability and its development/pursuit be improved for mature 

age professionals? 

Despite the wide range of available learning options outlined above, interpretations in 

this study have identified that the development of employability through educational 

strategies often takes place at the interchange between individual action and the ability 

of institutions and/or employers to foster employability development for employees of 

all ages within changing organisational environments. 

Tertiary education, for example, may disregard age-related contexts and how 

employability varies across these different contexts. Within organisational contexts, the 

employability development of more mature staff can sometimes be side-lined or 

circumvented. Organisational self-interest, particularly the view that training and 

development are “not core business”, as well as entrenched organisational complacency 

towards developing MAPs’ employability, may all equate to its development being 

viewed in narrow and constricted terms. Moreover, to date, there has often been a 

developmental focus, both within educational institutions and organisations, on 

younger people at the start of their careers and, sometimes, scant recognition of the 
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learning needs of MAPs. Yet, as Crisp and Oliver (2019) identify, the majority of 

undergraduates in many tertiary education institutions are, in fact, aged over 25, already 

in the workforce and have, in many instances, already acquired a range of graduate 

attributes. 

Compounding this situation, complacency, inertia and a desire, in some instances, to 

avoid change all appear to be potential weak points among MAPs, who may perceive 

employability development in mid-career as time consuming and costly. Issues related 

to accessibility, a lack of synchronicity between extant programs and labour market 

demand, a relative scarcity of affordable, third-party support such as from expert 

intermediaries as well as a diverse array of other inhibiting factors can be noted. These 

various forces impacting specifically on MAPs’ employability are summarised in Figure 

5.3, which depicts how contextual forces could potentially affect MAPs’ employability, 

both positively and/or negatively. 

To improve MAPs’ pursuit of employability development, the following actions are 

suggested: 

A) Collaboration between educational institutions and industry in developing 

MAPs’ employability 

Many of the shortcomings with current learning structures for MAPs appear to originate 

from a lack of understanding of their specific learning needs (as a group, but also their 

varied individual needs) on the part of employers and, possibly as a consequence, a lack 

of interest and commitment to such development. Stronger ties between educational 

institutions and industry are, therefore, recommended. Employers should be 

encouraged to learn about the unique challenges faced by MAPs with regard to learning 

and the potential solutions that organisations might offer them. If MAPs are expected 

to develop their professionalism through learning, then employers should also 

demonstrate a committed standpoint towards their employees, potentially including 

and encompassing the type of shorter-term, contract-based employees detailed in Study 

2. Such close and ongoing ties between education and industry could aid in structuring 

learning so that it remains flexible and continually updated, in line with a changing world 
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of work. Such an approach, on the part of industry, might aid in meeting expected “triple 

bottom line” expectations.91 

B) “Second stage” career planning 

At the level of the individual, MAPs frequently face a fundamental conundrum: at a time 

in their life when they might need considerable assistance in developing and maintaining 

career momentum, they often face an array of impediments that inhibit this 

development. There may be organisational conflicts between time allotted to routine 

work and activities such as MAPs’ development, which might be regarded as 

superfluous, of second-order importance or a waste of time and resources that would 

involve investing in someone who will be departing from the workplace in the near 

future. It would appear that a suitable interpretive model should assist in the 

progressive achievement of advanced capabilities, such as self-management of 

employability and greater individual agency that might aid in recognising and potentially 

overcoming such situational constraints92 and in developing the understanding that one 

should drive one’s career journey and engage with employability development on a 

lifelong basis, including the second stage of career. Such second-half career planning 

could potentially be facilitated by tertiary education institutions and/or organisations. 

C) Support and development in how to pursue employability over the longer-term 

A suitable model would incorporate assistance in the active pursuit of employability 

across multiple roles, timelines, organisational cultures and even industries such that 

employability is sustained across the work-related life-course, up to retirement. To aid 

in this goal, learning could take place in how to navigate the various opportunities 

(activities, structures, systems) that foster employability, including developing 

interactions with available support structures such as expert intermediaries, 

professional development and online learning as well as recognition of prior learning 

and experience. Capabilities related to working in new employment mediums such as 

entrepreneurialism, crowdsourcing or multiple, short-term contracts should be 

fostered. 

 
91 “Triple bottom line” expectations equate to an organisation aspiring to, over and above financial 

returns, social and environmental expectations of its own wider impact and performance that can be 
measured and demonstrated. 

92 Defined here as constraints on agency derived from being part of a social group. 
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D) An adaptable, flexible learning structure 

Down (2003) points out that one of the key issues in developing any kind of meaningful 

employability learning model is that education and training systems have tended to 

capture outdated definitions of work and then sustain them in static learning 

frameworks. She alludes to MAPs, historically, working in one role for an employer over 

a lifetime, whereas the current reality of the workplace is that workers must often 

operate within a “high-performance workplace in which all employees are expected to 

have the necessary skills to enhance the performance of the enterprise as a whole” (p. 

6). Down points out that what those skills are may rapidly change, citing the example of 

the Mayer key competencies (see Chapter 4), which, as an early example of an 

employability learning framework, had very largely become surpassed by changes within 

the workplace within 10 years of their development. As such, given the rapid nature of 

change within the working arena, learning structures may need to be quickly modified. 
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FORCES SPECIFICALLY AUGMENTING MAPs’ EMPLOYABILITY                                                                          FORCES SPECIFICALLY IMPEDING MAPs’ EMPLOYABILITY 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Figure 5.3. Conflicting external forces impacting on MAPs’ employability. 

M
APs’

EM
PLO

YABILITY 

Strong focus on mature-age students’ employability 
development within tertiary education institutions, 
particularly within postgraduate programs; recognition of 
work-related experience is quality-managed, efficient and 
readily available: cost and accessibility put such recognition 
within the reach of mature employees. Tertiary education 
institutions make every effort to remain up to date with 
industry transformations and what “employable” means to a 
particular industry sector at any specific point in time.  

Organisations strongly commit to the ongoing development of 
their mature-age staff, regardless of age or tenure. Executives and 
management at all organisational levels are committed to MAPs’ 
employability development while policies and procedures reflect 
this commitment. Training provided is often informal and suited 
to MAPs’ requirements.  

Qualified intermediaries, such as career counsellors and executive 
coaches, with expertise in counselling those in the target cohort, are 
readily available and inexpensive. 
 

Tertiary education institutions focus very largely on undergraduate students’ 
employability needs while failing to recognise the needs of older students; 
recognition of experience is difficult to access, rarely facilitated and the overall 
attitude of educational staff is that it is bothersome. Institutions fail to remain 
up to date with current trends in industry. 

Organisations and their executives and management regard older employees 
as burdensome and unworthy of investment in terms of time, money or 
resources. Policies and procedures reflect management attitudes and older 
employees are sidelined and often retrenched in favour of younger employees. 
What training is provided offers no variation in relation to age or experience. 

Qualified and experienced intermediaries are rare, expensive, difficult to access 
and what intermediaries are available have little to no experience in counselling 
older workers.  
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5.5 CONCLUSIONS 

Study 3 focused on developing employability, particularly through learning, identifying 

two new key aspects to the phenomenon (see Figure 5.4). External influences impacting 

on employability, particularly in relation to education, were identified, and ways of 

improving education to augment MAPs’ employability were proposed. The study 

highlighted the interactive processes whereby professional identities and career 

trajectories are “negotiated at the intersection of the individual and the social” 

(Etelapelto, Vahasantanen, Hokka, & Paloniemi, 2014, p. 651), a complex interaction 

between personal objectives, workplace norms and institutional capacity to facilitate 

programs that could develop employability. 

Study 3 profiled the lack of commitment and/or resources that have sometimes held 

tertiary education institutions back from identifying, capturing, facilitating and assessing 

employability in a learning context. With regard to organisations, the study reported on 

literature that identified that a lack of commitment to staff development as well as 

transformations in employer demands, working style and employment tenure have 

frequently resulted in piecemeal, haphazard approaches to employability development. 

At the level of the individual, Study 3 highlighted the paradox that, though learning can 

act as a potential mediator between age and employability, a non-committal approach 

to self-development on the part of many MAPs results in a reduction of its mediating 

effect. At all levels of the employability discourse, there appears to be a lack of 

understanding on the part of relevant stakeholders into how age, learning and 

employability intersect. This deficit is reflected in a similar paucity of salient research, 

with no single study adequately capturing the many factors that comprise this complex 

interrelationship (Froehlich, Beausaert, & Segers, 2014). 

Study 3 also highlighted the importance of and need for advanced employability 

strategies. These strategies and characteristics were further investigated in Study 4, 

while Study 5 built on these findings to build and present an interpretive model that 

aims to supports those within the target cohort to become and remain their own “career 

architects”. 
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 Figure 5.4. Emerging perspectives on the key 
phenomenon from Study 3. 

FINDINGS IN STUDY 1: 
Employability was interpreted as 

• A dynamic phenomenon, with developmental 
properties, that can be  

• Impacted by external influences and 
• Perceived differently depending upon 

stakeholder perspectives 

 

 

FINDINGS IN STUDY 2: 

• Three key aspects of employability were 
interpreted, namely human capital, agency and 
metacognition  

• A broad range of external influences impacting 
on employability were identified, including 
time Employability was depicted as highly 
contextual, particularly regarding MAPs 

• Employability is (re)defined/focused as unique 
to each individual, leading to an exhortation for 
MAPs to understand, pursue and manage their 
employability as suitable for their situation, 
interests and needs 

 
 

FINDINGS IN STUDY 3: 

• Two further aspects of employability development became key foci of the research: 
“engage in employability development through learning” and “self-management of 
employability” 

• An array of external influences, particularly related to developing employability through 
learning, were identified 

• Four key recommendations for improving MAPs’ development and pursuit of 
employability were made: 
 Collaboration between educational institutions and industry in developing MAPs’ 

employability 
 “Second stage” career planning 
 Mentoring and/or coaching  in how to navigate the employability landscape 
 Using adaptable, flexible learning structures 

 

Final fusion of horizons, 
linking together all study 

findings 

A SERIES OF 
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CHAPTER 6: STUDY 4—AN EXPLORATION 
OF THE LIVED EXPERIENCES OF 

EMPLOYABILITY ACROSS 
THE TARGET COHORT 

6.1 INTRODUCTION 

While governments may think of employability as a workforce phenomenon, and 

employers may think of employability as employee attributes and capabilities with 

which to manage their companies/organisations, and tertiary educators may think of 

employability as something to prepare their graduates for, a different interpretation is 

needed for individual workers. 

Findings from Studies 1, 2 and 3 led me to reinterpret the living phenomenon of 

employability (as opposed to the workforce/organisational or graduate outcome views 

of employability) as something that is personal, individual and internal. This 

interpretation of employability is something that is unique to each individual and 

inherently evolving; that is, it has a developmental aspect and needs to be pursued in 

order to be improved. In these earlier studies, learning (both formal and informal) was 

found to play a major role in employability development with employability potentially 

declining if it was not nurtured, particularly when work contexts rapidly changed and/or 

became more complex, and workers were not keeping pace with these changes through 

self-development. 

Not only was such individual employability found to be multidimensional, with multiple 

possible key aspects and layers of developmental activity, but it was also found to be 

impacted by a range of external influences at meta, macro and micro levels. Time-

related factors represent one of these influences such that employability is not only 

multidimensional but multi-phasic. Mature age employability is an example of such a 

phase. However, as an employment group, mature age professionals (MAPs) are often 

neglected: employability development activities designed for MAPs are frequently 

inappropriate and/or inadequate, receiving scant attention or investment from key 

stakeholders. Given the relative complexity of the environment that MAPs face, Study 2 
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found self-management of employability, through a process of understanding, pursuing 

and managing employability, vital to their employability realisation. 

Study 4 continued to investigate these emerging findings by examining employability as 

a lived phenomenon, richly exploring the lived experience of employability as reported 

from the perspectives of 16 mature age, tertiary qualified professionals and six 

workforce intermediaries using hermeneutic phenomenology. The study contributed to 

answering Research Questions 1 to 5, which are: 

Q1. What does the term employability mean—in general, but particularly within the 

context of the work of mature age professionals (working within the industry 

sectors of business, information and communications technologies [ICT], health 

and education)? 

Q2. How do workers, particularly mature age professionals, perceive and experience 

their employability? 

Q3. What contextual factors most influence employability, particularly the 

employability of mature age professionals? 

Q4. How do workers, particularly mature age professionals, develop and manage their 

employability? 

Q5. How might employability and its development/pursuit be improved for mature 

age professionals? 

6.2 KEY ASPECTS OF EMPLOYABILITY ARISING FROM STUDY 4 

Study 4 tells the stories of the 22 participants, providing quotes to support the thick, rich 

description of the experienced phenomenon. Three major investigations are 

undertaken. Firstly, this study brought to light, from the participants’ varied accounts, 

two further key aspects of employability (see Figure 6.1). The first key aspect arising 

from this study was how participants created and maintained career identity and career 

coherence, through career-related decisions and choices. The second key aspect related 

to recognising and successfully responding to the demands of varied, changing working 

environments across contexts, cultures and experiences. Secondly, as in previous 

chapters, external influences impacting on employability are examined.  
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Thirdly, Study 4 presents advanced capabilities linked to the employability development 

undertakings for MAPs first introduced in Study 2, namely that individual-level 

employability needs to be understood, pursued and managed (hereinafter termed UPM, 

for brevity). Study 4 provides illustrations of how specific capabilities can aid in 

understanding, pursuing and managing the key phenomenon. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Figure 6.1. A summary depiction of key aspects of employability identified in Study 4. 

 
Significantly, Study 4 found that there were variations among the participants with 

regard to the understanding and utilisation of these advanced capabilities, as reported 

in Section 6.6. Those with a higher internal locus of control more markedly 

demonstrated these advanced capabilities and exhibited higher levels of employability. 

Those who had a lower internal locus of control and a weaker focus on employability 

development often failed to demonstrate advanced employability capabilities and often 

experienced greater turbulence in their career. A practical illustration of the use of these 

advanced capabilities is provided in Section 6.6.4 in “The Employability Journey of 

Participant A”. 
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6.3 CREATE AND MAINTAIN CAREER IDENTITY AND CAREER COHERENCE 

Section 6.3 outlines a key aspect of employability arising from this study, namely 

creating and maintaining career identity and career coherence, which are intricately 

interwoven. Career identity is defined here as “one’s self-definition in the career 

context. Career identity provides direction for future opportunities and behaviors, while 

at the same time organising past experiences. It coheres the plethora of career-related 

elements both for the self and for others”(Fugate, 2006, p. 269) In other words, sense-

making in career helps cohere what might otherwise be disparate experiences of work 

together into an understandable whole that knits together past, present and potential 

future so that there is logical and consistent interconnectedness between the different 

stages of one’s career. 

Four main capabilities that, collectively, make up this key aspect were identified. The 

first capability was resourcefulness in the face of period[s] of unemployment. Almost all 

the interviewees had experienced some period(s) of unemployment in their career and 

their positive behaviour exhibited during such taxing periods formed a critical part in 

contributing to their overall sense of career identity and coherence. The second and 

third capabilities encompassed utilising networks to enhance career identity and 

coherence and strategically using intermediaries to strengthen ongoing career 

credibility and self-appreciation. The fourth capability was exerting control over career 

trajectories by identifying which type of work role was most appropriate at a particular 

point in a participant’s life/career and pursuing available work in that occupation. 

6.3.1 Demonstrate resourcefulness during challenging times, particularly 

unemployment 

Most of the interviewees had experienced, during their careers, periods of 

unemployment of differing duration. Reactions to unemployment varied considerably. 

At one extreme were those who, as PE:4 illustrates, fail to suitably respond to the 

challenge in front of them. However, what stood out in the responses of some in this 

cohort was their capacity to demonstrate resourcefulness in dealing with the adversities 

associated with joblessness, while maintaining a sense of control over their career. As 

examples of failing to react appropriately to unemployment PE:4 noted, in regard to 

some of the clients he had helped while previously working as an intermediary overseas: 
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They'd been imported from their home country, and they were in very highly 
paid positions in the finance industry … and they'd lost their job. The point 
was, in the market that they were in, and the market that they wanted to 
stay in, they were unemployable in that market because they didn't speak 
the local language. They had very much been an expat living in a bubble. 
Oftentimes, two years later, they'd still be there looking for a job. 

At the end of that period, of course, a couple of things have happened: A, the 
industry has moved on and changed a lot in [those] two years; B, they've got 
a two-year resume gap, which, as we know, as you get into your 40s and 50s, 
is poison; C, they’ve spent a lot of money during that time because they had 
no money coming in. So, invariably, the final thing is they go home, and they 
take a job much further down the food chain. Whereas, if they had gone back 
very quickly and looked for another job, they probably could have got into a 
job at a similar level. So they end up taking a rather large hit on a number of 
fronts for the sake of lack of adaptability—and pride—for lack of a better 
word. [PE93:4] 

In contrast, some participants had found deep resourcefulness within them to tackle the 

situation that they faced: 

Most of the time [when] I have been unemployed—I can't think when I have 
been unemployed when it has been by choice. For any length of time, put it 
that way. Definitely, it has been outside influences. There have been a couple 
of places that have closed; I seem to follow that! That has been because of 
the outside influences and other people’s decisions. I think by the time that 
happens, I am ready for it to happen. So, it hasn’t been necessarily a low, I 
see it more as a closing of one door and an opening of another. [PM:4] 

I’ve had a couple of patches where I’ve been unemployed, and I have always 
defaulted back to more study, always. After I got my Master’s—when we 
were in Brisbane—it was still hard to get jobs. It was about 1994, a lot of my 
peers also—who had just come out of uni—everyone found it hard to get 
jobs. The only way we were able to break into our areas, our career areas, 
was to do volunteer work. So, I volunteered at two different places … and it 
wasn't uncommon—many of my peers did the same thing, and then, through 
that, you get known, you get contacts, and if little—little buckets of money 
come up—they give them to you and, through that, that’s when I got another 
job. [PE:1] 

  

 
93 The initials assigned to distinguish the participants but also provide them with anonymity are 

unrelated to their actual names. “P” indicates professional while “I” indicates the participant was an 
intermediary. “E” stands for employee and “M” stands for manager. The number in the codes 
indicates the number assigned to the participant for research administration purposes. 
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I treated looking [for work] as having a full-time job, so I was very disciplined, 
and I would work 9–5, Monday to Friday, at the desk doing job applications. 
That’s something that lies within my control. So, I can make sure that I am 
getting the job applications out there, that they’re a really good quality. 
[PE:4] 

I then said [to myself] that I am going to enjoy my redundancy by setting a 
goal every day. Every day I would have a goal, and that might have been to 
paint a room or work on the fence. But I had a goal every day. That was how 
I functioned and got through that, and if I felt like the stress was not too bad, 
I then started looking for work. That was just me. That was my self-survival 
skill, and I was able to do that. [PE:8] 

Thus, while contexts and reactions to those contexts varied among participants, there 

were identifiable cohesions between the various accounts. Several participants, for 

example, stated that volunteering to work for free at commercial organisations for a few 

hours a week was a vital response to unemployment, providing interactivity with others, 

networking and a “head start” for job leads. Others had responded with a cohesive, 

disciplined approach to unemployment by seeing it as an opportunity, rather than as 

adversity, as an integral element within their overall career, rather than a distraction 

from it, aiding in providing them with a sense of ongoing career coherence.  

6.3.2 Utilise networks to enhance career coherence 

A second capability within this key aspect of employability, identified from the data, was 

consistent, informed networking of many types. Several participants had found work or 

had improved their careers through leads provided by family, friends, co-workers or 

even contacts encountered informally at work-related events. Others, particularly those 

who had moved between difference workplaces on multiple occasions, took a positive 

attitude to the changes in location and had built up a reservoir of knowledge about how 

to manage potential networks ahead of any geographical move to a new location and a 

new job role. PE:2 spoke of the need to network to gain promotions: 

I think while I haven't always been happy to move around, going to different 
regional areas, I think [that] tells you that people are the same everywhere 
and [that] there are opportunities [for work] everywhere. You just have to 
look for these opportunities and be a bit more creative and again, be 
proactive. Write to them before you get there. Investigate the potential 
employers’ [attitudes] towards your skills in different places. [PE:1] 
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Never discredit how useful it is to attend networking events. So ... I’d 
attended a networking event called ‘X’, and a guy that I met there 
recommended me to his boss – and his boss called me up. That was the 
headhunting!! It was direct headhunting by someone in that company who 
had met me at a networking event – and I hardly remembered him. It wasn’t 
someone I spoke to for a long time, but he remembered me and what I did. 
[PE:5] 

My plan is to get Level C … that is going from lecturer to senior lecturer ... 
They [my supervisors] look very strongly at networking outside your 
profession and outside your university as part of the criteria [at] that level. 
Academia is a funny thing in that the more you progress, the more you can 
progress. As you build the networks, so the opportunities mushroom and that 
is what I am looking at happening. It's not easy because I am quite an 
introverted person. [PE:2] 

 

Additionally, several participants referenced the importance of mastering modern 

technology and social media to enhance networking. One participant, for example, had 

started his own blog on the basis that if someone wanted to find and network with him 

via the internet, online content about him was more likely to be accurate and 

constructive if he himself had created it. Those from intermediary backgrounds 

referenced the impact that alternative networking mechanisms could have, such as 

contacting previous colleagues and industry contacts, particularly in times of 

unemployment or expected retrenchment. An intermediary participant working as an 

outplacement consultant (see Appendix B for a comprehensive list of the various types 

of employment-related intermediaries) commented on networking as a critical 

capability to acquire employment: 

The majority of people who are going through career transition 
[outplacement] are eventually going to land a role. So those that accept 
offers, we capture that information—so, [we ask] ‘how did you find out about 
the opportunity?’, ‘is it in line with what you wanted?’, ‘is it a good career 
change for you?’. It's a good bit of information, and we have captured that. 
So, our figures tell us that in the last 15 months, 13% of executive roles that 
have been accepted were advertised. [Just] 13%! 87% was [through] 
networking! 

And, of that 87%, 47% were created. So [in other words] they have met Jim 
Cloutman or IE:2 in conversation because they were networking, they saw 
what Jim or IE:2 had to offer, they go away, and they advocate internally. 
Things are put into place—the framework is put into place—then that person 
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is brought into the company. That is, 47% of the networking—those roles 
were created. [IE:1] 

6.3.3 Strategically utilise intermediaries 

Almost all the participants had either considered using intermediary specialists, or had 

directly interacted with one to assist themselves in pursuing employability, and in 

finding greater fulfilment through work. For those who had interacted with an 

intermediary, their strategic utilisation emerged as a key capability in strengthening 

ongoing career credibility and coherence. Of relevance was knowing which 

intermediaries, among an assorted field of intermediary occupations, were worthwhile 

contacts to foster, particularly given the rapid changes that had occurred in these 

occupations. The approachability and helpfulness of people in these occupations 

appeared to have changed considerably in recent decades: 

Years ago, you could go into a recruitment consultancy and could be assured 
of work within a week or two. I’ve gone into recruitment companies earlier 
on in my career, and before I got home, there was a message. Bringing it fast 
forward through to today and … recruitment consultants leave people in 
despair. I don’t blame the recruitment consultants; it's the market they are 
in at the moment. When recruitment consultancies advertise online, they 
can't cope with the response. It's a tsunami of applicants. [IE:1] 

To be honest, in my career, I have had no interaction with them [recruiters]. 
I just see those people as just another obstacle at times. You know, people 
with flashy shirts and cufflinks, and employment agencies who don’t call you 
back or you send in your CV to them, and they don’t read it. So, I always just 
took the view that I was in this on my own, and I would do it on my own. 
[PE:7] 

Absolutely, it [the recruitment industry] is fuelled by a lot of younger people 
who actually don’t have much business experience because they come into it 
in their early 20s. They also are very driven by sales because that’s what it is, 
it's a very ‘dog-eat-dog’ world. And, because of that, they are driven to acting 
in behaviours which work in the short term but not in the long term. 
Candidates feel like they are just fodder sucked through in order to meet their 
[targets]. [PE:6] 

I’ve had a good experience, but not everyone does have a good experience. 
I’ve never had a bad experience with one. I have had non-replying and people 
that don’t get back to you and all that sort of stuff, but I think, now I know 
[from] being in the industry sometimes it's impossible to stay on top of 
things. [IE:4] 



 

194 

Some participants considered that interactions with outplacement consultants94 could 

be beneficial. One interviewee, for example, had used outplacement consultants at 

three different stages of his career, proactively working with them to craft resumes and 

identify career opportunities: 

So, the experience [of outplacement] was very good. I think it is something 
that’s quite fundamental, that is a benefit to a lot of people who have used 
it. And when you look at it, it makes sense—because you're transitioning 
when you haven’t chosen it. I found the outplacements help you clarify what 
your opportunities are and step back and understand yourself, and then 
move forward. Those sessions started out with, first of all, how to cope with 
the redundancy. So, there was a big gap for me. I was in my late 40s. How do 
I cope with that? I’ve got all these pressures [so I was] working through 
acceptance, understanding, not having blame, etc. Then focusing on, okay, 
so what are you going to do next? Then, once I have established that, then 
try and give me a set of tools to approach the way that I handle the getting 
out there and looking for work. The second time around … I negotiated the 
outplacement directly on the day that I was told that I was being made 
redundant … those skills are incredibly invaluable, and there is no easy way 
to get them. [PE:6] 

Based on their comments, most interviewees had decided that commercial recruitment 

companies were unhelpful—even frustrating—and avoided them. Comments on the 

assistance received, while unemployed, from government-supported recruitment 

consultants within the JobActive (previously Job Services Australia) framework were 

particularly critical. Participants who had used the resources offered by JobActive found 

them largely unhelpful, focused predominantly on achieving a return to work as quickly 

as possible for those registered with them and on achieving targets stipulated by the 

Department of Employment. The recruitment sector appeared to have undergone major 

changes in recent decades, with consultants becoming harder to reach, more time-

pressured and focused on achieving client-driven targets rather than assisting job 

seekers in finding work. Only outplacement consultants received consistent praise from 

the participants, though this type of intermediary was generally out of reach to 

individuals and provided services primarily to corporations. 

 
94 With rates of unemployment remaining high the outplacement industry in Australia has grown, since 

2012, at an annualised rate of over 6%. See https://www.ibisworld.com.au/industry-
trends/specialised-market-research-reports/advisory-financial- services/outplacement-services.html 

https://www.ibisworld.com.au/industry-trends/specialised-market-research-reports/advisory-financial-%20services/outplacement-services.html
https://www.ibisworld.com.au/industry-trends/specialised-market-research-reports/advisory-financial-%20services/outplacement-services.html
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6.3.4 Exerting control over career trajectories 

Establishing career trajectories by exerting a strong sense of personal control over 

career destiny emerged as a key aspect of employability. Participants wanted to have a 

sense of strategic influence over their work choices and career and, conversely, felt a 

sense of regret if they failed to exercise such control. Two of the intermediary 

participants, for example, reflected on their own experiences. IM:1 reflects on the 

process he went through in creating a new career identity at mid-career while IE:2, also 

at mid-career, transitioned from a life in professional sports to an entirely new career in 

executive recruitment: 

We had actually … lost a lot of staff. I had a lot of stuff that was dumped on 
me, and I was incredibly stressed. I wasn’t sleeping well at night. And I think 
I was probably making some poor decisions because I was stressed. I was fed 
up with working for large organisations. I said to myself, ‘I am going to 
retrain and do something else’, and I went through the list of professions. I 
said to myself ‘shall I become a lawyer, shall I become an architect or shall I 
do this or should I do that?’ and I thought I wanted to do something where I 
am not going to be dependent on this whole organisation. I just want 
something which is going to utilise my particular skills. [IM:1] 

Well, the toughest time was changing careers from [professional sports] 
into—well I had no idea of what I was going to do. I had been travelling 
around the world for over 12 years. It was a big adjustment... So that was 
the most difficult time, I think, for me ... to find work here [in Australia] and 
sort of work out what I wanted to do. And it took me quite some time before 
I landed something. I had no previous office experience; it had been a 
professional sporting career. So it was a big transition into the workforce. 
Even when I would look at job advertisements, I thought, well, you know, ‘I 
haven’t got the experience; how do I know I am going to like it—and why 
would they consider me—I have no experience?’ 

But ... I was then approached by an executive search company ...when I went 
in for the interview, the CEO said, ‘I don’t want to hear anything about your 
resume, I want to know about your tennis career’—which was quite a 
surprise. I talked to him through all of that, and he said the reason being, he 
said, if you could survive a life of a tennis tour like that, it means you have 
got dedication, commitment, hard work—and I could reel off all these other 
skills. I thought—having been in the sporting arena—I didn’t have any 
experience in an office environment. He gave me a new take on the actual 
skills that I had developed throughout my sporting career. [IE:2] 
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6.3.5 Conclusion: The significance of the capabilities arising from Section 6.3 

Section 6.3 illustrates how creating and maintaining a career identity aids in developing 

an overall sense of career coherence. MAPs must be capable during their mid-career 

stage, often amid constant change, of identifying and continuing or evolving a career 

path that makes sense to them, that matches their personality and goals, and that helps 

provide ongoing employment. However, they must also undertake a variety of activities 

to maintain this sense of career identity and coherence. They must be resourceful in 

building their careers, even including during periods of unemployment. Handling 

difficult challenges, such as periods of unemployment, with resourcefulness was clearly 

emphasised by the participants as essential to ongoing career coherence. Several 

participants saw unemployment not as a desperate pursuit of job opportunities that 

were no longer there (as PE:4 recounted) or as something to necessarily become 

dispirited about, but as an opportunity to reflect and refocus on career goals. MAPs must 

use networking to aid in their career progress and to establish the leads and connections 

that are usually required to change jobs within or across professions, gain promotions 

and retain coherence or robustness in career direction. Moreover, job changes may 

occur during the progression of a chosen career, and intermediary specialists can be of 

great value in facilitating a smooth transition between roles, aiding further in facilitating 

a sense of career identity and overall coherence. However, there appears to be a need 

for MAPs to be selective about which, among these specialists, are chosen to aid in such 

an endeavour. Outplacement counsellors were found by the participants to be 

particularly helpful. Recruiters were not so highly regarded and there appeared to have 

been significant changes in this occupation in the last 20 to 30 years, to the detriment 

of workers, especially in the target cohort. Lastly, they must exert strong and decisive 

control over their ongoing career development and its overall trajectory.  

6.4 RECOGNISE AND RESPOND TO THE DEMANDS OF VARIED WORKING 
ENVIRONMENTS 

Section 6.4 outlines a second key aspect of employability arising from this study: 

recognising and responding to changing working environments—across cultures, 

contexts and varied workplace experiences. Three main capabilities formed this key 

aspect of individual-level employability. The first was the capacity to positively respond 

to changes in hiring arrangements. This was critical to employability success; acuity with 
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regard to change and transformation in the surrounding arena of work aided 

participants in smoothly transitioning through workplace or sectoral transformation. 

Such changes included changes in employers and roles as well as changes in contractual 

structures. Many participants were experiencing a transformation in the way that they 

were being hired, with hiring patterns changing from more traditional, full-time 

contractual arrangements to alternative work arrangements such as part-time, shorter-

term contract or casual employment. Some saw this as an opportunity; others 

experienced it as a difficulty. The second capability was recognising employer 

expectations. The more purposefully participants were aligned with the expectations 

that employers had of them, the more likely they were to be able to maintain and 

flourish within their employment. The third capability was recognising and positively 

dealing with age-based discrimination in the workplace. This capability involved both 

becoming aware of discrimination while, at the same time, not over-reacting to it nor 

behaving in a way that exhibited insensitivity to other age groups in a workplace likely 

to have people of many ages. 

6.4.1 Respond constructively to changes in hiring arrangements 

Recognising the need to modify their approach to changing hiring practices in order to 

remain productive, some participants saw the flexibility in part-time casual or contract 

roles as desirable, normative and edifying.95 These participants took the view that each 

arrangement provided distinct contact networks, each forming a kind of safety net 

against future uncertainty. Several participants in the health sector, for example, all 

worked multiple part-time roles to remain current in the eyes of their employers. One 

taught part time at a university while working part time in a hospital. A second lectured, 

worked part time for hospitals and periodically instigated her own consulting practice 

when work in lecturing and/or the public health sector was waning: 

During my time at the University of ‘X’, I also worked one or two shifts a week 
at the ‘Y’ Hospital, so I remained in clinical practice. Why did you do that? 
Because I can be better at my teaching role in the university if I am a current 
practitioner and because my role at X [uni] was the liaison between the 
university and the workplace. It gave me greater credibility and people took 

 
95 Employment opportunities that are largely contract based or casual are now considered part of the 

so-called “gig economy”, a term generally taken to denote contractors, casuals and freelancers (see 
Holtz-Eakin et al., 2017; Manyika et al., 2015). 
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me more seriously knowing that I was a current practitioner, so it gave me 
those links between the profession and the university. [PE:3] 

I have not been particularly strategically consistent as far as myself. I do step 
into a role as though I am an employee, and I give my all. Very quickly, 
particularly as a business analyst, you get a lot of IP [intellectual property] 
about that business, like how it works, who is who in the zoo, what the 
strategic plans are. You know quite a lot about that company quite quickly … 
so, you are still behaving in a full-time way? Yep! And that in itself…. it’s 
kind of how I am built … but the rewards have not been there and have not 
been there in various shocking ways from time to time. At one stage, I spent 
three months finding a contract that lasted three months... 

And I really think that the smart ones are those that really do have their eye 
on the next job—actually only do what they need to do—and they have the 
next job lined up before they move on. How do they do that? They just do 
enough. They are not getting emotionally involved in the job that they are in. 
They are doing what is required; sometimes doing less than is required. The 
thing is, why emotionally give more than you need to? You are going to be 
moved on—and they have seen other people being screwed. And, in some 
ways, I look at them, and I go ‘gee, I wish I was more like you’. But, for me, I 
live on my own, so my work becomes a very important part of who I am—
and who I socialise with as well. I find that exciting [but] it’s a fool’s paradise, 
really, in many ways. If you are in a contract, those people who would be 
friends and you have lunch with one week; you might never see them again. 
[PM:1] 

The sector that participants worked in appeared to have an influence on the way that 

they responded to such arrangements. As noted above, participants who worked in the 

health sector welcomed such hiring structures. However, those working in the ICT and 

business sectors were more reluctant about accepting part-time and contract work. The 

main difference between interviewees working in these particular sectors was that 

those in the health sector had two or even three casual or part-time roles, and regarded 

these experiences as aiding their professional development, providing broader networks 

and as forming a shield against future uncertainty. Those in the business and ICT sectors 

tended to have, typically, one shorter-term contract role (typically for six months or a 

year) yet largely perceived such contract work negatively: as an unstable “gap filler” in 

their career that didn’t form part of a coherent career path.  
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6.4.2 Recognise and respond to employer expectations 

A second capability within this key aspect of employability is recognising—and 

responding—to specific expectations that employers have of potential and/or existing 

employees. Participants spoke of a wide range of situations where they had been able 

to discern what it was that an employer expected of them—and responded accordingly. 

Alternatively, they spoke to situations where they had failed to discern clearly what an 

employer expected and had not aligned their own expectations and working style to 

what an employer had desired of them. This alignment often began at the hiring stage, 

with job candidates understanding that qualities such as a practical, pragmatic 

orientation to clients or the need for enthusiasm and an energetic approach, rather than 

(only) academic excellence, were often emphasised by employers. Speaking from the 

perspectives of those who had hired staff, IM:2 and PE:2 spoke to such expectations: 

I think their [candidates at interview] attitudes would be what we’d expect 
for our clients. Then it was an easy decision for me. What would turn me off? 
I guess, during the interview stage you can generally see if there is any 
enthusiasm, passion and research on the organisation you are going to join—
[if there isn’t] that automatically makes me strike off people from the 
application process. [IM:2] 

I have employed people who have P’s [Passes] and F’s [Fails] on their 
transcript over people who have been HD’s [High Distinctions] because I 
could see in their clinical reports that they were able to interpret what was 
needed for each patient and that, to me—because ours is a practical 
profession—to me, that was the greatest thing I was looking for. If I saw 
something in the clinical reports that said, ‘habitually late’—because I place 
a high value on punctuality and people turning up when they are meant to 
and reliability—and above all common sense. They were the things that I 
looked for. [PE:2] 

The intermediary participants had some observations to make with specific regard to 

MAPs and their ability to meet employer expectations. The intermediaries pointed out 

that energy levels and the ability to remain flexible when reporting to a younger, 

possibly less experienced person were areas where employer and employee 

expectations could potentially be misaligned. Their experience was that some MAPs 

failed to display requisite levels of energy and enthusiasm while others resisted 

reporting to someone younger, when offering support to that person could have been 

a better option: 
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You can have all the skills on there [pointing to a resume], you can tick every 
box, but you need to be able to show them that you are the person that is 
going to fit into their culture, that you’re the one that they need, [that] you 
are an adaptable person: you can work with the young, with the old and the 
middle. It's competitive! Your 20-year-old straight out of university has got 
the confidence—[they] walk in there and say, ‘this is what I can do’ and 
they’ve got confidence through the roof. My biggest advice, with that 
[mature] age demographic is, own it! [IE:4] 

[There is] is a deeply psychological aspect that I think people who want to be 
employable need to come to terms with and that is that it is wrapped up in 
their self-worth. The thing about that is that everybody carries with them an 
understanding of what they think they are good at and the respect that they 
might carry for other people. I have met in my career lots of people who don’t 
want to take management training from others. Graduates who think they 
know it all. 

Young graduates, you mean? Yes—22—but you also see it in middle-aged 
people, and you see it in people who find themselves working for a younger 
boss, and they put up the barriers, they put some sort of resistance, and I 
think that it is really something that people have to come to terms with to 
make themselves employable. How you do that is by putting everything that 
you know aside and acknowledging that you’re on the way down, and your 
job is to support people who are on the way up. 

Do you think many people can do that? No, it would be incredibly difficult. I 
have had lots of conversations with my CEO group who are dealing with hard 
to manage people, and the people who are hard to manage are the ones who 
don’t want to do what the boss tells them to do. [IM:1] 

These observations by the intermediary participants were reflected by a few of the 

interviewees working in industry. PE:10, for example, noted the lack of energy that some 

of her older colleagues displayed: 

It depends on the energy levels that [employers] are looking for as well—
because when we are looking at some of these mature age people, they can 
be quite old in themselves, you know. Define that. I’m 52, and I run rings 
around a lot of the 25-year-olds if that makes sense, but I have also met a lot 
of people around my age category [who are] quite sort of old and set in their 
ways. And they don’t want to change. Look, I have seen a lot of that when I 
was interviewing—about ‘this is what I want’ and ‘I really do not want to go 
off and do too much education’. Well, if it meant you were getting this 
position and you were required to do in-house training and that sort of thing, 
why don’t you want to do it? [PE:10] 

These comments point towards the importance of maintaining a positive attitude and 

outlook on work perspectives and on the existential aspects of maintaining 
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employability. Flexibility, energy, adaptability and the importance of recognising and 

responding positively to employer—or supervisor—demands and being able to fit into a 

corporate culture regardless of age were highlighted. Participants’ responses generally 

indicated that older workers found difficulty in easily demonstrating some of these 

capabilities yet, in so doing, they were sometimes partially responsible for the attitudes 

demonstrated towards them by staff from other age groups. 

6.4.3 Be consciously aware of age-based influences 

As participants transitioned through different periods across the lifespan, some became 

highly aware of changes in attitudes, in relation to their age, displayed by people in their 

surrounding environment. Being consciously aware of these potentially prejudicial 

beliefs, while, at the same, behaving in a manner that did not mark you as “old”, formed 

a vital capability: 

When I turned, probably around 50, I noticed that people—as you got older, 
they started to treat you differently. How? How? Just their mannerisms, just 
… they didn’t treat you as an equal; they treated you like, I’m thinking … how 
can I describe that? I would say it wasn’t discourteous; it was just—it was an 
exception [in] the way they treated you. It was just different. Sometimes it 
was patronising; sometimes it was like, you didn’t know if they were younger 
and they knew better. It's a whole range of things. I couldn’t put it in any 
category. I found that I became more and more guarded in the office 
environment because people wanted to pigeon-hole you. [IE:1] 

I don’t think there is discrimination simply because of age. I think the 
discrimination comes because of how you behave with age. So, before I came 
here, I was taken out to lunch by all the key leaders in the business, and they 
are all about 30, and they were clearly sussing me out, and I had no problem. 
And it's been about a year, and they keep telling me how much they love me. 
So I may not be the typical old person. And so I think what happens is that if 
you don’t dress as you should, if you don’t have high standards of personal 
hygiene, if you don’t make an effort to change yourself to fit in with 
everybody else, if you say things like ‘back in my day’ or if you give the 
impression that you know it all, then you probably will suffer from 
discrimination. But, it won’t be because of your age, it will be because of your 
behaviours. [IM:1] 

Some participants suggested that behaving in an adaptable manner was likely to involve 

avoiding inflexibility and exaggerated self-esteem while adapting to new possibilities 

and treating respect as a two-way street, for example by respecting younger people for 

their skills and abilities. 
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6.4.4 The significance of the capabilities arising from Section 6.4 

Section 6.4 has provided examples from the participants of how recognising and 

responding to the demands of change within working environments is essential to 

individual-level employability. Rapid change has taken place in the last 20 years in hiring 

arrangements for professionals with a greater emphasis on casual or contract-based 

employment. The participants depicted the importance of being alert to these changes 

and using contract and casual hiring arrangements strategically, as part of a planned 

career, rather than in a reactive way and as the only choice available. Being alert to what 

employers were seeking—both at the hiring stage and during employment—was a 

further vital element in successful employability. Being able to “read” what employers 

sought in employees and being aware of how employers regarded mature age 

employees—and responding accordingly—were vital capabilities for successful 

navigation of the working environment. Lastly, maintaining self-awareness, particularly 

with regard to age-related preconceptions or prejudices—whether one’s own or 

others—was essential to successfully navigate the workplace. Participants spoke of 

subtle biases towards older employees, and of the importance of being consciously 

aware of these biases, while respecting others. 

6.4.5 Answering Research Questions 1 and 2 

Based on the findings in this study, contributions to answering Research Questions 1 and 

2 will now be presented. 

Q1. What does the term employability mean—in general, but particularly within the 

context of the work of mature age professionals (working within the industry 

sectors of business, ICT, health and education)? 

My interpretation of employability as a personal phenomenon indicates that within the 

context of MAPs, employability incorporates building and maintaining a coherent career 

path. Note that coherence deals with sense-making within one’s career, which may not 

always be delineated by a fixed, linear pathway. A coherent career path may take turns 

and branch across contexts. The point is that it makes sense to the employee and builds 

on prior learning and capabilities towards ongoing career fulfilment.  
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For MAPs, this should involve establishing a career identity and developing self-

awareness while facing the external pressures, workplace changes and age-related 

challenges often facing mid-career employees. The pursuit of career and self-

development strongly underpin these key aspects of mature age employability, as well 

as employability generally. The lived experiences of the target cohort indicate the vital 

role that the two key aspects of employability arising from Study 4, and summarised in 

Table 6.1, play in defining what employability means for those in the target cohort. 

This study identified that for these participants, continuing to create a career path, 

particularly during mid- to late-career, was vital, as was utilising networks to enhance 

career coherence, strategically using intermediaries and tackling periods of 

unemployment with a positive attitude and resourcefulness. Secondly, recognising and 

responding to the demands of varied working environments was found to be central to 

the employability pursuits of those in the target cohort. Recognising and adapting to 

change and transformation in the working arena can involve positively adjusting to 

considerable variation in working and hiring arrangements as well as learning how to 

cope with fluctuating employer expectations. Of particular relevance to the target 

cohort are the demands of working in environments where age-based biases are 

demonstrated, and MAPs should learn to recognise and overcome these biases by 

remaining flexible and respecting people in other age groups. Findings in Study 4 

illustrate the different levels of awareness participants can have of these key aspects of 

employability and their varied reactions to change and transformation in the workplace. 

Q2. How do workers, particularly mature age professionals, perceive and experience 

their employability? 

This study highlighted participants’ (MAPs) experience of employability at the level of 

the individual—which, as first indicated in Study 2, is something that they needed to 

understand, pursue and manage. The mid- to late-career phase that MAPs are passing 

through is seen as a period and journey involving multiple changes taking place around 

them, where they must understand what is expected of them and how they should 

respond. Their responses to changing employer expectations and contexts varied 

considerably, ranging from floundering and loss of employability to strategic 

adaptations (such as learning to work well under much younger bosses), to self-directed 

thriving or career re-invention utilising advanced employability capabilities. Often, 
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because of the challenges they face, their accomplishments are not fixed, static 

achievements but, rather, a series of points of arrival and dynamic accomplishment 

during which individuals may adapt to external influences and internal interests while, 

as far as possible, planning for and adapting to further change. 

Table 6.1. A Summary of Key Aspects of Employability 
and Their Various Capabilities Identified by Study 4.* 

KEY ASPECTS OF EMPLOYABILITY CAPABILITIES RELATED TO THESE KEY ASPECTS 

Create and maintain career identity 
and career coherence 

• Demonstrate resourcefulness, particularly in the 
face of unemployment 

• Utilise networks to enhance career development 
• Strategically utilise intermediaries  
• Exert control over career trajectories 

Recognise and respond to the 
demands of varied working 
environments 

• Respond positively to changes in hiring 
arrangements, being receptive to alternative work 
arrangements 

• Recognise employer expectations 
• Be consciously aware of age-based behaviours: 

own and others 
*Capabilities in grey highlight are of particular relevance to mature age employees. 

 

Some of the greater challenges that MAPs may face (in comparison to younger workers) 

include the potential tapering away of career identity and motivation in mid-career, 

whether through internal lack of capacity to maintain career momentum or through 

external withdrawal of interest in their employability on the part of employers and/or 

managers. Given the range of age-related biases that MAPs may face in the workforce 

and the disinclination of employers to invest in their development, the target cohort can 

perceive the workplace—and their employability therein—as highly influenced by age-

related demands and biases of different sorts. They may also experience disinterest on 

the part of professional intermediaries with regard to offering them assistance and may 

find unemployment particularly daunting. 

Given these challenges, MAPs could greatly benefit from being conscious of age-based 

behaviours (whether their own or others) while gravitating towards environments 

where employers display a positive attitude towards hiring and developing mature 

employees. Also, they could develop behaviours and capabilities that allow them to 

strategically thrive in their work environment regardless of their age (e.g., giving respect 
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to bosses, rather than primarily searching for respect for themselves, and offering their 

expertise to assist the team’s work targets). 

6.5 CONTEXTUAL INFLUENCES ON EMPLOYABILITY ACROSS THE TARGET COHORT 

People blame globalisation—but wait for artificial intelligence! [PM:3] 

Study 4 also considered how contextual influences impact on employability. As part of 

investigating interviewees’ lived experience, participants were asked what they 

considered to be external factors influencing their efforts to understand and develop 

employability. These influences are presented at three contextual levels: at meta, macro 

and micro levels (see Figure 6.2). With regard to meta-level, society and systems-level 

influences, ICT, as a significant agent of change, was strongly identified by many of the 

participants as having an ongoing, often profound, impact on their pursuit of 

employability. ICT, typically, took a much greater place in work requirements than it had 

done in the earlier years of employment for most participants and several struggled to 

keep up. Additionally, government was identified as a key influence on some industry 

sectors, interconnected with, for example, the health and education sectors and directly 

influencing the employability of those working within them.  

At the macro-level (organisational), participants identified age-based bias as something 

they increasingly experienced that impacted on their feelings of worth—or lack 

thereof—in the workplace. Participants recognised a number of factors that contributed 

to this bias and its impact on employability, particularly management attitudes in certain 

industry sectors. As an example, the design of workplace educational structures for 

MAPs was often negatively impacted by management attitudes, affecting MAPs’ 

capacity to progress their employability or adapt to changing work requirements 

through learning. At the micro-level of personal situatedness, gender was a significant 

influence. 
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Figure 6.2. A depiction of external influences affecting employability. 

 

6.5.1 The meta-level: Society and system-wide influences 

Technological advancements 

Almost all participants noted that technological developments were influencing their 

current work, operating across systems and the global workplace. Of particular 

relevance to the participants were advancements in computer and communication-

related technology (i.e., ICT), greatly influencing the technological demands of their job 

and modes of communication. A critical point for MAPs in this regard is that 

technological development continues at a rapid pace, and they should take steps to 

update themselves regarding such advances in technology. This is not always easy to 

arrange, particularly if someone is seeking rapid re-entry to the workforce, and may 

often rely on finding the right person at the right time. For example, PE:1 reported: 

I can remember coming back to work and just sitting and watching a 
colleague—the amount of emails that were coming through—and the 
pace—they were going click, click, click, click, click—and I’m thinking how? 
… and I felt really overwhelmed. I thought ‘how does she deal with this?’ I'd 
been out of the workforce for a while. It’s just taken for granted all this 

The meta 
level: (society 
and systems-

based 
influences)

The macro 
level:

(organisational 
influences) 

The micro level:
(influences from 

participants’ 
immediate 
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individual
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technology, that you know it. I’m good now, but I had to get somebody to 
help. [PE:1] 

As a further example of such rapid change, PE:6, speaking about a previous role, 

observed that a culture that had been highly resistant to change for many decades was 

rapidly being transformed by technological innovation. Noting the resistance to 

streamed video that news outlets had often displayed in the 1990s, he noted the 

importance of a major event in initiating significant change. Two weeks prior to the 

events of the Indonesian Tsunami in 2004, he had been told that he would be made 

redundant as the organisation did not believe that online video was an integral part of 

news content. However, this major event, coupled with technological innovation, 

transformed his working environment in under six months: 

The events unfolded on the 26th [December], Boxing Day. One of the 
reporters from The Age was one of the first people to actually get into Aceh—
which was one of the most devastated sites. They managed to shoot video 
and create multimedia content within a day that got worldwide coverage. It 
was astounding [and] it went on actually to win a Walkley Award. I got 
involved a couple of days later. We did a lot of extensive coverage, and video 
came in full ... it was put on the front page of the newspaper. We managed 
to make it happen; the manager who wanted to close us down wasn’t 
allowed to because everyone said ‘look, what a great job, this is the future’! 

And, ironically enough, four or five months later, YouTube launched very 
successfully, and everyone was concerned about video. And I got asked, ‘how 
could I build a team?’ [It was] the smallest business case I had ever been 
asked for … A complete career U-turn! [PE:6] 

In short, the pace and unpredictability of ICT and social media-related change can be 

such that MAPs should be vigilant, at all times, with regard to their own knowledge in 

these areas and take steps to continually learn about new technologies and social media 

platforms relevant to their profession. Failing this, they could be left behind in terms of 

the day-to-day requirements of the workplace in this area. 

Greater influence exerted by government in some industry sectors 

Some industry sectors demonstrate strong interconnectivity between government 

initiatives and employability for those working in the sector. For example, PE:10, quoted 

below, found government-mandated transformations in the health sector because the 
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National Disability Insurance Scheme (NDIS)96 brought multiple opportunities for 

employment and advancement. In contrast, other participants, such as PM:3, noted the 

rapid and often grim effects that government policies and “about-turns” from one 

government to the next could have on a sector and the employability of those within it: 

So, there are slumps and opportunities. At the moment, in rehabilitation, 
there [are] probably about five providers coming into town. So, there is work 
aplenty in that field. It's the changes with the NDIS and all that—that is 
opening up all these different opportunities. [PE:10] 

The idea was to create an Australian Open University of some sort. I mean 
the ABC was the media partner, and the ABC didn’t put cash in but [put in] a 
lot of resources generally—including my salary—many, many millions of 
dollars. But it came to an end. When the Howard government came in, they 
slashed the ABC’s budget substantially, and the ABC went from more than 
6,000 staff within a six-month period, down to 4,000 staff. I was one of those 
2,000. [PM:3] 

6.5.2 The macro-level: Organisational influences 

 Macro-level influences on MAPs deal with organisational contexts, which can be many 

and varied. MAPs face all of the influences affecting all workers (including company 

success and resource levels), but there are also influences specific to MAPs. 

Deficits and missed opportunities in organisational educational structures relative to 

mature age professionals 

Workplaces almost universally provide internal training and external training options 

(e.g., attendance at courses, conferences) both to skill their workforce but also to meet 

employees’ expectations with regard to training. However, many of the participants 

found that investment in training typically privileges younger workforce members, 

whom the organisation seems to consider are more worth investing in. Interviewees 

from ICT backgrounds, for example, identified lack of interest in and/or lack of 

knowledge about the importance of MAPs’ learning on the part of employers, pointing 

out that employers often hired staff for a narrow or precise range of functions. As such, 

their employers not only frequently showed little interest in fostering more generic or 

career development-oriented capabilities but even reprimanded staff for showing an 

 
96 For further information on the NDIS see https://www.ndis.gov.au 

https://www.ndis.gov.au/
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interest in participating in professional development or for wishing to step outside 

predetermined, often technical proficiency-oriented learning programs. 

This lack of interest on the part of employers was often coupled with a lack of provision 

of appropriate learning content and/or environments for more mature employees. Most 

participants favoured more tailor-made learning, delivered informally, and stated that 

they would feel embarrassed to be in a class of people decades younger or might feel 

insulted by the level of training provided: 

I don’t want to sit in a room and do foundation [training] in communication 
when I am probably quite good at that. It's quite insulting. Years ago, when 
I was unemployed, I was made to go to [JobActive] training on how to write 
a resume, and it was quite insulting. It was degrading and demoralising. 
[PE:8] 

I know that there are courses available. It's complicated as a 54-year-old man 
… who's pretty highly educated. The truth of the matter is, and this is not a 
good thing to say about myself, there might be a really interesting course at 
TAFE or something, but whether I would take the step of going and doing 
that course for stupid reasons like pride or other reasons, I'm not sure 
whether I would do that. I'm not sure whether I would feel that I would fit in 
with a much younger demographic in that regard … partially due to age 
embarrassment. [PE:4] 

Few among the participants had taken part in or even heard about technology training 

designed specifically for older employees, though such classes do exist, particularly in 

the Adult and Community Education (ACE) sector.97 Several participants commented on 

a lack of financial resources within their employing organisation to support workplace 

learning and spoke of the tendency on the part of both employers and employees to 

“cruise” in a comfort zone while failing to analyse current—or anticipate likely future—

learning needs. Because of this tendency to seek comfort (the “easy path”), as one 

participant observed, there are many people in the target cohort who are employed but 

are unemployable at the same time: they have acquired a role but, failing to invest in 

ongoing learning and/or not having access to learning resources, such employees are 

only employable as long as their current role (or level of tolerance for their 

underperformance) lasts. Also, from the perspective of employers, it is often less costly 

 
97 See, for example, the Be Connected program, a support initiative funded by the federal government 

for the over-50s and delivered through the ACE sector, community organisations and local libraries: 
https://beconnected.esafety.gov.au/index.php?redirect=0 

https://beconnected.esafety.gov.au/index.php?redirect=0
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(in time and money) to retain and put up with an underperforming person who may 

leave of their own accord and lack of advancement or job fulfilment, than instigate 

processes relating to underperformance and forced separation. As a result of the various 

factors, MAPS who are not retaining their currency and/or redressing their lack of 

employability are highly vulnerable. 

Should technologies progress or organisations’ priorities change, such workers might 

quickly become unemployed—and potentially unemployable—at that point in time. 

Moreover, formal educational institutions were identified by the participants as either 

lacking interest in or not having the financial resources to provide consistent, quality 

learning programs in more generic capabilities. As PE:2 put it, creating learning programs 

in these employability re-education capabilities “falls into the too hard basket” for many 

such institutions. Interviewees also commented on the difficulties of meaningfully 

assessing such skills and capabilities either in a classroom or a workplace environment 

and on the challenges in identifying which, among a panoply of potential capabilities, 

would be the optimal ones to focus on. 

6.5.3 The micro-level: Personal situatedness 

Dealing with workplace culture as a mature age professional 

Almost all the participants had observed or directly experienced negative attitudes 

towards older employees in the workplace. One interviewee depicted ageism as a 

“hidden secret”. Many other interviewees portrayed older workers, as a group, as being 

perceived as somehow carrying what one described as a kind of “stigma”. As portrayed 

by the participants, these attitudes included an array of negative or clichéd 

preconceptions about more mature employees that formed a surrounding environment 

that impinged at the individual level to greater or lesser degrees. IE:2, an intermediary 

participant, commented on employers’ attitudes towards more mature employees: 

I have helped a lot of people in that age bracket and in some cases, it's helpful 
having a long history and experience. But in a lot of places this term, ‘agile 
environment’ and the flexible environment—that’s what they are looking for 
in the workplace … often it's viewed that somebody that is more mature age 
doesn’t have that type of flexibility and adaptability. So that does make it 
hard. I was actually just thinking of the client briefing the other day—that 
was her requirement. She said to me she didn’t mind the experience, but she 
was hinting that she probably would prefer somebody who was younger and 
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more agile and who is energised and adaptable—so she used all of those 
words. So, the employers are actually saying that they want younger 
people in many instances? In a sense—[but] without saying it—because you 
are not meant to. [IE:2] 

It can be noted that there were observations by some of the participants reflecting 

experiences to the contrary. For example, two interviewees pointed out that 

organisations may discriminate against other groups, finding Gen Y, for example, ill-

prepared for the workplace or as having unrealistic expectations of how quickly they will 

progress or as overly reliant on technology. Nevertheless, negative perceptions of MAPs 

predominated and presented as a broad range of stereotypical labels about older 

employees that could be summarised as follows: 

• lacking flexibility, adaptability and/or resistant to change and to learning new 

skills; 

• fearing or unable to cope with emerging technologies; 

• lacking in energy and motivation; 

• having a greater propensity to prolonged illness; 

• presenting a greater workers compensation risk; 

• unable to complete an equivalent amount of work in the same time span as 

someone younger; 

• potentially over-qualified for a role and/or too expensive because of a prolonged 

period working at a senior level; 

• lacking in skills due to a prolonged absence from the workforce, often due to 

having raised children; 

• lacking commitment because retirement in the near future is the unspoken 

intention; and 

• possibly not fitting in with the culture of companies with a “young” image—such 

as media, ICT or social media. 

Participants portrayed these perceptions as acting as a type of unspoken filter on 

organisational culture to create a kind of hidden dismissiveness towards older workers, 
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particularly at the hiring stage. The intermediary participants, for example, noted that 

there was an unwritten rule in their offices to calculate job applicants’ ages based on 

the information in their resumes and to move the older applicants to the bottom of the 

pile. Employers, their clients, had deemed older employees as less desirable so they, as 

service providers, believed they were wasting their clients’ time by forwarding mature 

age employees’ CV’s. As a result, older applicants may fall victim to the kinds of obstacles 

outlined by IM:1. 

Also, when clients are going through resumes, and it is a market where there 
are a lot more candidates than there are jobs, they have to find a way of 
actually sifting through the resumes. And then—and this is the bit I don’t 
like—they might sort out the guys from the girls, and then they might sort 
out the ones with Australian sounding names from the ones with foreign-
sounding names. Do you think age comes into it? Yes, I do. In my recruitment 
career—I’ve probably been recruiting for about ... 25 years, I have only ever 
once got an interview for a guy over 60. And I have only ever placed one 
person over the age of 55. [IM:1] 

How MAPs react to these challenges is critical to their ongoing employability success. 

IE:2 provides an excellent example of what can happen in many instances to MAPs when 

faced with these obstacles: a sense that they are being deliberately rejected. 

And I was talking to my sister the other night about it because she is 
unemployed at the moment ... She is 60, and she is finding it very difficult to 
get work. But, for me, I think it's a lot around attitude—and so we can fight. 
Tell me a bit about her attitude. Well, just actually, to me, a bit paranoid 
and I think this is a tough one because I’ve seen it when I have gone and had 
a talk with the people that IE:1 helps—they all get mystified about the whole 
recruitment process of how they don’t hear anything back. So, it's having to 
deal with rejection. I think that’s a big one and that’s the hard part of—
people take it personally, and that affects their confidence, and so it begins 
to snowball down. In my sister’s case, she thinks that no-one is fair, that she 
is hard-done-by. She has sort of adopted this ‘victim’ attitude. [IE:2] 

Location: Regional versus metropolitan cultures 

Several differences between working in the city or in regional locations were reported. 

These included a tendency, in regional and rural locations, to hire people who were 

known to the employer or whom they could find out about relatively easily through 

trusted associates, rather than through formal reference checks. A tendency for people 

in non-metropolitan locations to keep their roles longer contrasted with city locations 

where there was a higher turnover of staff and, hence, more potential job opportunities, 



 

213 

was also noted. Additionally, lower staff numbers in rural and regional locations 

equated, in some participants’ viewpoints, to more opportunity to learn as there was 

greater exposure to a broader range of situations. 

How participants reacted to these cultural challenges varied greatly. While some 

interviewees had spent their entire career in either a metropolitan or regional location, 

others had relocated, some quite frequently, between city and country locations. Some 

female participants, for example, had frequently relocated because of the nature of the 

industry sector that their husbands worked in (such as agriculture, forestry or the 

military), demanding regular relocation. Regular relocations had led some participants 

to develop strategies and techniques to counteract the more negative impacts of these 

disruptions to their employability. For example, one participant had completed both 

nursing and teaching qualifications and took on multiple part-time roles in each new 

town as she and her husband changed locations. 

I always found that when ... you took positions in country areas—these are 
the Toowoomba or Dolby areas of Queensland—you were often exposed to 
a lot more experiences on the job [than] you would have been in the city... 
more is asked of, I think, people in the country. I mean, like GP’s, it’s the same 
thing. I think that your level of experience goes up higher because often 
you're the only one—or it’s you and another person. [PE:1] 

Especially in a small town ... people know people. People ask around ... we 
see it in our industry. If we send a resume through, they will ask, ‘does anyone 
know that person?’ [and the response comes back] ‘yes, we know them 
personally, they are great’, or ‘no we had a run-in because [of] this [or] that’, 
... and that makes an impact on the client’s decision. So yes, I think referrals 
can make or break an application as well because I have seen it. [IE:4] 

Problems with small towns are often that everybody employs somebody they 
know, and, being from the city often people don’t want to let you into a new 
area. It's quite tricky. Often, I found trying to find work there [rural Victoria] 
... I ended up doing jobs I really didn’t want to do, but it was basically that I 
could not get work in my sector because people don’t leave, people stay in 
their jobs, they stay there for long periods of time. They employ people 
they’re comfortable with, and sometimes when you are coming from a new 
region, you come in with a lot of ideas and enthusiasm which sometimes 
people are quite frightened of. I found that they were real barriers to getting 
work in rural Victoria. Working in Melbourne was much easier, basically due 
to location, due to distance, due to lots of fast-moving ideas, people moving 
in and out of employment, every two years was very common. [PE:8] 
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Gender 

Gender-based attitudes emerged as a significant influence on female participants. Two 

main challenges were noted. Firstly, gender-based discrimination was an issue in some 

industry sectors, with one interviewee noting the difficulties faced by women, for 

example, in the heavily male-dominated ICT sector and the sense that being not only 

older, but a female older person resulted in a kind of “double jeopardy”. Secondly, 

difficulties in achieving a work-life balance was raised as an issue—with one participant 

stressing the challenges faced by working mothers with children: 

And I will also say that sex makes a big difference as well. The age—but also 
being female—is difficult because they are very male-dominated teams [in 
ICT]. So, having an older woman is just not a good cultural fit. This is my 
summation of it. They don’t necessarily want to work with an older woman. 
There is a lot of sexism in the workplace. I actually feel that it is more about 
being a woman than being an older woman [however] this role I am stepping 
into now, the management is all in their 40s, 50s anyway. And I think I am a 
good age and cultural fit for that. They need a woman because they have a 
whole lot of guys. And the boss is a woman? The boss is a woman. Does that 
make a difference? Totally, because she actually, quietly, said to me on two 
occasions ‘we need a woman in this role’. [PM:1] 

There were significant expectations put on me to travel away, which I 
couldn't do—long hours—very tight deadlines. The logistics were always 
stressy. The CEO of the company was, coincidentally, also a female. My point 
[is] that she understood the demands of parenting, I guess. She simply said, 
‘well, what do you want to have, what can you do?’ And I said, ‘well, this is 
what I want. I want to work three days a week. I want school holidays off, 
and if I travel, I need more notice, but I can’t be doing this amount of travel’. 
It was about communication. It was about clarifying my role and what I could 
and couldn't do and being clear about my boundaries. She met me halfway. 
[PE:1] 

6.5.4 Conclusion to Section 6.5: Answering Research Question 3 

Based on the findings in this study, and as a conclusion to Section 6.5, contributions to 

answering Research Question 3 will now be presented. 

Q3. What contextual factors most influence employability, particularly the 

employability of mature age professionals? 

External influences were typically experienced by the participants in this study as a 

complex matrix of factors that modify employability, potentially enhancing or limiting 

their own employability, often significantly. MAPs typically experienced this matrix of 
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influences differently to younger workers since the contextual influences they 

encountered were overlain by an age-differential, with demands from employers 

encompassing age-related perspectives often experienced, by MAPs, as unjustified age 

biases. These age-related biases appear to be more prevalent in certain sectors of the 

workforce (older workers, ICT industry) and/or some organisations. This can be 

compounded by other biases such as ethnicity or gender. Thus, though individuals may 

be seeking to construct a career identity over time to adapt to contextual changes or 

their own changing goals and abilities, their adaptations/strategies and aspirational 

goals are not infrequently hampered by age-related workplace norms and “hidden 

rules”, lack of awareness of injustices or needs and inequitable practices such as in 

professional development opportunities. Individuals may modify their perspectives and, 

potentially, their behaviour, according to these socially generated perspectives. 

Examples of MAPs’ employability being influenced by external factors arising from Study 

4 include the pace of technological change and how quickly such changes impact on 

existing workplace rules and structures and the availability of appropriate, age-

relevant/contextualised educational resources and whether or not these are available 

to and designed for MAP learners. Other influential factors include government 

intervention in certain industry sectors, particularly health and education, and cultural 

attitudes in the workplace towards hiring and maintaining the employment of older 

employees. At the level of personal situatedness, location and gender also appear to 

exert influences on employability across the target cohort. These influences are 

summarised in Table 6.2 and reflect findings interpreted in Studies 1, 2 and 3. 
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Table 6.2. A Summary of Contextual Influences 
Impacting on Individual Employability.* 

INFLUENCES  THE NATURE OF THE INFLUENCES  

1. Meta level: 
society and 
sector-wide 
influences 

• Technology as an agent of change including such influences as the 
pace of technological change and how—and how quickly—change 
affects status-quo structures 

• Sector-related influences such as more direct influence exerted 
regulation by government on health and education sectors 

2. Macro level: 
organisational 
influences 

 

• Organisational commitment (or lack thereof) to developing staff so as 
to create a high-performance, learning culture, including more mature 
employees 

• Access to age-relevant learning programs with environments suited to 
older learners 

• Recognition of the specific needs of mature age employees—whether 
at an organisational, divisional or section level—with regards to their 
learning and the environment in which it may take place 

3. Micro level: 
individual 
situatedness  

• Cultural attitudes in the workplace towards mature age employees 
including, potentially clichéd preconceptions; a hidden dismissiveness, 
at the hiring stage, towards employing older workers and increased 
levels of bullying once in the workforce, both based on negative, age-
related perceptions 

• Gender-related influences: regarding female—and especially older 
female, staff in heavily male-dominated industries; difficulties faced by 
mothers with children expected to maintain heavy travel schedules 

• Location: regional versus metropolitan organisational cultures: 
regional jobs sometimes offered greater exposure to a wider variety of 
experience, for example, while city-based jobs can have a higher 
turnover 

*Capabilities in grey highlight are of particular relevance to mature age employees. 

 

6.6 EXPLORING AND INTERPRETING THE PARTICIPANTS’ IDEAS AND EXPERIENCES 
IN RELATION TO UNDERSTANDING, PURSUING AND MANAGING INDIVIDUAL 
EMPLOYABILITY DEVELOPMENT 

From Study 2, I reinterpreted individual employability as something well beyond current 

definitions of the general notion of employability at the level of the person. Findings 

from Studies 1, 2 and 3 led me to reinterpret the living phenomenon of employability 

(as opposed to the workforce/organisational views of employability) as something that 

is individual, personal and internal. Moreover, Study 2 generated the idea that 

employability, as a highly personal phenomenon, was something that workers needed 

to understand, pursue and manage. As reported in Study 2, workers need to attempt to 

understand that employability in relation to individuals involves realising that having 

work capabilities and experience may not be enough, that there needs to be a match 
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between individual human capital and extant labour market opportunities, and that 

pursuing this goal is a role workers themselves should largely undertake. 

Studies 2, 3 and 4 also illustrated why there might be a variety of barriers to achieving 

such an understanding for MAPs; for example, possible employer perceptions of MAPs 

as being less of a priority in terms of investment in their development than their younger 

counterparts and/or MAPs own potential lack of forward planning in relation to their 

careers. These barriers could create a mismatch between MAPs’ desired career paths 

and the roles and opportunities available to them. Additionally, MAPs may, for a variety 

of reasons—such as a declining intensity in pursuing career opportunities and/or 

proximity of retirement—no longer pursue employability with the intensity that they 

once had and may fail to agentically manage the latter part of their career. 

Study 4 found that the range and depth of participants’ responses to these types of 

barriers and challenges varied greatly. Interviewees exhibited varying levels of 

comprehension of employability and different degrees of capacity with regard to its 

pursuit and self-management, varying from lower levels of awareness to higher levels 

of acuity and creative, innovative solutions to the problems presented to them in 

creating ongoing employability. Section 6.6 illustrates these levels of awareness of and 

approaches to employability on the part of the participants and links them to the ideas 

of UPM that have been building across this thesis, as a prelude to the meta-

interpretative model presented in Chapter 7. Section 6.6 identifies these approaches to 

be further examples of capabilities within a key aspect of employability already arising 

from this chapter, namely “create and maintain career identity” as well as capabilities 

within key aspects of employability interpreted in Studies 2 and 3.98 

An important consideration at this point is that these findings reflect actual people with 

different levels of employability. The model that this thesis presents, in Study 5 

(Chapter 7), is intended to reflect and interpret individual-level employability, but it also 

aims to provide a way of promoting its development. For that reason, this chapter does 

not present what MAPs might do if they learned about the developmental approach I 

 
98 Namely, “metacognition”, “engage in employment development through learning” and “self-manage 

employability”. 
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am going to present in Study 5, but, rather, how they understand employability now, 

and what they are doing now to pursue and manage their employability.  

6.6.1 Understanding individual employability 

This study sought to explore the participants’ lived experiences of employability. Part of 

this exploration, inevitably, led to examining what they understood about employability 

as an idea and as an experience. As participants were mature age workers with 

considerable experience, they had a lot of personal insights to talk about. So, in being 

asked to discuss employability they did not necessarily come up with a mere “job 

readiness” interpretation that new graduates might have talked about, or a description 

of ways of marketing themselves in today’s work market, nor did they have my new 

model of employability development to refer to and compare their experiences with. 

Rather, they displayed varying levels of understanding of employability. Indeed, while 

each participant understood the concept of employability, only some of the participants 

understood that employability could be seen as a personal undertaking and journey, and 

even those who did have a greater level of insight had not usually had this level of 

understanding at all points of their career journey. 

This section illustrates how some participants were at—or had previously been at—the 

“just coping” or “close to exiting” end of a range of individual employability success: 

their understanding of employability was close to the idea of (merely) employment, and 

they were usually driven to work/stay in their current work by either complacency or by 

immediate financial needs. Often, they felt they were simply surviving or had run out of 

energy and initiative. They were not managing their employability in terms of meeting 

goals or career trajectories that they had planned out. This section also portrays how, in 

contrast, some participants were at the more “thriving” end of the range of 

employability success: their understanding of employability was more deeply personal, 

engaged and evolving, serving as the basis for what they could or were doing to enhance 

their employability. These interviewees understood, with varying degrees of clarity, that 

employability incorporated a) a sense of reflection in order to ensure a career trajectory 

and b) overcoming inertia by proactively planning for change. 
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Engaging in reflection to gain a sense of career trajectory 

With regard to reflection and gaining a sense of career trajectory, participants’ 

responses portrayed a range of awareness of the need to reflect and plan ahead. Some 

of the participants had done little in the way of reflection and merely responded to work 

as a means to pay the bills: 

We go out and get a job because it's reactionary—from a point of view that 
you are not happy with what you are doing and so you go out and move on. 
You need to move on fairly quickly, establish yourself so you can pay your 
bills. So, you are reacting all the time, reacting to all the bills that are coming 
up. We don’t often respond in that forward-thinking, forward planning 
[mode]; a lot of people don’t have that internal understanding or that 
understanding of self—putting themselves in that position and [saying] ‘OK, 
in this scenario what would I do?’ We often respond to issues when they 
happen—in that fight or flight mode. And I can say, I’ve done that … plenty 
of times. [PE:8] 

In contrast, among the more self-directed, employability-oriented participants, 

however, there was a realisation that they should not simply wait to see what the world 

would bring in terms of jobs and career and then react to change. Rather, these 

interviewees understood that they needed to actively plan ahead, to seek out career 

possibilities and trajectories ahead of time and consider, through reflection, what might 

transpire in the near future in their career and how they could best prepare themselves 

to succeed in a changing environment. Participants had used a variety of approaches 

and techniques in order to engage in such reflection. PM:4 and IM:1 had used 

psychological profiling, external consultants or mentors to aid them in career reflection 

and in understanding their pathway forward. PM:6 saw using such mentors as a key part 

of engaging in reflection and PE:6 had engaged in reflection both while in his job and 

between jobs, being guided through exercises in self-reflection to assess both individual 

leadership style and future career possibilities: 

I went and did DISC, which is very similar to Myers-Briggs … one of those 
personality inventories, because unemployment, for whatever reason … I 
believe it's a period of self-reflection, and it should be a period of self-
reflection because you're essentially reinventing yourself during that period. 
[PM:4] 

When I joined ‘X’—every year, we had to sit down and reflect on the last 12 
months, reflect on the 12 months ahead and put together our personal 
business goals. I found that exercise incredibly difficult. [IM:1] 
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I would say that one of the things for consideration for people in that 
demographic [MAPs], would [be] that they reach out to one or a few people 
that would be mentors for them and have quite a bit of experience in the 
areas that they are interested in, then, those people could potentially get to 
know them and understand the nuances and understand their needs. It is a 
crucial part—to give them that platform to achieve more and to make them 
reflect. [PM:6] 

In my career, I have been very fortunate because several of the companies I 
have worked for have had very good leadership programs. In those 
leadership programs, those kinds of things were taught. There were broad 
management skills, which involved self-reflection and managing others. I did 
some basic learning around those, where you learn the skills around 
reflecting, how to give feedback, and how to receive feedback. We did things 
like Myers-Briggs. We did a lot of work around this, which I had never done 
before. That would have been in my late-40s or mid-40s. This was quite late, 
understanding where I fitted. We did [a] leadership program based around 
that, for several days, not really coaching, more understanding. We did a 
scenario for a day where a group managed a business, being observed. That 
was good as well, getting that kind of self-reflection. I got a lot of benefit 
from that, although they weren’t something that was wide across the 
company. 

Do you think that has helped you with your overall employability? Yes, 
absolutely, directly so. I think the other thing that helped is, when I was made 
redundant from ‘X’, and before I joined ‘Y’, I was given a business coach to 
help me through that transition. Something that I am a strong believer in if 
there is a gap. There is nothing mandated in law, and I think there should be, 
when you are a certain age it should almost be given as a condition, as 
opposed to ad hoc because it seems to vary from company to company. I had 
a personalised coach who was very supportive from the day of my 
redundancy and was then very helpful guiding me through. She used the 
book What Colour is My Parachute, which is a well-known book which I have 
recommended to others. The exercises in that are self-reflective. I believe 
these skills, particularly in the transition stage, are important, and there is 
certainly no general way of receiving that reflection. [PE:6] 

Overcoming complacency by proactively planning for change 

An essential part of understanding employability was, as noted in previous studies, 

understanding the difference between employment and employability. The 

interviewees presented a range of awareness of this difference and, just as importantly, 

a range of responses to this awareness. Rather than predictable, consistent levels of 

awareness based on a shared creed of professionalism and comparable levels of 
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education, interviewees with similar qualifications and backgrounds—even working 

within the same professional sector contrasted, one with another, quite starkly. 

On the one hand there were those who saw employment and employability as largely 

synonymous. When faced with significant change or disruption in their workplace, 

including even the possibility of redundancy, participants, such as PE:4, tended towards 

inertia so as to maintain having a sense of stability at work that, in several instances, 

offered a kind of “comfort zone” prior to retirement. 

I should be doing all these things [referring to the various strategies for 
developing employability in interview chart] now, but the reality is, human 
nature being what it is, people get comfortable and lazy. I would go on a 
crash course of employability like a lot of people do when they lose their job 
and push comes to shove. I suspect if I lose my job … I'll be doing everything 
I can to become employable again. But I acknowledge, as well, that it gets 
harder as one becomes older. You become more comfortable in your own 
skin, and you become more financially comfortable. Passion is probably 
related to a marathon, not a sprint. [PE:4] 

However, on the other hand, beyond complacency or avoidance, some participants 

exhibited higher levels of acuity with regard to their circumstances and proactively 

strived to deal with change and challenge, realising that this was an intrinsic part of 

employability. PE:4, in contrast to the above example and at an earlier point in his 

career, for example, when faced with a challenging situation at work planned an exit in 

order to find the sense of comfort (job satisfaction) and belonging that he had 

experienced in a former role. PM:1 even actively sought out challenges that would 

ensure she did not slip into a comfort zone, i.e., did not become too accustomed to the 

status quo. A few, like IE:4, even if they were content in their role, understood that did 

not mean it would last forever and that they had to plan ahead. 

Even though ‘X’ was a high-status job for a newly married guy and my 
mother-in-law was really happy and all that—I wasn’t very happy there. And 
I didn’t have much freedom or autonomy. I have actually been a lot happier 
in my career working in smaller jobs in smaller brands, often earning less 
money; I have been happier as a person. And so, eventually, what happened 
was, I worked [there], but I actually hated it from about three months in. I 
stayed a bit over a year for the sake of my resume and [went] back into the 
recruitment industry because it was kind of safe and a comfortable 
environment where I had some freedom. [PE:4] 

In all cases, we need to be challenged to step out of our comfort zones. So 
we either set ourselves challenges or projects we are obliged to follow 
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through with or get a coach who will set us challenges and to whom we need 
to remain accountable. Alternatively, for a short period, take on a project at 
work. Ask a colleague to mentor you. [PM:1] 

There's a lot of personal development things that I do in my job that I put my 
hand up for—like external training and opportunities to better myself for 
potential future opportunities. I'm very comfortable and very happy in my 
job—but I still want to ensure that—one thing that I've learned is—
everyone's replaceable. Something could happen in the business, and I could 
lose my job, so I need to make sure that I don't get comfortable. So that's 
always looking at external training that will allow me to be employable post 
this position … so ensuring that I don't just get relaxed in my position, that 
I'm constantly learning and that I am evolving. [IE:4] 

In short, only a few among the participants displayed a consistently high awareness of 

the impact of change and challenge in the workplace across their careers and, rather 

than remaining inert and avoiding the issue, proactively prepared for change, accepting 

it as an inevitable part of work in the modern environment and preparing for it as an 

integral part of employability. 

6.6.2 Pursuing individual employability 

Pursuing individual employability deals with the strategies workers adopt once they 

have come to understand what individual employability is all about and then reflected 

on their situation and, preferably, established employability development goals. For the 

majority of participants, this equated to proactively pursuing employability 

development through various kinds of learning opportunities, not waiting for 

“remediation” directives or threats of termination. This sometimes involved 

participating in workplace learning opportunities and sometimes in a wide variety of less 

formal learning. 

While all the interviewees had acquired diploma or degree-level qualifications, often 

decades prior to their participation in this research, only a few participants had 

subsequently undertaken—or were undertaking—further, formal qualifications such as 

a master’s degree. Notably, few had been sponsored by their employer to undertake 

these more formal qualifications, engaging in such programs as graduate diplomas or 

master’s degrees on their own initiative. Indeed, the majority of participants felt that 

they were either unsupported or only partially supported in their employability 

development by their employer, and that this was often limited to training in topics of 
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immediate benefit to their current work duties, rather than assistance with developing 

themselves in a general sense or in aiding their overall career development. As such, 

most participants, at their particular stage of career and given the challenges that they 

faced in the workplace, felt, rather, that they needed to enhance their knowledge of 

generic capabilities and new workplace capacities. Learning typically took place through 

a combination of workplace professional development and self-directed learning. 

Engaging in formal and informal workplace learning 

For most participants, their workplace had afforded access to more formal guidance and 

mentoring at some point in their career. In general, these were in companies that 

offered professional development activities for staff in a more formal manner, and 

participants had used these structured opportunities to improve their awareness of a 

range of more generic skills and capabilities such as networking, job interviewing and 

ICT-related training. On occasion, learning also took place informally within the 

workplace in a more ad hoc manner. Many interviewees commented on having learned 

through observation in the workplace—noting how colleagues or managers performed 

in certain circumstances and then emulating their behaviour—or through conferring 

with friends or trusted associates: 

I have taken opportunities with professional development at work to upskill 
in Word, Excel and MS project. [PM:1] 

In both my roles … I attended various training sessions on a variety of systems 
and software that the universities used such as finance software, expense 
management software, travel booking systems, timetabling systems, 
Microsoft Excel Intermediate training and many others that I cannot 
remember. Some of this training was done internally by university staff while 
some others were done via an external provider. [PE:9] 

I had training from my previous employer when I was working and living in 
Melbourne; they did networking training … so I gained the ability to be able 
to network with clients. But it gave me those skills, … for my benefit for 
later—for life down the track. And that was even around etiquette and things 
like that, not just the communication and the conversation side of things: 
how do you hold yourself in a networking environment, because that's very 
important—how you're able to move around a room and be able to come in 
and out of conversations without sounding rude or anything like that. So they 
had [such training] because we did client breakfasts and different events 
with clients. They wanted to ensure that we were capable to hold a 
conversation with them! [IE:4] 
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[My employer] had quite a few training courses and one that stood out was—
there was a lot of restructuring going on—they actually had ‘how to apply 
for a job’ and ‘how to get a job’ training. They had interview training, how 
you address selection criteria and that sort of thing. I have always been 
reasonably good at that. This was fantastic—the STAR approach where you 
use the situation, the task, the achievement and result. That is how you do 
your position description. That is how you address the position description. 
Something like that I found fantastic. [PE:1] 

I haven’t received any training on networking. How did you learn about it, 
though? I learnt on the job, and I learnt, over my career, the benefits of it. 
So, again if you are sitting in your office and just keep doing what you have 
been doing and don’t share your experiences, I think it is limiting. [PE:1] 

There are always people within your organisation that you naturally 
gravitate to that you become friends with. You can tell that they think like 
you. They act like you. You tend to be on the same page, tend to achieve the 
same sorts of results. I would say out of an organisation with 700 staff right 
now; I could count—there are five people who I know I could ring right now 
and just vent. You know—'I've got this issue; what do you think I need?’, ‘how 
should I resolve this’? I have no concerns that they're going to go and try and 
do anything untoward with that information. They genuinely want to help 
me, and they give me their perspectives. [PM:1] 

Utilising alternative strategies for learning 

The interview data showed that, outside of and separate from formal and informal 

workplace learning, participants used a broad, sometimes ad hoc range of learning 

strategies. Not all companies offered professional development or offered only a very 

limited range of supported learning opportunities. Some participants felt that, 

regardless of what was being offered, in terms of technical or professional learning, by 

their employers, they needed to guide their own development by studying what they 

felt could improve their employability both in their current role and for future 

employability purposes. 

Improving knowledge of social media was a strong example in this regard. Other 

examples included small group-based learning activities, professional guidance and peak 

bodies’ learning frameworks. For some self-directed learning had proven to be a 

mainstay, particularly with regard to the more challenging workplace circumstances 

they had found themselves involved in or exposed to. Peak bodies were alluded to as 

potential sources of training and learning; however, participants had mixed experiences 

with their respective sector’s peak body at their specific, more developed, stage of 
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career. Most remained aware of what these organisations offered in terms of learning 

but felt that it was not suited to their needs as a more mature learner—or were 

somewhat scathing in their assessment of peak bodies’ usefulness. 

I accept that everyone has a different way of learning [but] I personally would 
probably go to the internet, and I'd buy and read some books. That might be 
a representation of my age or my learning preference; I'm not sure. If I was 
on tough times and there was a couple of these things I wanted to work on, 
I'd probably do it alone and look at some books and some stuff on the 
internet. [PE:4] 

If it was me personally, then self-study would probably be my most likely 
way. I am less likely to go for courses and things like that, just because of 
where I am in my career and what I have done. I am more likely to try and 
read up. [PE:6] 

A friend of mine who worked in an employment network in Sydney organised 
for me to have interview skill training. They recorded the interview, or they 
recorded the meeting and a mock interview and then played it back on video. 
Was that helpful? Yes, it was. As it turned out, I did use it. I went to all these 
interviews and got the best possible position. That was very shortly after I did 
the interview skills, so I believed it helped. [PE:2] 

I think with social media [learning] it could be done in a variety of ways. It 
could be done online or face to face. You could do it through active learning 
circles. I like those; they are great because you have a little supportive group. 
You could then have tasks that you all go away with … on coming back 
together; everyone shares their learning. So active learning circles are a 
fantastic way, particularly for adult learning. [PE:1] 

Efficient use of social media. I have had some training in that; I did the Digital 
Enterprise course in 2014. That was one in partnership with TAFE and the 
Wagga City Council. They were federally funded to do that, so it was free of 
charge. I would have paid to do it. It was very highly attended, and it was 
fantastic. [PE:1] 

One of the things that our profession is very strong on is teaching technical 
skills, but they are not big on other skills of professional practice … they are 
not big on the soft skills and the generic skills of being a professional. People 
see that [the technical skills] as the employability. You are employable if you 
are good at the technical things. They don’t realise that when somebody 
employs someone, they want someone who is going to fit into their 
workplace. They don’t want somebody who is good technically [but] who is 
going to be disruptive amongst the staff. I believe that our peak body is quite 
remiss in not addressing the type of thing you are researching … people are 
so focused on technical skills; they forget about the rest. [PE:2] 
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While Study 3 outlined a range of learning that MAPs can utilise to enhance their 

employability, the lived experiences of the participants emphasised the often ad hoc, 

multidimensional nature of learning undertaken by MAPs in their pursuit of 

employability. Learning took place both formally and informally within the workplace 

while being augmented by MAPs’ self-study undertakings, learning from friends or 

mentors outside the workplace and through innovative, online mediums such as 

learning circles. Markedly, almost none of the participants had utilised their professional 

peak body to improve their knowledge or capabilities. Most regarded their peak body 

as useful from the point of view of conferences and for adding to CV’s but stopped short 

of using them for learning. 

6.6.3 Managing individual employability 

Maintaining motivation and remaining resilient were identified by several interviewees 

as vital to their employability. Motivation was seen, by them, as critical at this mid- to 

late-career juncture when complacency or a lessening of enthusiasm about one’s career 

could impinge on career trajectories. Several participants commented on the difficulty 

of remaining motivated when they were continually employed in one role, as the need 

to develop was not as readily identifiable as it could be during periods of either rapid 

career progression or during unemployment. Others commented on the difficulty of 

remaining motivated when they were in contract-based roles, as they knew that there 

was a time limit on their employment.  

Allied to motivation were persistence and resilience. Several of the participants had 

realised that to overcome the barriers that they faced and to gain and maintain high 

levels of employability they needed to persist in pursuit of their career preferences, to 

continue to develop and resist any tendencies to inertia and find ways to remain resilient 

in the face of the various work-related problems that they faced, even recognising that 

adversity could be used as an opportunity to put someone out of their comfort zone and 

challenge them to find answers. 

Being conscious of the need for motivation, persistence and resilience in the face of 

employability challenges 

There was a range of acknowledgement of the need to be motivated and resilient, from 

preferring to remain comfortable—and risking that one’s knowledge and experience 
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could become obsolete—to ongoing persistence and resilience over many years. The 

drive for such motivation and resilience was derived either from internal forces, such as 

the need to grow and develop or to move to a new role, or from external factors, such 

as being part of an organisation or group that regularly focused on motivating 

employees. PE:6 and IM:1 spoke of the challenges facing those who chose comfort over 

being motivated: 

The problem is, comfort is great until something happens—and they make 
half the people redundant. [PE:6] 

I don’t think that most people set goals. I don’t think most people think like 
that, to be honest. I don’t think that most people go to work wanting to be 
fulfilled and with a sense of achievement … I think it starts with how you are 
going to motivate people, for them to see it’s in their interest to get better 
and better. [IM:1] 

In contrast, some participants spoke of the critical importance of motivation, and PM:5 

had actually attended a training program in how to be motivated. 

It's in the person, Jim, you have got to be motivated yourself, and if you are 
motivated, you can do almost anything, in any area. [IE:3] 

Luckily being part of a franchise group, we attend franchise meetings twice 
a year. They go through your figures and bring in motivational speakers, and 
their job is to make me motivated, because then if I'm motivated, they make 
more money. Does that work for you? It works for me, but not all in the 
group. It works for me because I don't like to lose … I look at the ways to be 
successful. I try and succeed, which is different than to plod along. [PM:5] 

Most participants felt that persistence and resilience needed to be built up through 

experience, across time and after due reflection on those experiences. Notably, 

however, no participant had engaged in a program or workshop to develop resilience, 

with those who identified this capability building it up through their own dedication and 

survival instincts. While resilience is likely to greatly enhance employability, as PM:6 

observed, how programs in resilience might be facilitated needs to be carefully 

considered: 

I am very persistent; if I want something, I definitely try and do my best to 
get it. It was hard trying to get into a different field ... it took me a whole year 
to find a job to move from University ‘X’ to somewhere else. The reason 
being, I am also very picky, I don’t like to do [just] anything. [PE:9] 
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I have a knack, or an ability or a personality trait, or a work ethic, probably a 
combination of all where I have always gone into a situation with a certain 
scope to my role and, not deliberately, but just with commitment and 
application and hard work I seem to go to the top. I move up in the ranks, 
and then I think, ‘I have achieved this’, and I move out. And it’s been a trend 
throughout my career. [IE:1] 

You can't just go in and say, ‘here is a two-hour session on how to be 
resilient’. I think it is an iterative thing and I think people can gain skills in 
those areas by being in the space and having people come in and support 
them by saying ‘what happened there, how do you think you could have dealt 
with that, how could you have done better?’. [PM:6] 

6.6.4 Reflections on the value of “understand, pursue and manage” 

This section outlined several more capabilities related to key aspects of employability 

while linking them to the UPM concept of developing employability first introduced in 

Study 2. The “understand” phase of developing employability has been linked to the 

need to engage in reflection on work and career and to proactively plan for change. 

Through self-reflection, we are able to perceive what kind of goals and aspirations we 

have in terms of our work and career and begin to plan out a career path that might lead 

to the realisation of greater employability. In this study, pursuit of employability through 

learning, and management of employability through motivation, persistence and 

resilience were then shown to also significantly influence work and career-related 

outcomes. An example of how awareness and utilisation of these advanced capabilities 

can determine employability is depicted below as an illustration of their significance and 

impact. Three short profiles collated from work and employability experiences as 

narrated by participants are portrayed. These experiences have been interpreted to 

form a coherent story illustrating how advanced employability capabilities can influence 

an individual’s work, career trajectories and overall employability. The story of 

“Participant A” at different stages of her working life is portrayed, reflecting a continuum 

illustrated in Figure 6.3 (the various stages of her employability journey are depicted 

with small green circles, and the numbers 46, 52 and 60 indicate her point on the 

employability journey at these specific ages). The reader is asked to cross-reference this 

story with Figure 6.3. 
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THE EMPLOYABILITY JOURNEY OF “PARTICIPANT A” 

Profile at 46–48 years old 

“A” has worked all her life in the ICT field, specialising in programming. Up to the 

present, at age 46, A has been highly motivated in terms of work and career but has not 

had to think very much about employability. Graduating with a degree in her chosen 

profession some 25 years previously, she worked, during this period, at three different 

organisations in a metropolitan area without disruption. Her skills have been highly in 

demand. Recently, however, circumstances have changed. Her husband, a forestry 

manager, has been told he will be permanently relocated by his company to a more 

remote area of the state in 12 months’ time. Over the next year, as a couple, they discuss 

this relocation and decide her husband should accept the offer. They move to this 

regional area, selling their house in the city. “A” resigns from her job without having 

made an effort to investigate suitable future employment. She assumes that finding 

work in her field will be easy as it has always been the case to this point in her career. 

She has no social or work-related networks in the region she and her husband are 

relocating to and has had little time to build a social media profile. Furthermore, she has 

not looked for work in years: after applying for her first job through the university 

career’s office, she has always been directly approached by employers. After moving to 

this regional area and, at nearly 48, “A” finds relevant jobs are scarce in this new 

location. She has not reflected on her career-related identity or career trajectory in 

years. She finds the circumstances that she is in daunting, the experience of 

unemployment debilitating and her resilience is tested. Advice about what to do is hard 

to come by, costly and largely unavailable in her immediate location. She feels highly 

challenged and is, from an employability perspective, floundering. 

Profile at 50–52 years old 

After 18 months of unemployment upon arriving in her new location, which she has 

found highly frustrating, “A” starts to re-orient her expectations. Working online with a 

career counsellor, who has provided support and advice, aiding in her resilience, she 

begins to reflect on and re-evaluate her skills and capabilities and develop a plan to go 

forward that she will manage. As part of the reflection, she realised that work does not 

need to be confined to a commitment to an organisation and to working in an office. 
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She makes a conscious decision to build a small, online consulting company and begins 

to explore opportunities with regional medium-sized companies, typically within 2 to 3 

hours driving distance from her location, for ICT-related consulting work. “A” starts to 

realise that her work-related context is not delimited by the immediate location she is 

living in. She develops her social media and online marketing skills by reading extensively 

and feels that her internal locus of control has been gradually returning to her, rather 

than being controlled by external events. “A” steadily and actively builds her own 

company for the next three years, acquiring new clients and steadily building a 

reputation as a solid, reliable ICT consultant who is geographically closer to clients than 

her competitors in the major cities. 

Profile at 55–60 years old 

“A” realises, in her mid-50s, based on her consulting experiences and feedback from her 

burgeoning networks, that there are multiple opportunities online, beyond just 

consulting. For example, speaking with a friend working in a university, she realises that 

she can parlay her newly emerging online capabilities into a career in e-learning. She 

enrols in a graduate certificate in training and education and a graduate diploma in ICT, 

leading eventually to her taking a master’s degree in ICT. Though it takes five years to 

complete these qualifications, “A” is eventually hired as a part-time lecturer, specialising 

in online training, for a regional university while continuing to build her consulting 

practice. Reflecting deeply on her remaining years in the workforce, she realises that she 

greatly enjoys working independently and entrepreneurially. At 60, “A” works largely 

from home and loves what she does. Nevertheless, in light of her experience of 12 years 

before, she sits down to review her employability self-management plan every six 

months, regularly reflects on her career choices and future directions and engages in 

ongoing professional development so that her ICT skills and capabilities are always up 

to date and regularly reads industry update reports from the peak body council on her 

industry sector’s likely future trajectories. She experiences a high internal locus of 

control and high levels of employability and aspires to maintain this experience up to 

her retirement through ongoing self-management of her employability. 
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Figure 6.3. Levels of utilisation 
of advanced employability 

capabilities as part of 
understanding, pursuing and 

managing employability. 
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6.6.5 Answering Research Question 4 

Based on the findings in this study, contributions to answering Research Questions 4 and 

5 are presented below: 

Q4. How do workers, particularly mature age professionals, develop and manage 

their employability? 

Based on the findings in this study, MAPs develop and manage their employability in a 

range of ways and with a wide range of aptitude. Notably, while all research participants 

developed and managed their employability as a lived undertaking, they were clearly 

engaging in different ways, at varying degrees of adroitness, with differing levels of 

commitment and with different results. While all the participants had some 

understanding of what employability in general was, not all perceived it as something to 

be fostered and crafted, relative to their specific circumstances. Degrees of aptitude 

with regard to how this was undertaken, and relative awareness of context, varied 

considerably. Those who failed to reflect on their career-related goals and who exhibited 

weaker recognition of context experienced a higher degree of disruption to their 

employability and were frequently limited in relation to achieving work and career-

related goals. Those who displayed high degrees of motivation, resilience and reflection, 

and a stronger internal locus of control, typically flourished in their pursuit of 

employability. 

With regard to development, this did not necessarily equate, in many instances, to 

formal, structured development in the workplace nor to formal, institution-based 

learning. Many participants, having already completed their formal qualifications years 

ago, concentrated on more unstructured and informal learning. Study 4 has illustrated 

how learning strategies that this cohort utilised include self-directed and peer-to-peer 

learning, mentoring, learning circles, workplace-based guidance and, on occasion, peak 

body directed professional development. With regard to managing their employability, 

participants sometimes took a self-directed approach. However, such self-management 

required a recognition of the context within which work and career development took 

place coupled with efficient utilisation of advanced employability capabilities (such as 

motivation, resilience and reflection). Such self-management is likely to take place not 
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only across multiple contexts and changing milieux but, significantly, across differing, 

age-related stages of career. 

6.6.6 Answering Research Question 5 

Q5. How might employability and its development/pursuit be improved for mature 

age professionals? 

Based on the findings in Study 4, it can be noted that a wide variety of influences can 

impact on MAPs’ employability, sometimes negatively. At the same time, there are 

several capabilities that can significantly augment it. The development and pursuit of 

MAPs’ employability could, therefore, be improved by augmenting the more positive 

capabilities that could enhance it, while reducing the more negative influences that 

constrain it. This is illustrated in Figure 6.4, which portrays examples of external 

influences impacting on MAPs at the same time as they have, potentially, a range of 

capabilities that could enhance their employability. The former include, for example, 

such influences as whether workplaces facilitate learning designed for MAPs in 

environments conducive to their learning and development. The latter include such 

capabilities as self-reflection, motivation and resilience. 

With regard to improving employability’s development and pursuit across MAPs, this 

pursuit is likely to be facilitated by the creation of working environments that support 

and enhance the ongoing employability development of more mature staff, regardless 

of age or tenure. Workplaces should engage in a comprehensive review of their policies 

and procedures related to the development of older staff, monitor their senior 

executives’ attitudes towards hiring and promoting MAPs and offer focused 

development programs for their mature employees. There would need to be several 

elements to successfully implement such a support and development program. Firstly, 

given the findings in this chapter in regard to age-related bias towards, and 

dismissiveness of, MAPs among more senior executives and managers, remedial training 

and development programs for such decision-makers is indicated. Organisation-wide 

training for senior staff in age equality and a proactive, positive approach to the hiring 

and development of older staff may be required. This should be bolstered by relevant 

policies and procedures as well as age-neutral hiring practices. Training and 

development of MAPs within the organisation should be provided in both a suitable 
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learning environment (informal/non-formal) and offered in the more generic skills and 

capabilities that MAPs indicate they would prefer to learn, rather than solely in task-

related skills. 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

 

Figure 6.4. A depiction of how MAPs’ employability can be both influenced by a 
range of external forces relatively unique to this age group while being enhanced by 

an array of personal capabilities, decisions and actions.  

MAPs’ EMPLOYABILITY  

External influences restricting MAPs’ employability, 
include, as examples: 

• Access to age-relevant learning programs and environments 
• Workplace attitudes: such as whether or not the 

organisational culture embodies cliched preconceptions 
about older workers/tolerates age-related bullying, whether 
MAPs are treated dismissively by senior executives and 
managers and whether MAPs’ learning needs are recognised 

Personal capabilities and personal actions that could enhance 
employability for MAPs include, as examples: 

• Being consciously aware of age-related behaviours 
(whether one’s own or others) 

• Being proactively self-reflective while seeking 
contentedness in one’s work role  

• Maintaining motivation to continually enhance 
employability even when comfortable in a role and a 
working environment 

•  Maintaining resilience throughout career 
• Engaging in employability development through learning 
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6.6.7 Conclusion to Section 6.6  

Section 6.6 has interpreted further capabilities related to a key aspect of employability 

arising from this study, namely “create and maintain a career identity”—as well as to 

key aspects previously investigated in Studies 2 and 3 (see Table 6.3). In an exploratory 

interpretation, these capabilities have been connected to the UPM conceptualisation of 

the development of employability first expounded in Study 2. The story of Participant A 

has captured the essence of many of the stories that were told by participants and 

illustrates the role that several of these capabilities—such as reflection, motivation, self-

development through learning and resilience—all play in achieving employability, 

particularly in the second half of career when there may be a variance in any sense of 

employability across time. Preliminary suggestions for how employability development 

might be augmented among MAPs have been made. 

Table 6.3. Further Capabilities Linked to Key Aspects of 
Employability Interpreted in Studies 2, 3 and 4. 

KEY ASPECTS OF 
EMPLOYABILITY 

CAPABILITIES RELATED TO THESE KEY ASPECTS 

Metacognition (continued 
from Study 2) 

• Engage in reflection to gain a sense of career trajectory 

Create and maintain a 
career identity 
(see Section 6.3) 

• Overcome inertia by proactively planning for change 

Engage in employability 
development through 
learning 
(continued from Study 3) 

• Utilise learning strategies other than formal education, including 
learning through observation, self-directed learning, peer-to-peer 
learning, mentoring, small group learning activities via 
professional guidance/through peak body directed professional 
development 

Self-manage employability 
(continued from Study 3) 

• Maintain motivation so as to continually engage in developing 
employability, even when feeling comfortable in a role 

• Exhibit resilience so as to be able to sustain work and career-
related objectives 

*Capabilities in grey highlight are of particular relevance to mature age employees. 
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6.7 CONCLUSIONS 

Study 4 has identified two further key aspects of employability, namely “create and 

maintain career identity and career coherence” and “recognise and respond to the 

demands of varied working environments”. Additional capabilities were also found 

within aspects of employability previously interpreted in Studies 2 and 3. An exploratory 

interpretation was undertaken to connect some of the capabilities arising from this 

study to the UPM concept of employability development first expounded in Study 2. As 

a result, preliminary recommendations for improving MAPs’ development and pursuit 

of employability were made. 

Study 4 has provided the opportunity to continue the hermeneutic spiral initiated in 

Study 1 while enhancing the findings of the philosophical research in the earlier studies 

comprising interpretation of my own experiences and the scholarly contributions of 

writers within the literature base. Study 4 has investigated the rich, lived experience of 

a group of MAPs through hermeneutic phenomenology. 22 participants spoke to their 

professional life experience to demonstrate what employability meant to them, not as 

a formulaic solution but, as is evident from the depth of the quotes, as a lived experience 

being strategically pursued across varied contexts and workplace cultures. The 

participants did not demonstrate what everyone pursues or what everyone must pursue 

or what the whole of employability means. Rather, the interviewees presented their 

experience of employability as a lived phenomenon to a degree of thoroughness that 

reached a point where little could be added to the findings. While understanding 

individual-level employability was deemed critical, so was the capacity to pursue it and 

the desire and capability to manage and self-direct its development, which was achieved 

through multiple strategies, not confined to formal education. 

Study 4 has demonstrated a wide range of what can be done, in a work context, to 

remain employable and succeed at a job while critiquing current employability 

development, particularly with relation to advanced employability capabilities. Study 4 

has identified a range of gaps in the development pursuits of those in the participant 

group, for whom the development of advanced employability capabilities was often ad 

hoc and unplanned, and dependent on context. Few, if any, development programs 

currently exist that focus on aiding individual MAPs to attain a comprehensive 

knowledge of these capabilities and of how to utilise them across contrasting milieux. 
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CHAPTER 7: STUDY 5—META-
INTERPRETATIONS AND 

FINAL RESEARCH PRODUCTS 

PART A: A (RE)DEFINITION OF 
INDIVIDUAL EMPLOYABILITY 

7.1 INTRODUCTION 

7.1.1 The goals of this thesis and its main research questions 

Study 5 commences with a reminder that the decision to concentrate on individual 

employability (among mature age professionals [MAPs]) was made at the end of Study 

2, and was the focus of Studies 3 and 4. Thus, while employability has many categories, 

the emphasis in this study, as in previous studies, is on individual employability across 

MAPs. Other categories of employability may be the focus of other considerations and 

interests (e.g., national workforce planning), but are beyond the focus of this thesis. In 

concentrating on individual employability for MAPs, this research is contributing to a 

deeper understanding, firstly, of how individual employability, as an abstract construct, 

can enrich our understanding of the broader notion of employability from the 

perspective of the individual worker. This is of value to both workers and those who 

employ, supervise and mentor them. The latter can benefit greatly from thinking about 

their workers as individuals progressing in their career rather than merely as employees 

engaged in tasks of benefit to the organisation they work for. 

Study 5 brought together the previous four studies’ findings in a critical meta-

interpretation using philosophical hermeneutics (see Figure 7.1). Study 5 provided 

answers to all five research questions (see Table 7.1) and addressed the goals of this 

thesis, which were to: 

• identify gaps in current definitions of employability dealing with individuals, 

particularly those of mature age; 
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• understand the perspectives and experiences of the target cohort (MAPs) in 

relation to this phenomenon and explore how mature age workers currently 

develop their employability; 

• propose a new interpretation of employability to better enhance employability 

across the target cohort—this interpretation will take the form of an employability 

development model; and 

• identify potential implications of the proposed research product(s) for policy and 

practice while contributing to the body of knowledge related to employability. 

In essence, this study involved a fusion of horizons of previous studies and a critical 

appraisal of these findings, followed by an extension of these findings to produce a 

meta-interpretation that illuminated all of the studies’ insights.99 Figure 7.1 illustrates 

the meta-spiralling of hermeneutic investigations across all five studies. 

 

Table 7.1. A Chart Indicating Which Studies Address Which Research Questions. 

MAIN RESEARCH QUESTIONS ANSWERED IN 
STUDIES 

1 2 3 4 5 

Question 1. What does the term employability mean—in general, but 
particularly within the context of the work of mature age professionals 
(working within the industry sectors of business, ICT, health and education)? 

     

Question 2. How do workers, particularly mature age professionals, perceive 
and experience their employability?      

Question 3. What contextual factors most influence employability, particularly 
the employability of mature age professionals?      

Question 4. How do workers, particularly mature age professionals, develop 
and manage their employability?      

Question 5. How might employability and its development/pursuit be 
improved for mature age professionals?      

 

 

 
99 Using Dialogue Questions 4.8 and 5.1. 
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7.1.2 Research products produced by this thesis 

This chapter is divided into two parts. Parts A and B discuss how the various research 

goals of this project have been realised while presenting research products generated 

by this meta-interpretation. 

Part A 

While findings, so far, in this thesis have presented several key aspects of employability, 

each with various capabilities linked to them, Part A presents a coalescing of these 

findings and (re)definition of employability at an individual level as the first of these 

research products. As the second research product, a reflection on self-directedness in 

relation to individual employability is presented. A matrix of influences impacting on 

employability is then provided as the third research product. As the discussion turns to 

the question of how a learning model could aid in MAPs’ employability development, 

particularly across the lifespan,100 it is pointed out that an effective learning model 

would augment those external influences that enhance individual employability while 

ameliorating those that negate it. 

Part B 

Part B of this chapter provides insights into how MAPs currently develop their 

employability while presenting a development model that could better enhance 

employability across the target cohort. Answers to Research Questions 4 and 5 are 

provided, and a final meta-interpretation of the learning model is presented that 

enhances individual employability for MAPs across their careers.101 This learning model 

is presented as the fourth research product generated by this thesis. 

 
100 “Learning” here is defined in its broadest sense as the acquisition of skills or knowledge, whether by 

study or instruction or through the keen observation of one’s environment. Such learning 
encompasses formal, non-formal and informal learning (see Chapter 5) as well as learning across the 
lifespan or lifelong learning. Hooley (2014) portrays lifelong learning’s benefits as follows: 

 “Effective lifelong guidance empowers individuals to achieve their potential and supports them to 
over-come personal, social and economic barriers to their progression. Guidance helps individuals to 
navigate their way around the complex systems of the learning and labour markets and actively 
engages those who have failed to make successful transitions or have become socially disengaged” 
(pp. 3-4). 

101 “Career” is used here in the sense of “working life”, not in the sense of a progressive career in a 
particular profession. 
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As has been emphasised at various points in this thesis, it is the ongoing realisation of 

the importance of employability, through its understanding, pursuit and management 

(UPM), that differentiates the worker who has awareness and acuity with regard to their 

own employability and its development from the individual who might mistakenly 

assume having a job or focusing on professional capabilities alone equates to ongoing 

employability. As noted in Study 4, for example, several among the research participants 

conflated employment with employability and even those who had an awareness of 

their own employability sometimes faltered in its pursuit or managed it poorly. And, 

though there has been a strong emphasis on the seven key aspects of employability in 

the previous studies and the various capabilities aligned with these key aspects, the 

focus in the learning model is on enhancing a sense of employability through its 

understanding, pursuit and management, rather than on the development of a role-

related capability within the seven key aspects of employability, as previously identified.  

The learning model, as presented in Study 5, therefore focuses on a) a critique of the 

previous four studies while b) presenting three advanced dimensions of employability 

that, together, can significantly augment MAPs’ overall comprehension, pursuit and self-

directed management of the key phenomenon. At the same time, for those MAPs who 

are not ready for such advanced developmental undertakings, the model offers c) an 

entry or access point to employability development by recommending the strategic 

modification of external (contextual) influences that impact on the employability 

development of individuals, particularly MAPs.  

7.2 A META-INTERPRETATION OF INDIVIDUAL EMPLOYABILITY: ANSWERING 
RESEARCH QUESTIONS 1, 2 & 3 

Section 7.2 presents a meta-interpretation of the first four studies, bringing the previous 

findings together coherently so as to (re)interpret (individual) employability, depict how 

MAPs perceive and experience employability and portray the range of external 

influences impacting on employability. The first three of four research products 

emerging from this thesis are provided, namely, a (re)definition of individual 

employability, clarification of a range of self-directedness with regard to individual 

employability and, thirdly, a meta-interpretation of external influences impacting on 

(individual) employability. 
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Figure 7.1. Emerging perspectives, 
across the five studies, on individual 
employability and its development. 
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7.2.1 Answering Research Question 1: A (re)definition of individual employability 

Q1. What does the term employability mean—in general, but particularly within the 

context of the work of mature age professionals (working within the industry 

sectors of business, information and communications technologies [ICT], health 

and education)? 

In Chapter 1, a working definition of employability was initially offered, to act as a 

starting point for the thesis and as a reference point prior to subsequent investigations. 

This working definition was that: 

employability comprises the skills and attributes an individual requires to 
identify, apply for, acquire and maintain employment as well as the skills and 
attributes an individual exhibits that are valued by potential or existing 
employers. 

Progressively, employability was examined from multiple perspectives and through 

various lenses. Three main portrayals of individual employability from the extant 

research literature were interpreted as:  

A) possessive: i.e., the acquisition of a specific (often preferred) skill, capability, 

attribute or attributes (such as self-efficacy), and the use of this attribute to 

realise an outcome, typically, employment (see ACCI and BCI, 2002; Fugate et al., 

2004; E. Mayer, 1992); 

B) processional: i.e., a transition, for example, from learning in a graduate context 

to joining the workforce (see Knight & Yorke, 2002; Pool & Sewell, 2007); and 

C) structural and/or positional, i.e., determined by or strongly impacted by external 

influences such as economic and political influence, time, context, tacit or explicit 

rules relating to competition, changing organisational and/or social perceptions 

of the meaning of work and/or perceptions of cultural capital such as status and 

social background (see Forrier & Sels, 2003; Guilbert et al., 2016). 

Considerable disagreement between these various portrayals of individual 

employability in the research literature was identified, and several gaps in current 

employability models were noted.102 As Gore (2005) underscores, employability, in 

 
102 See, in particular, Chapter 4, Study 2. 
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recent decades, has been viewed as a “term with multiple meanings, with each 

definition deployed according to organisational objectives, political necessity or 

ideological leaning” (p. 341). To date, a definition that can be agreed upon by the various 

parties in the employability debate has eluded researchers.  

One major cause of these diverging viewpoints is captured by Higgs (2019), who points 

out that multiple stakeholders have been engaged in the employability dialogue, each 

with their own agenda and perspectives.103 For example, governments view 

employability as supportive of national goals and agendas, such as high employment 

and minimising welfare spending on unemployment. In contrast, at the level of industry 

sectors or organisations, employability is generally equated with having a workforce that 

demonstrates the skills and workforce capabilities required by an organisation in order 

to maximise productivity and profit and/or the “cultural fit” of any specific employee or 

potential employee. These stakeholders do not necessarily understand or recognise the 

differences between their perspectives and those that an individual might have with 

regard to the same phenomenon, i.e., employability. 

As this thesis progressed, a (re)definition of employability gradually emerged, beginning 

in Study 1, which first alluded to employability, at an individual level, being markedly 

developmental in nature. These findings shaped the direction of investigations in 

Study 2, which identified three key, developmental aspects of individual employability, 

with Studies 3 and 4 identifying four more (see Table 7.2). In addition, an array of 

external forces impacting on employability was identified (see Appendix Q) in the four 

previous investigations, at meta, macro and micro levels of influence. Thus, the previous 

four studies illuminated both the role played by various key developmental aspects of 

employability (each with a range of capabilities), and the role played by an array of 

external factors impacting on individual employability. Situated at a nexus between 

individual circumstances, capabilities and experience and a complex, external 

environment that acts as a type of ecological framework, individual employability was 

depicted as a developmental practice involving understanding, pursuit and 

management. 

  

 
103 See Higgs’s chart in relation to these perspectives in Appendix A. 
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Table 7.2. Key Aspects of Employability Identified in this Thesis. 

FIRST INTERPRETED IN KEY ASPECTS OF EMPLOYABILITY REVEALED IN THIS STUDY 

Study 2  Capacity to gain and use human capital 
Possession and capacity to use agency 
Recognition of value of and ability to use metacognition 

Study 3 Use of learning to develop employability  
Self-management (of employability) 

Study 4 Capacity to create and maintain career identity and coherency 
Capacity to recognise and respond to the demands of varied 
working environments 

 

I am, on the basis of these findings, discarding as insufficient, previous formulations of 

individual employability in the research literature, concluding that employability is not 

entirely possessional, processional, nor positional. Rather, I have surmised that a new 

definition of employability is required, one in which the key frame of reference for 

employability is that it is a process of development and realisation (i.e., strengthening 

and developing work and employment-related goals across one’s life). This type of 

employability is not limited to specific skills, capabilities or attributes that might act as a 

kind of “target” to acquire. Nor is it limited to the transition from education to work in 

a graduate context, being applicable to every stage of career, even including 

unemployment. Nor is it solely defined by social standing or cultural background. 

Individual employability, based on the findings in this thesis, can be summarised as: 

• An evolving journey of dynamic development and realisation incorporating three 

main undertakings: understanding, pursuit and management. These activities are 

overlapping and interactive and do not occur in a linear timeline. This is depicted, 

in Figure 7.2, as the individual, at the heart of the diagram, who is participating in 

their journey of employability through a practice of understanding, pursuing and 

managing it.  

This practice of development and realisation can take many forms. A large part of this 

practice has been captured, in the previous four studies, through the development and 

use of an array of employability capabilities that enable one’s work, employment and 

career to evolve and be fulfilled. These capabilities have been grouped, in this thesis, 

into seven key aspects (depicted as “KA” in Figure 7.2). It should be emphasised, 

however, that while the practice of UPM might involve progressive realisation of 
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appropriate capabilities from among these seven key aspects, it is not limited to them 

alone. 

Though these seven key aspects of employability portray the markedly diverse ways by 

which workers might realise greater employability, employability can also be enhanced 

and developed, for example, through promotions, changing or swapping jobs or through 

changing locations. Thus, rather than focus on enhancing work-related capabilities 

alone, it is the practice of understanding, pursuing and managing one’s employability 

through what is likely to be a constant process of change and challenge that greatly 

determines employability outcomes. Employability is both a practice and a product of 

this same practice. 

• Situated at a nexus between the individual and a shifting, fluid, surrounding 

environment, a complex web of processes, influences and resources that operate 

at multiple levels and over time to frame work, workplaces and careers. This range 

of external influences includes the passage of time, implying that employability is 

likely to be time—and circumstance—affected. In other words, someone may 

have considerable employability at one point in time, in one set of circumstances, 

yet their future employability may still be in doubt as their future circumstances 

and/or their skills and capabilities relative to these circumstances, may change 

between jobs or between changing work environments due to changes in external 

influences. It can be noted that the impact of time, as an influence on 

employability, has gone largely unacknowledged in, and should be inserted into, 

the research discourse on employability (Clarke, 2008b). 

• Unique to each individual: each person’s practice of employability realisation, and 

the external influences surrounding them, are individually situated. As depicted in 

Study 2, employability is “fluid and ecological: constrained, modified and 

potentially defined by the social context within which people build careers and 

compete for employment, by changing demands for skills and capabilities and by 

age-related concerns”. In other words, each person is both affected and shaped 

by the unique nature of his/her circumstances in relation to work, employment 

and career. These influences can be both limiting and liberating. 
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Figure 7.2. A depiction of the Understand–Pursue–Manage practice 
of (individual) employability realisation. 

“KA” = seven key aspects of employability and the array of capabilities within them, as depicted in this thesis 

 

 

The definition above is reflective of the phenomenon and construct of individual 

employability. The realisation, experience and chosen pathways of individual 

employability are inevitably, and desirably, a matter of multiple constructed realities, 

which is consistent with the way knowledge is generated and interpreted in the 

interpretive paradigm. Indeed, it may be impossible to delineate the essence of 

employability beyond stating that it involves an ongoing experience of realisation in 

relation to how to become and remain employable that is a lived experience unique to 
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each person. One research participant expressed the idea of different paths and 

understandings of employability as follows: 

The thing that struck me is that it is a very personal journey; your career is a 
very personal journey. It’s a long journey. A lot of things can happen in that 
time in your life, in your health, in whether you get a good boss or a bad boss 
and whether the organisation is going well and creating jobs, or they are 
shedding jobs; there [are] so many things that can happen to somebody 
during that period … it’s very tricky. [PE:4] 

The recognition that employability is unique to each individual allows for the re-

imagination and creation of new learning models designed to more adequately cater to 

individual need than present models or frameworks.  

7.2.2 Answering Research Question 2: Perceiving and experiencing employability 

Q2. How do workers, particularly mature age professionals, perceive and experience 

their employability? 

Because of the unique nature of each workers’ situation, they do not perceive, 

experience or inhabit the world of employability in the same way as each other—with 

variations relative to role, context, career, employment goals and, of considerable 

significance, time, gender and age. This diversity can be interpreted as a range of 

awareness of employability and of the capacity to experience it (see Figure 7.3). At one 

end of this range of employability are those with low levels of self-directedness, a low 

internal locus of control and little to no perception of their own employability. 

For those at this lower end of this range of employability, it is likely that career and 

employment-related decisions may have limited self-direction or may be driven by 

others. At the other end of the range are those with high levels of self-directedness, a 

high internal locus of control and who perceive employability as a potential to be 

fostered. Such individuals appear to consciously pursue higher levels of employability 

(such as reviewing their performance compared to expectations) and acquire advanced 

employability attributes (such as motivation and resilience) and typically experience 

high levels of employability. 
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Figure 7.3. A depiction of the range of perceptions and 

experiences of employability—from low to high. 

 

Specifically from the perspective of MAPs, there are many reasons why such a range of 

employability could have arisen. Firstly, many current MAPs entered their professions 

at a time when full-time and stable employment was predominantly the norm. However, 

changes in hiring arrangements in recent years mean that MAPs may need to continually 

be searching for more part-time and short-term employment in a working arena in 

which employee tenure is relatively short and/or unpredictable. As a result, MAPs may 

experience internal challenges to their career coherency104 and professional identity. 

Secondly, many current MAPs entered their professions when technological 

development progressed at a relatively slower pace. As a result of rapid technological 

change in the last two decades, MAPs are likely to have frequently found that their 

profession-specific skills and capabilities, and also their more generic information and 

ICT skills, have become outdated. Thirdly, though rapid change and transformation in 

technology and employment tenure indicate a need for adaptability, those within the 

target cohort, given their expectations of predictable, full-time employment, can 

sometimes foster tendencies towards complacency, non-adaptability and remaining 

 
104 Defined as having logical and consistent interconnectedness between the different stages of one’s 

career. 
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within established comfort zones rather than focusing on developing employability 

(Wooden et al., 2001). 

In short, there can be a tendency among some MAPs to “cruise”: to prefer, in the face 

of change, to assume that their skills, technical capabilities and professional knowledge 

are likely to be sufficient and that the workplace environment they are in will be 

relatively unchanging (Civelli, 1998; Nauta et al., 2009). Tendencies among older 

employees towards such complacency can be reinforced if their employer displays a 

blasé approach towards catering for their development through learning. These types 

of transformations in the working arena can render a person who is highly employable 

at one stage of the life-course relatively unemployable at another stage. Perceptions 

and experiences of employability are, therefore, likely to fluctuate over the course of a 

working life, even within the same person. 

7.2.3 Answering Research Question 3: External influences impacting on 

employability 

Q3. What contextual factors most influence employability, particularly the 

employability of mature age professionals?  

Each of the first four studies identified a range of external influences impacting on 

employability, originating from meta, macro and micro levels of influence, and each 

study highlighted some influences that more strongly affect MAPs (positively or 

negatively), than other age cohorts. The scope of these influences is summarised in 

Appendix Q, with those factors impacting largely on MAPs presented in Table 7.3. 

Meta-level influences impacting specifically on MAPs include a lack of appropriate, age-

contextualised support for unemployed older professionals within government-

mandated support structures (Fowkes, 2011), while the rapid pace of change in ICT may 

mean that MAPs feel left behind by their younger counterparts. Accessibility, cost and 

relevance of programs in institutional education frameworks, as well as whether such 

educational institutions provide recognition of experience and/or age-appropriate 

learning environments, may all deter MAPs from undertaking employability 

development (Flowers & Hawke, 2000; Golding & Kimberley, 2016). 
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Table 7.3. External Influences Impacting on Individual 
Employability, Particularly for MAPs.* 

LEVEL OF 
INFLUENCE 

DESCRIPTION OF INFLUENCE 

META-LEVEL 
INFLUENCES 
 
 

1. (Lack of) government-supported initiatives for the unemployed, particularly 
the older unemployed 

2. Social assumptions and rules related to age, work and employment, and a 
tendency for institutional structures to lag behind social change regarding 
attitudes towards age and ageing 

3. Provision for the needs of older learners in institutional structures; social 
perceptions of the value of learning, particularly the perceived value of older 
peoples’ learning  

4. ICT and its increasing influence as a rapidly developing agent of change 

MACRO-LEVEL 
INFLUENCES 
 

1. Organisational culture and practice, including changes in hiring mechanisms, 
with employers preferring to hire on a contract or casual basis and challenges 
to MAPs’ professional identity stemming from changing employer practices 

2. Level of commitment by senior executives towards actively planning the 
employability development of staff of all ages and recognising their experience 
and learning needs 

MICRO-LEVEL 
INFLUENCES 

 

1. Cultural attitudes in the workplace towards mature age employees 
2. Family and home circumstances and financial state of affairs 
3. Social network strength 
4. Gender-related influences in some industries 
5. Availability, cost & expertise of qualified intermediaries 
6. Accessibility, range and relevance of online & other self-directed learning tools  
7. Whether learning is considered to be of value in relation to the proximity of 

retirement 

* See Appendix Q for a more detailed depiction of these influences. 

 

Various social and cultural influences also impact on mature age workers. As the 

phenomenologist Schutz (1967) portrayed it, human beings typically approach the world 

with a “stock” of knowledge. Such knowledge is made up of socially derived constructs 

and categories including images, beliefs, values and ideas that we use to make sense of 

experience. Such perspectives include those about our working world, the place that we 

perceive we have in it and our progress within it, which are, at least in part, constructed 

from belief systems that we inherit from the society of which we form a part105 (Endress, 

Psathas, & Nasu, 2010; Gergen & Gergen, 2008). Such beliefs can include attitudes about 

when a person is supposed to wind down their career or retire, the “place” of older 

workers in the working world, beliefs that certain skills are generational, and attitudes 

towards the usefulness or appropriateness of older workers engaging in education and 

 
105 In short, the knowledge that an individual may regard as self-generated and unique to himself may, 

rather, be derived from interaction with others. 
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development. Moreover, even if these social attitudes do change, “structural lag”—a 

tendency for institutions to lag behind such social change—may mean that such 

attitudes remain embedded in the workplace and/or educational institutions that MAPs 

regularly engage with even after they may have changed in wider society (Riley, Kahn, 

& Foner, 1994; Riley, Kahn, Foner, & Mack, 1994). 

Social and cultural influences and belief systems can originate from different sources, 

which can be as diverse as government or organisational initiatives, regulations and 

policies, organisational milieux and the attitudes and persuasions of the executives who 

work therein. At the macro-level, there may be a lack of commitment by senior 

executives, in an organisational context, to providing employability development 

opportunities to their older employees and/or ensuring that these opportunities are 

instituted through robust policies and procedures (Taylor & Walker, 1994; Watts et al., 

2006). MAPs may be regarded as a “poor investment” in terms of learning in comparison 

to their younger counterparts, potentially enforcing the sense of complacency among 

some MAPs that has been noted in this thesis. At the micro-level of the individual, 

cultural attitudes in the workplace can include an array of biased or clichéd perceptions 

of older workers and their place within the workforce (Adair & Temple, 2012; Karpinska, 

2013). Older employees may feel, as a result, that there is little point in exerting a great 

deal of effort to remain employable as these attitudes can be perceived as an 

unalterable barrier. 

With regard to the facilitation of any type of development model for MAPs, the impact 

of this model could be strengthened if those external forces that might be beneficial to 

individual employability are enhanced while those that negatively impact on individual 

employability are ameliorated or, potentially, removed (see Figure 7.4). For example, 

the impact of organisational values, norms and attitudes in relation to mature age 

workers appears to play a significant role in their employability and its development. 

Thus, if a development model only focused on enhancing individual workers’ capabilities 

without attempting to remove some of the more negative barriers that constrict them 

in the workplace, such as restrictive organisational values, the model would be less 

effective than if it attempted to address both the development of capabilities and the 

removal or reduction of negative external influences. 
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Figure 7.4. A depiction of how individual employability development could be 
improved through the enhancement or amelioration of external influences. 

 

7.2.4 Conclusions for Part A 

Part A has brought together the horizons generated by the various studies in this thesis, 

meta-interpretively fusing them to illuminate the phenomenon under examination. 

Three of the five main research questions being investigated in this thesis have been 

answered. Gaps in current definitions of employability have been identified, and a 

(re)definition of the key phenomenon offered, depicting it as a lived phenomenon that 

must be understood, pursued and managed. A range of acuity with regard to the 

practice of UPM has been recognised, such that not all workers—including MAPs—have 

the same levels of comprehension of employability nor of the need to self-directedly 

develop it. A range of external influences has been identified that impact on individual 

employability. Three of the four research products generated by this thesis have been 

presented, namely, a (re)definition of employability, a range of employability 

orientations and, as already noted, a plethora of external influences that impact on 

employability. To provide an effective learning model, it has been recommended that 

the more negative among these influences be ameliorated, while the more positive 

among them amplified, wherever possible.  
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PART B: TOWARDS AN INTERPRETIVE 
MODEL FOR DEVELOPING EMPLOYABILITY 

Part B flows on from the findings outlined in Part A, providing answers to Research 

Questions 4 and 5. As a response to the third goal of this thesis (and as the fourth 

research product), a development model to enhance MAPs’ employability, termed 

hereinafter the Understand–Pursue–Manage (UPM) model, is presented. While moving 

past extant employability development models, it is still, at this stage, indicative, 

focusing on the underlying rationale and the higher-level considerations that would 

underlie such a model, rather than on the intricacies of its implementation. This may 

constrain its complexity, yet focuses on what are likely to be its most significant 

elements without detailing its precise operationalisation, which would largely be the 

subject of future research and investigation. Part B highlights a range of understanding 

of and commitment to employability development across workers. At the lower end are 

those individuals who are more externally driven and at the top end are those who are 

more internally driven. A learning model both for those who are more internally driven 

as well as those who would welcome situations facilitated by educators and trainers—a 

more externally structured approach towards the development of an employability 

orientation—is presented.  

7.3 HOW WORKERS DEVELOP AND MANAGE THEIR EMPLOYABILITY: ANSWERING 
RESEARCH QUESTION 4 

Section 7.3 answers Research Question 4. 

Q4. How do workers, particularly mature age professionals, develop and manage 

their employability? 

Of central relevance to the answer is that workers, including MAPs, display a range of 

understanding of the importance of employability development and management and 

that there is, consequently, a range of self-directedness in developing employability. The 

origins of a higher level of commitment to employability development are interpreted 

and three dimensions of an advanced employability orientation, essential to the 

development of higher-level employability among MAPs, are depicted. 



 

254 

7.3.1 Developing and managing employability: A critique of findings so far 

A chosen strategy of this research was that employability would be investigated, in an 

abstract sense, from the research literature as well as being investigated, in a separate 

study, through the lived experience of a group of MAPs. Through this combination of 

approaches, a variety of ways by which workers—including MAPs—can develop and 

manage their employability was interpreted. This was depicted as primarily, though not 

exclusively, involving seven key aspects of employability. Five of these key aspects were 

predominantly interpreted from the literature, while two were interpreted from the 

lived experience of employability across a group of MAPs. A panoply of capabilities 

within these seven key aspects of employability was interpreted, some pertinent to 

workers of all ages and many of specific relevance to MAPs (see Appendix R).  

As such, two answers can be offered to this research question: one in relation to workers 

in general and one specifically regarding MAPs. With regard to workers in general, 

findings from the previous four studies portray employability development and 

management potentially spanning all seven key aspects of employability. For workers in 

general, the building of human capital—including generic skills and professional 

capabilities—and the utilisation of tertiary education and professional practice 

development opportunities to realise this, are significant factors in employability 

development, whether this takes place inside an organisational environment or through 

self-directed study. In contrast, MAPs also need to focus, potentially, on the 

development of many capabilities within the seven key aspects of employability, but 

there appears to be a greater emphasis, for MAPs, on certain essential capabilities. 

These include agentically building the second half of their career, remaining motivated 

and resilient and being critically self-reflective while utilising alternative strategies for 

learning. Formal learning of skills and professional capabilities directly related to work 

tasks, in contrast to many workers from other age groups, is often relatively de-

emphasised. 

Moreover, findings in the previous four studies indicate that, much as with the 

perception and experience of employability, workers, including MAPs, tend to engage in 

the development and management of their employability with varying degrees of 

awareness of the importance of this undertaking and with varying degrees of alacrity. 

Thus, some MAPs have little awareness or knowledge about the importance of 
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developing employability and are largely reactive to their surrounding circumstances. 

Others are highly aware of the importance of employability development and 

consciously self-direct their employability. Those with higher levels of awareness of the 

need to develop their employability tend to understand that they innately possess 

employability, that they must actively and agentically pursue greater employability, and 

that they must consciously manage this approach. 

A key question for consideration at this point is “Why is there such variability in both the 

awareness of the importance of employability and of the conscious self-management of 

its development”? For the majority of workers—including MAPs—in both the literature 

studies and the lived experience study, acquiring a job and maintaining employment 

appeared to suffice, in terms of employability development: people’s immediate 

financial challenges were met, a degree of work-related stability and security was 

attained, and the individuals concerned continued, as best they could, in developing 

their careers. Yet, as illustrated in the previous studies, a variety of challenges often 

emerged that destabilised this sense of security and stability. People’s reactions to these 

challenges varied considerably. Study 4, for instance, gave several examples of these 

variations, with some participants coming up with innovative, creative solutions to their 

employment-related challenges, while others struggled. Some participants proactively 

prepared for change, for example, while others remained complacent; others, appearing 

to be driven by internal forces, sought out challenges in order to remain motivated and 

enhance their resilience while yet others, perhaps relying on decisions made by 

supervisors or managers, did not. 

In short, research findings, to this point, appear not to have deeply explained the 

variations in the development and management of MAPs’ employability and it is these 

variations that remain to be addressed. I believe the seven key aspects of employability, 

and the range of capabilities within them, as expounded to this point in the thesis, are 

either not sufficiently comprehensive enough to explain these variations and/or certain 

capabilities have been insufficiently emphasised with regard to creating and sustaining 

high levels of employability. Thus, in order to answer this question comprehensively, a 

critique of findings is needed and, in this regard, the following gaps in the previous four 

studies are noted, as outlined in Sections 7.3.2 to 7.3.4. 
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7.3.2 Reflecting on why employability should be developed  

I believe that the previous studies underemphasised the importance of reflection and 

how transformative it can be, particularly on why employability should be developed on 

an ongoing basis, and the key role that such reflection has in creating a higher-level 

orientation towards employability development. Few among the research participants, 

for example, saw a “bigger picture” in terms of employability. Very few engaged in 

regular, career-related reflection and considered their overall trajectory for the next five 

to ten years. Few even considered their future beyond a very proximate work horizon 

unless they were faced with dire circumstances. As PE:8 portrayed it: 

Part of my training has been working on goals and plans, and so forth. So, I 
am in the fortunate position that that has been part of my career, but also 
part of my educational journey as well. When did you start thinking along 
those lines? I have always done it to some degree, but probably when I really 
started to do it was when I became a single parent, and I actually had to 
make that budget stretch, and I had to make it so that the big bills didn’t 
come in ... I really applied it to my life when I actually had to keep myself 
from sinking. Out of necessity, I think ... so [if] I hadn’t been that way I 
probably would have been in a bit of strife. [PE:8] 

The majority of interviewees, as well as the majority of those who I have worked with, 

acquired a job, enjoyed the benefits of an income and did not see beyond the immediate 

horizon of performing their role and its various tasks. As PM:4, speaking of career-

related choices, put it: 

There are certain types of people who have a better ability to find things. I 
don’t mean go out and look and find, [but] to identify opportunities. 
Whereas, others don’t: they don’t make goals, they just wait for it to come 
to them. [PM:4] 

Moreover, as Senge (1990) observed in his seminal work on learning within 

organisations, most people confuse or conflate identity and job tasks. Most see 

themselves within a “system” over which they have little or no influence. As Senge 

(1990) put it, “they ‘do their job’, put in their time, and try to cope with the forces 

outside of their control. Consequently, they tend to see their responsibilities as limited 

to the boundaries of their position” (p. 18). In other words, the great majority of 

workers—including MAPs—do not actively seek to understand what employability 

means nor agentically reflect on which aspect of their employability they could cultivate 

the most. As such, Higgs and Cloutman (2019) allude to the need to think beyond the 
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perspective of a current job and, rather, focus on the “bigger picture” from both current 

and future perspectives, translating “concept and reality from employment to 

employable to employability” (p. 12). 

It should be emphasised here that, given the range of difficulties that MAPs may 

encounter in the workplace as the second half of their careers unfolds, reflecting on this 

“bigger picture” of employability is vital so that they understand the importance of 

becoming employable, engaging in critical self-reflection, assessing self, values and 

interests, and considering how those values might underpin career-related choices. 

Someone aged 50, for example, may still have another 20 years of working life. 

Whatever career counselling they received may have been 30 or more years ago. It is, 

given the two decades that still remain in the workforce, likely to be a useful exercise to 

undertake career counselling, reflect deeply on what being employable means and plan 

out a “second stage” career plan, actively mapping out how the remaining two decades 

in the workforce are going to be optimally utilised. Personal goals and ambitions in 

relation to career should also be weighed against available market opportunities and 

the level of competitiveness that might be encountered in undertaking any chosen 

profession. 

7.3.3 Engaging with the development of advanced employability capabilities 

Study 4 illustrated the importance of advanced employability capabilities such as 

motivation, resilience and self-directedness in developing successful employability. Yet, 

notably, few of the participants—and few people I have worked with in my career—

either consciously understood and identified the full range of these capabilities as 

pivotal to their employability development or undertook to systematically pursue the 

development of such capabilities. Capabilities such as resilience are increasingly being 

highlighted in the research literature as vital in both tertiary education settings and the 

workplace to counteract mental and emotional challenges (Brewer et al., 2019). 

Nevertheless, participants typically learned about such advanced employability 

capabilities in an ad hoc, unguided manner driven by immediate need. Learning was 

often reactive, typically self-funded and completed outside the workplace rather than 

being employer-funded, planned and within working hours. Notably, none among the 

participants had consciously plotted out the full range of advanced capabilities that they 
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might need in order to become—and remain—more employable and then consciously 

selected how they were going to engage in the development of such capabilities. 

Moreover, simply having a strong grounding in advanced employability capabilities, per 

se, may not be enough to influence MAPs’ capacity to demonstrate and enact higher or 

lower levels of employability. Rather, it is how these capabilities are utilised relevant to 

context that appears to determine their effectiveness. In other words, merely being 

motivated around work and employment may not be enough to enact higher levels of 

employability. Rather, motivation in combination with an understanding of extant 

labour market conditions, one’s age and circumstances and the likely future trajectory 

of a particular industry sector is more likely to result in an overall improvement in 

employability. Thus, it is vital to both understand these advanced capabilities and 

appropriately utilise them across multiple contexts and changing milieux. Rather than 

being linear and two-dimensional, these capabilities represent a complex, four-

dimensional (space–time) continuum incorporating multiple understandings that 

produce a particular effect relative to circumstances. 

A lack of development programs in relation to such advanced employability capabilities 

can be noted. Development programs for MAPs that are aimed at fostering such 

advanced employability capabilities are often unavailable in the workplace. The few 

participants who had obtained knowledge of these capabilities had often done so 

serendipitously or through individual insight, perhaps through overcoming adversity. As 

PE:1 put it: 

To learn resilience, you must be out of your comfort zone. In my case, it 
happened because we moved around Australia a lot over my career. It was 
not a pleasant or desirable thing, but there have been some unattended 
benefits, that at the time I could not see. When you are dropped in the deep 
end, that’s when I think resilience occurs. It's very exhausting. In terms of 
how you translate that to the workplace, that is trickier because no-one 
wants to learn about resilience. It is painful to try and test yourself. Often it 
is through adversity or through unpleasantness … it puts you out of your 
comfort zone, and you can't be [both] resilient and be comfortable. It's 
almost like you need a personal challenge to put you out of your comfort 
zone every five years or so to see how you respond and how you manage 
that. You wouldn’t choose to do that if you didn’t have to. [PE:1] 
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Engaging with these capabilities and utilising them relative to context appears to be a 

key constituent of a higher-level orientation towards employability development. A key 

component of any developmental model is, therefore, likely to be coaching or mentoring 

for more mature workers in how to remain motivated, resilient and engaged with both 

work and their own development, possibly through motivational programs delivered in 

an informal capacity online or through intermediary networks. 

7.3.4 Critiquing: Reviewing how well I am doing, relative to my context 

Ongoing critiquing of employability development and how successful this development 

has been, relative to context, appeared to be something that few of the MAP 

participants engaged in, and it was not identified as a capability in previous 

interpretations in this thesis. In other words, while reflecting on why employability could 

be developed and engaging in the development of advanced employability capabilities 

appear to be vital for a strong employability orientation, MAPs could also benefit from 

reviewing how well they have been doing in their employability endeavours. Of 

particular salience in this regard is the vital part that monitoring, recognising and 

responding to changing work environments can play in maintaining employability. MAPs 

would benefit from realising that organisational environments can change, often in 

more subtle ways, and that employers are seeking a corporate “fit” from employees, 

i.e., that the employee adapts to the organisational environment, including its more 

subtle aspects, and does not expect it to change to suit their needs. MAPS might 

therefore benefit from maintaining awareness of the predominant culture within their 

employing organisation so as to ensure person–role and person–environment fit. 

A salient example, in this regard, would be consideration of the political nature of 

organisations and the political atmosphere within specific workplace environments, 

which has not been included in any of the key aspects of employability previously 

identified, yet can be of considerable importance in successful, ongoing employability. 

Political considerations can vary significantly between larger and smaller companies, for 

example, or between publicly listed and private organisations. A smaller organisation 

might have a much more relaxed approach to hiring and promotion, whereas a larger 

one could have a much more structured, competitive promotion regime (Conner, 2006). 
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MAPs should be keenly aware of the complexities of workplace environments and their 

political nature. As IM:1 observed: 

I once took a job brief and, in the job description, it said, ‘we need this quality, 
this quality, this quality’, and then at the bottom of the list it said, ‘political 
sensitivity’ and I thought, ‘I have never seen that on a job description 
before’… 

Is that a code word for something else? We talked about it; no … in a big 
organisation you can't get things done just like that. You have got to be 
aware that there might be competing forces at play, things that you don’t 
understand [but which are] a priority for somebody else—but it's not overt. 
You must be sensitive to egos at play. You may not be able to get what you 
want now, even though it is the best thing to do because there are other 
issues. I would say that the vast … in fact, I think this is a critical area that 
some people get, and some people don’t get. I think there are some people 
who are comfortable working in a big organisation because they can handle 
the issues I have spoken about and there are people who just get the shits 
with it.  

Can you define ‘it’ a bit more clearly? You are talking about big company 
politics; what do you mean by big company politics especially, because 
politics has many stripes? Politics means that personalities come into play 
much more. In a small organisation, you can go and have a discussion with 
the boss, and he says, ‘that’s a good idea; go ahead and do it’. In a big 
organisation, you must make sure that you don’t just engage your boss, but 
you give him enough information that he can engage with his boss to get 
something done. [IM:1] 

As stated, many of the MAPs that I interviewed, as well as many of the people I have 

worked with, did not have an understanding of employability that extended beyond the 

idea that they perform the roles expected of them in their job. Findings in this thesis 

contrast with this perspective and suggest that a MAP must not only be good at their 

specific job, at their core professional capabilities but, given the range of challenges that 

they face as they grow older, could direct their focus towards remaining employable 

within the particular culture of the organisation they are working within, including its 

political culture. The highly agentic, employability-oriented MAP could benefit, as a 

result, by displaying more complex, multi-layered characteristics, perceiving that it is 

necessary to spend time and expend energy on critiquing progress made with their own 

employability development relative to the goals they have made for themselves. In 

other words, regularly critiquing their own employability development and the self-

directed management they have undertaken of that development relative to their 
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surroundings and to the organisational culture that they are working within would 

advantage MAPs.  

7.3.5 Conclusions for Section 7.3: How MAPs develop and manage their 

employability 

Reflecting the (re)definition of individual employability provided in this study, which 

encompasses a view of employability that is unique to each person, interpretations 

portrayed in Section 7.3, in response to Research Question 4, recognise multiple levels 

of development and management of employability. These levels range from those with 

a lower internal locus of control, who may not even be aware that employability is 

something that needs to be developed, to those with a higher internal locus of control 

who recognise the importance of employability development.  

At one end of this range, possibly for the majority of workers, including MAPs, are those 

who are committed to doing a job and maintaining an employment status quo. For those 

at this level of development, UPM—the practice model—is under-utilised and goes little 

beyond performing a task, function or role. Often, little is undertaken at this level of 

adoption, in the way of reflection or forward planning. Little attention is paid to 

advanced employability capabilities such as motivation or resilience, which are 

frequently developed in an ad hoc manner. Self-critiquing one’s employability and its 

development are likely to be activities seldom engaged in. A “lived” approach to the 

ongoing, conscious development of employability development appears to be rarely 

undertaken. In contrast, however, there are some MAPs who, knowingly and agentically, 

build, demonstrate and maintain high levels of employability. Such MAPs engage 

specifically, consciously and on a consistent basis, with the three, interconnected, 

advanced capabilities portrayed here: reflecting, engaging and critiquing their own 

employability. I, therefore, construe that these three capabilities form specific 

developmental dimensions—building blocks—of advanced employability. These 

advanced dimensions are likely to be what differentiates those MAPs operating at a 

sustained, high level of employability from those operating at a lower level. These three 

dimensions are portrayed, in Figure 7.5, as a circle of advanced, complex understanding 

and action, interacting with the core practice of understanding, pursuing and managing 



 

262 

employability through the development of the various capabilities within the seven key 

aspects of employability identified in this thesis. 

To be clear, workers may learn some among the range of capabilities outlined in the four 

previous studies and may, through such learning, acquire an enhanced sense of 

employability and of the need to understand, pursue and manage it. However, simply 

having a grounding in some of these capabilities may not be enough to influence the 

worker’s capacity to demonstrate and enact increasingly higher levels of employability. 

The individual’s focus tends to be largely limited to immediate work, the tasks that take 

up the daily round and on remaining in a role for security and longevity. An example 

here might be the graduate entering the workforce who understands that they need to 

have skills and professional capabilities to participate in the employment arena. 

However, particularly in regard to MAPs, there needs to be a realisation, a perception, 

by the individual that he/she could be self-managing their own employability 

development, particularly by developing “mindset over skillset” (Letts, 2019b, p. 33): by 

deeply reflecting on why employability is worthwhile to develop, by developing 

advanced employability capabilities such as motivation, resilience and self-directedness, 

and by regularly critiquing their own employability development. As such, a learning 

model for MAPs with a higher orientation towards employability, it is submitted, should 

focus on the enhancement of these three advanced dimensions of employability 

development for MAPs as a primary part of its structure.  
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Figure 7.5. A depiction of the Understand–Pursue–Manage model of (individual) 

employability development, including advanced dimensions 
of employability development, for MAPs. 

“KA” = seven key aspects of employability and the array of capabilities within them, as depicted in this thesis 
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7.4 TOWARDS A NEW MODEL FOR EMPLOYABILITY DEVELOPMENT (PART I): 
ANSWERING RESEARCH QUESTION 5 

Q5. How might employability and its development/pursuit be improved for mature 

age professionals? 

Sections 7.4 and 7.5 provide a meta-interpretive response to this question. Section 7.4 

focuses on the assertion that, through the facilitation of a learning model that focuses 

on enhancing the three advanced dimensions of employability development previously 

outlined (see Table 7.4), employability development across more self-directed MAPs 

would be substantially improved. These advanced dimensions include reflection on why 

employability should be pursued, engagement with the development of advanced 

employability capabilities and critique of one’s own employability development—

assessing how well one is progressing relative to the workplace environment one is 

working within, while adjusting goals and employability trajectories when and as 

required. 

Table 7.4. Three Dimensions of Advanced Employability 
Development and Management, for MAPs.  

 THE THREE DIMENSIONS OF ADVANCED EMPLOYABILITY, FOR MAPs 

Further developing 
individual 
employability 
 

• Reflecting on my employability development: identifying why I should develop 
employability relative to my context and workplace environment; selecting 
which capabilities, from among the array of those identified in this thesis, I 
should most develop 

• Engaging in the development of more advanced employability capabilities and 
deciding how I will engage in such development 

• Critiquing my employability development progress: reviewing how well I am 
progressing, relative to my surrounding environment 

 

7.4.1 Improving the (self-directed) development of employability 

Study 5 has provided a reinterpretation of employability that disaggregates 

employability from mere “job readiness” or the learning of attributes alone. Individual 

employability is depicted as a lived phenomenon, that is inherently unique to each 

person and which needs to be pursued through a process of realisation. In other words, 

employability needs to be strived for in order to be achieved, potentially throughout 
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working life. This ongoing process of realisation incorporates the acknowledgement of 

a range of external variables, including age-related considerations. Letts (2019a) 

describes this endeavour as “a journey more than a destination” (p. 81). 

Given this need for realisation throughout working life, how can the development of 

employability be improved for MAPs during the second half of their careers? Drawing 

together and coalescing findings from each of the previous studies, three dimensions of 

advanced employability appear to be vital to the development of employability, 

particularly higher levels of employability. These dimensions have been termed, here, 

as “reflecting, engaging and critiquing”. Given their often vital role in MAPs’ 

employability realisation, I would argue that it is through the introduction of these three, 

advanced employability dimensions, into a new learning model, that the development 

and pursuit of employability could be substantially improved for many within the target 

cohort. This research question response, therefore, examines, in detail, what would be 

involved in a learning model that could enhance reflection, engagement and critiquing 

of employability among MAPs. 

7.4.2 Enhancing reflection on individual employability at mid-career 

The first area for development within the UPM model focuses on aiding MAPs’ to 

undertake deeper reflection in relation to work and career trajectories, potentially 

ensuring that career identity is maintained. Mature employees should deeply reflect on 

their career journey at mid-career, whether through self-directed study or by being 

aided, either within their workplace by employability specialists, or from outside the 

organisation via intermediaries while planning their employability journey both for the 

near-term and with a more distal time horizon. Bridgstock et al. (2019) depict the 

development of employability throughout career as being “an ongoing journey of 

progressive sense-making” (p. 101) about who you are and how you will contribute to 

the world. Such reflective sense-making among MAPs, however, has been challenged by 

two key factors: rapid disruption to traditional careers and a slow pace of change with 

regard to neutralising negative, organisational perceptions of age (Settersten Jr, 2016). 

In the lifetime of many MAPs, the “map” of their career that they often expected to be 

provided by their employer when they entered a profession, 25 to 40 years ago, has 

either not materialised or initially did but has since evaporated. As Parasuraman, 
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Greenhaus, and Linnehan (2000) portray it, the “predictable sequencing and timing of 

career stages [that] enabled individuals to assess their career success in terms of the 

level in the organizational hierarchy they had achieved by a certain age” (p. 6) has been 

steadily eroded by the impact of technology, workforce rationalisation and increasingly 

flexible labour markets. Yet, even despite these rapid transformations, age norms, 

perspectives of age and what is regarded as appropriate to the various stages of career 

have not altered as rapidly, tending to remain relatively static. Given this sharp contrast 

between the expectations that MAPs frequently had when they entered their chosen 

profession and the reality of rapidly changing working arenas, the onus has shifted to 

the individual and away from organisations to provide a career “scaffold”. 

Thus, it is the individual who could “assume greater importance as the agent of the 

timing of [career] transitions [and] as the producer of self-constructed pathways 

through the employment system” (Heinz, 2016, p. 195). To understand these 

transformations and aid older workers in acting from a deeper sense of identity and with 

a more distal time horizon, critical self-reflection in relation to the second half of career 

forms a key element within the learning model. And, to aid in such reflection, a reflective 

space for mid-career re-framing where MAPs, possibly in small groups, could consider 

their professional experiences, design and explore new career options, access extant 

labour market information and discuss future career trajectories, should form a central 

part of the new model. 

Through such “second stage” career planning MAPs would be largely able to consciously 

and agentically self-direct their employability development, understand that there are 

numerous aspects to this development, consciously plan out that development in a 

manner that is matched with extant labour market opportunities and remain aware of 

employability’s multi-phase nature: that it is likely to change over time, that careers are 

not necessarily linear in today’s working environment, that people over 45 are not 

necessarily consolidating previous experience and maintaining previous commitments 

to a profession, and that they must go beyond reflecting on their careers in a traditional 

way. That planning should include consideration of future work and career possibilities. 

In this regard, Barham and Hawthorn (2010) point out the differences between career 

design and management for young people and for older employees: the former focuses 

on stepping into the world of work while the latter should emphasise “career 
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adaptability”, typically portrayed in the literature as having the curiosity to explore 

future work possibilities—including a second career—and the confidence to pursue and 

craft a future practice (see Savickas, 2006). As Cherry, Gregory, Herron, and McKernan 

observe: 

Employability requires a readiness and ability to manage one’s own career 
and development across an entire working life. This means negotiating 
multiple work roles, in a range of settings and industries, in a world where 
new sorts of jobs constantly appear, some disappear altogether, and many 
rapidly change. In these terms, employability is not only an issue at the 
beginning of a career, but continues to require confidence, energy and 
insight in navigating the longer journey. (p. 249) 

During this process of reflection, MAPs can be encouraged to undertake an in-depth 

audit of their career-related needs, goals and preferences, particularly the type of 

working environment and context that they would flourish in. Such a tailor-made 

employability development plan (see Guthrie & Nechvoglod, 2011) should take into 

account variations in need related to age, circumstances, employment demand, time 

available for education and levels of commitment. The development plan should be 

impartial, “not influenced by institutional or funding interests” (ibid, p. 18) and based 

around sound knowledge of the current labour market and its demands. 

7.4.3 Strengthening engagement with the development of advanced employability 

capabilities 

One of the most important findings to emerge from the previous studies is that levels of 

awareness of employability and degree of proficiency in self-directing the development 

of this potential, as well as relative progress, is likely to vary from person to person. 

These variations reflect a range from “low” to “high” with regard to the overall 

development and management of employability. At one end of this range, for example, 

some workers may be completely unaware of their own employability, may confuse it 

with—or conflate it into—employment and may never consciously commit to 

developing any skill or capability or undertaking any activity related to employability 

development. Even if work-related learning is undertaken, it may be little more than a 

response to employer demands rather than being systematically designed for current 

and future employability needs. Or there may be a reliance on professional 

qualifications completed decades previously to sustain employability regardless of 
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changing external circumstances or the gradual dilution of the qualifications’ relevance. 

At the other end of the range are MAPs who understand that they have to be motivated, 

resilient and maintain a strong internal locus of control. An important question to be 

asked in this regard is: How do those with a greater internal locus of control and higher 

levels of motivation and resilience acquire or improve these capabilities? Were they 

learned? Can these types of capability be taught in a structured learning situation, or are 

they the indirect results of other processes? 

The research literature, as well as the lived experiences of the research participants, 

indicate that career-related motivation and resilience for older workers can arise from 

multiple sources. To some extent, engagement with professional coaches, 

intermediaries and other stakeholders with a deeper knowledge of these advanced 

capabilities can aid MAPs to develop high levels of motivation and self-directedness 

(Lejeune, Mercuri, Beausaert, & Raemdonck, 2016). Nevertheless, the relationship 

between motivation,106 resilience, self-directedness and employability remains a 

complex one, with the need for these capabilities appearing to have increased in recent 

years, though there appears to be connectedness between organisational environments 

and the development of advanced capabilities that could lead to a higher level of 

employability. London (1993), for example, sees three bases for career-related 

motivation: career resilience, career insight and career identity. Each contributes to an 

overall sense of motivation. Resilience provides the energy to keep going in the face of 

challenge; insight provides knowledge of oneself and one’s surroundings and identity 

channels efforts towards a specific career-related goal. London found that 

organisational environments contributed greatly to the augmentation of these three 

concepts. An environment in which MAPs are encouraged to set goals, in which career 

development opportunities are actively promoted and wherein individuals are praised 

for achievement, contributes to overall motivation. Similarly, task-related mentoring 

and career development-related coaching, in which workers can gain insight into 

themselves and their overall goals, have been noted to increase motivation and 

resilience (London & Mone, 2006). Noe (1996) sees interconnectivity between higher 

levels of motivation and self-directedness/self-management of career. Having goals, 

 
106 Defined, in this context, as “a force or energy that exists within a person and influences effort, 

directs behaviors, and ultimately affects performance and other individual outcomes” (Quigley & 
Tymon, 2006, p. 511). 
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strategies to achieve those goals and a strong sense of self-control over one’s career and 

its ongoing development all contribute to motivation and a strong sense of self-

directedness (King, 2004). A sound development model, designed to augment higher 

levels of employability, should, therefore, facilitate the emergence of these advanced 

capabilities by creating a learning environment in which MAPs are provided with the 

opportunity to reflect on their career-related goals, gain insight into their own work-

related objectives and are assisted, wherever possible, to develop advanced 

employability capabilities such as motivation and resilience. 

7.4.4 Aiding mature age professionals to critique their employability development 

MAPS could develop their employability by critiquing or being aided in critiquing how 

they have progressed with their employability development, particularly in relation to 

their current working environment, while ensuring that this critique takes place on an 

ongoing basis. “Development”, in the context of this discussion, does not necessarily 

imply completing qualifications or even undertaking training. And “critique” does not 

necessarily imply criticism or any sense of negativity about lack of accomplishment in 

formal learning. Rather, the critique is directed at the progression of the individual 

towards a more and more multi-layered employability orientation, particularly towards 

a sense of person–role and person–environment fit (Edwards, 2008). 

Through the new learning model MAPs could be provided with the opportunity to 

understand that organisations have cultures, that these shift and change, and that part 

of remaining employable involves critiquing their own development in relation to the 

working environment they are employed within. Adaptively navigating the predominant 

political and/or cultural milieu within their employing organisation is, for example, 

highly relevant to creating person–role fit and person–environment fit and to ensuring 

that employability development activities are relevant and timely. This type of critique 

is likely to require a level of personal insight and emotional intelligence107 sufficient to 

understand the nature of one’s surrounding environment and ascertain if one is a 

suitable fit for this environment. Notably, some of the most prevalent reasons for 

professionals failing in mid-career appear to be precisely because of a lack of such 

 
107 Mayer (2004) defines emotional intelligence as involving the abilities to “accurately perceive 

emotions in oneself and others, use emotions to facilitate thinking, understand emotional meaning 
and manage emotions” (p. 3). 
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emotional intelligence and a critical approach to oneself within the context of one’s 

working milieu, including inability to be adaptive, overdependence on historical 

corporate structures and connections, and unwillingness to self-reflect on emotions or 

notice the surrounding environment (Capretta, Clark, & Dai, 2008). The UPM model 

should, therefore, incorporate coaching and mentoring for MAPs that aid them to 

understand their employability progress within their own specific organisational 

environment and how to adapt to it if they are failing to do so. 

Capretta et al. (2008) give a range of examples of coaching to aid in developing such 

adaptability, mostly driven by large organisations that did not want to lose capable—

but flawed—executives. They depict adaptability on the part of individuals within an 

organisational environment arising through four main activities. Firstly, by becoming 

aware of oneself, through seeking 360° critical feedback from managers and co-workers, 

by being an agile learner, by observing others’ reactions to what you say and do so as to 

gauge their responses, and by seeking coaching and mentoring. They portray the 

organisation’s responsibilities as integrating such critiques into every stage of career and 

by incorporating formal and informal feedback into every level of the organisation, by 

utilising executive coaching—both external and internal—and by remaining alert to, and 

planning how to counteract, the potential derailment of more senior staff (Capretta et 

al., 2008). 

7.4.5 Conclusions for Section 7.4 

Section 7.4 has presented recommendations for employability development for those 

at the higher end of the range of employability. The model underscores the need, for 

MAPs with this stronger orientation towards employability, to reflect on why 

employability should be an object of effort and focus; furthermore, it specifies 

engagement with advanced employability capabilities; thirdly, it recognises that 

critiquing employability development by undertaking regular reviews of how well an 

individual is doing in their development relative to their working environment, should 

form an essential part of the UPM model. While self-directed learning is predominantly 

emphasised, receiving assistance from others such as mentors, coaches and professional 

intermediaries, forms part of the model at this level, recognising that even those who 

can flourish in a self-directed environment may need assistance from time to time. 
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This is not to say that gaining knowledge of these advanced dimensions of employability 

is obligatory or even necessary for everyone. The model is not presented as a solution 

for everyone in this cohort; indeed, some may find early retirement or a change of career 

to be opportunities that present a more successful future. Rather, it is the case that an 

individual may, at a specific point in time and for a specific reason, need to move his or 

her emphasis from the daily round of work and engage with the three dimensions of 

advanced employability. Nor is it suggested that every MAP is ready to engage with the 

development of an advanced employability orientation. Some, particularly those at a 

lower level of employability capability, may require a more institutionalised approach 

designed to aid MAPs in general, rather, specifically, than individuals, in order to 

progress. In this regard, the next section of this chapter focuses on broader initiatives 

that would aid MAPs at different stages of employability development, particularly 

those with a lower internal locus of control and a lower orientation towards 

employability. 

7.5 TOWARDS A NEW MODEL FOR EMPLOYABILITY DEVELOPMENT (PART II): 
ANSWERING RESEARCH QUESTION 5 

The UPM model acknowledges that individuals are likely to display widely differing 

backgrounds and levels of need in relation to employability development. Section 7.4 

introduced that part of the UPM model designed specifically for those with moderate to 

higher levels of employability.108 However, not all MAPs are able to flourish in a more 

self-directed environment, particularly when their employing organisation might be one 

that is non-supportive of professional development to begin with. Still to address is a 

discussion of those MAPs who do not have such an understanding and who demonstrate 

low to moderate levels of employability. Section 7.5, therefore, continues to answer 

Research Question 5 by meta-interpreting findings to this point in the thesis with regard 

to how the UPM model could assist MAPs at low to moderate levels of employability. 

 
108 See Section 7.2.2 and the response to Research Question 2 with regard to “low” and “high” levels of 

employability. As depicted in Figure 6.3, in Study 4, those with lower levels of employability tend to 
have little motivation to develop their career, are minimally reflective with relation to their work, 
career and employment context and tend to have a low internal locus of control. Scant attention is 
paid to developing employability through learning. Those with a higher orientation towards 
employability tend to have resilience, are motivated to engage with employability development, 
have a high internal locus of control and exhibit advanced employability capabilities. 
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The main parts of the UPM model outlined in this chapter are then brought together in 

the final meta-interpretation in this thesis.  

7.5.1 Changing the context of MAPs’ working environment 

As stated in response to Research Question 3, the impact of a learning model for MAPs 

may be strengthened if those more positive external (contextual) forces impacting on 

an individual that might be beneficial to his/her employability were enhanced, while 

those external forces that negatively impact on individual employability are ameliorated 

or, potentially, removed. The focus in Section 7.5 is, therefore, less on the development 

of higher-level capabilities, and more on aiding the development of individual 

employability by enhancing or ameliorating contextual influences impacting on such 

development. Section 7.5 focuses specifically on organisational environments and on 

how leaders and managers within an organisational context could modify them to 

enable the development of individual employability for a significant number of their 

staff. 

“External”, in this instance, can refer to factors that are often “internal” to an 

organisation—such as its culture; however, these are still external to the individual 

worker who is employed within this culture. Thus, the focus is on factors that could be 

modified by employers and/or managers for people who are working within 

organisational contexts. In talking about individuals with a moderate to high level of 

employability in Section 7.4, the person was at the centre of the discussion. Here, the 

organisation is at the centre of the discussion as the discussion shifts to attitudes and 

cultures and to those who, through their leadership, may be able to change the 

employability orientation of those with a limited to moderate capacity for employability 

development by redressing certain aspects of organisational culture or policy. Through 

modifications to the organisational environment, these leaders may be able to create a 

rich, developmental environment for MAPs’ employability development for those who 

have not, typically, been provided with adequate opportunities to understand, pursue 

or manage their own employability. Some may never have thought about how 

employable they are in relation to the job market; others may have found that, in the 

latter half of their career, they lack support or guidance in how to ensure that their 

career continues to flourish in their 50s and 60s. These are not people who are 
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flourishing in employability; they often do not possess the capacity to overcome the 

difficulties they face on their own and need help before they are either pushed out by 

their employers or walk out as they are not coping. The UPM model offers a different 

approach for this cohort: one that involves assistance and guidance, particularly from 

organisations and intermediary subject-matter experts. 

As can be seen from the response to Research Question 3, this thesis has identified a 

variety of contextual influences that impact on MAPs’ employability.109 From among 

these, four influences were identified specifically from the point of view that their 

modification, within organisational contexts, could lead to considerable enhancement 

of employability among MAPs at the low to moderate end of the employability range. In 

other words, the UPM model suggests that in organisational settings, bosses have a 

responsibility to MAPs, as well as to everyone else, and that having this sort of 

responsibility means looking beyond the individual work of a person and looking at the 

external to the worker environment such that MAPs have enabling conditions in which 

to flourish. 

The overall strategy I am proposing involves modifications to four major, contextual 

influences (see Table 7.5). Two contextual influences that were, at least partially, 

positive and that need to be enhanced, were chosen. These included, firstly, hiring 

patterns and, secondly, a commitment by employers and executives towards MAPs’ 

employability development. Additionally, two contextual influences that, based on this 

research, appeared to be predominantly negative, were selected. These included, firstly, 

collaboration across institutional structures in relation to support offered to older 

learners and, secondly, inflexible social assumptions about older workers in relation to 

work and employment. Each is modified by an intervention designed to counteract a 

specific influence. 

These four influences were selected for three main reasons. Firstly, they were among 

the most widely reported external influences impacting on the research participants, 

particularly in relation to organisational settings. Secondly, by modifying these specific 

influences, other notable influences—particularly more micro-level influences—can be 

indirectly modified. For example, changing employer perceptions towards MAPs and 

 
109 See Table 7.3, which includes four meta-level influences, two macro-level influences and seven 

micro-level influences that impact particularly on MAPs. 
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their employability development might aid in reducing negative cultural attitudes in the 

workplace towards MAPs. Thirdly, these selected influences could aid in enhancing 

employers’ knowledge of employability development and any associated sense of 

responsibility towards workers. Indeed, the impact that employers can have, i.e., 

through the establishment of organisational values and norms, can be pivotal to the way 

that older employees might be drawn into engaging with the UPM model. It is through 

this recalibration of working environments that strong, valuable, important actions can 

be taken by organisations, relative to their specific contexts, such that they can begin to 

redress some of the challenges outlined in this thesis facing MAPs. 

Table 7.5. Modifying External Influences Impacting on 
Individual Employability, Particularly for MAPs.  

MODIFICATION OF CONTEXTUAL INFLUENCES IN THE UPM MODEL 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 Restrictive organisational culture and 
practice with regard to MAPs, particularly 
with regard to flexible hiring of older 
workers 
 

 Limited commitment by senior executives 
towards the active planning of MAPs’ 
employability development 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
The encouragement of flexible hiring practices 
that are inclusive of older workers 

 
 

Enhancement of MAPs’ employability 
development through recognition of prior 
learning (RPL), flexible workplace assessment, 
centralised e-portfolios and micro-credentialing 

 

 
 
 
 
 

 Inflexible social assumptions about older 
workers in relation to work and employment  
 

 Limited collaboration across institutional 
structures in relation to older learners 

 
 

 
 

 

 
A recalibration of how organisations engage 
with their older employees and their 
employability development 

 
• Collaboration among key stakeholders in the 

provision of learning for older employees is 
enhanced  

 
 

 

 

MORE POSITIVE 
INFLUENCES ARE 

ENHANCED  

MORE NEGATIVE 
INFLUENCES ARE 
AMELIORATED 
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7.5.2 Four examples of contextual influences in the workplace and how they could 

be modified to enhance MAPs’ employability 

A) Restrictive organisational culture and practice in relation to hiring older 

employees 

Hiring patterns in relation to older employees present some positive aspects. For 

example, as cited in Chapter 1, the hiring of older workers in Australia has increased in 

recent decades. However, organisational hiring patterns still often remain restrictive 

with regard to hiring older workers, including MAPs. As part of the strategy to aid those 

with low to moderate levels of employability, the UPM model encourages flexible hiring 

that is affirmative towards older workers, i.e., greater flexibility of hiring options that 

are (older) age supportive. Organisations could benefit by becoming more aware of the 

various mechanisms by which employees can be contractually engaged. The previous 

four studies have highlighted the trends towards a “black or white” approach to hiring 

staff (of all ages): either through full-time employment or through casual contracts. 

There are, however, a variety of means by which organisations can approach the hiring 

of employees, including full-time, part-time, casual or contract-based employment, 

working from home and tele-work, freelance consulting or entrepreneurial type projects 

focused on innovation and change, and many of these more flexible arrangements could 

be of interest to MAPs. Wooden et al. (2001), for example, found that many MAPs 

sought, as well as their own development opportunities, more flexible working 

arrangements later in their careers, such as the chance to teach others within the 

organisation and pass on their expertise and experience to younger staff. However, they 

were often denied this opportunity, largely through executive-level oversight. 

The UPM model encourages employers to be more astute about how to tap into their 

employees’ experience and abilities and to offer them greater choice in working 

arrangements, greater flexibility in working hours and even the chance to change jobs 

within the organisation if motivation levels in a current role have subsided. Deloitte 

Consulting (2019), for example, allow their older employees, if nominated by an internal 

committee, to reimagine and design a second career within the organisation, including 

more flexible hours, location and focus. Other major organisations (see Tishman, van 

Looy, & Bruyere, 2012) have instituted such practices as job swaps and/or staged 
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retirement—with employees gradually able to reduce hours and opportunities whereby 

staff can retire but then be re-hired as internal consultants. 

B) Limited commitment by senior executives towards the active planning of 

MAPs’ employability development 

Study 3 identified mixed initiatives on the part of organisations towards the active 

planning of their more mature employees’ employability development, including 

recognition of experience. While opportunities for recognition of experience were 

occasionally offered by some organisations, interest by executives in developing their 

MAP employees was often lukewarm. I would argue that it is this type of limited 

commitment by executives towards the development of MAPs’ employability that could 

be modified through the UPM model. Initiatives could include recognition of experience, 

flexible workplace assessment, the centralisation of assessments in an e-portfolio and 

micro-credentialing of completed training—even when informal or non-formal. Each of 

these more flexible approaches could be used to encourage MAPs to continue to 

develop themselves and remain in employment. 

Recognition of prior learning 

RPL, including recognition of informal and non-formal learning, should form a central 

part of the new model so that both informal and non-formal learning channels that 

MAPs may have engaged in are recognised. At MAPs’ more mature, often more 

sophisticated stage of career, accumulated employability-related experience should be 

recognised. Many older workers do not believe that they have been learning when, in 

fact, they have been, but it has taken place through non-formal channels, i.e., learning 

through challenging tasks at work, learning with peers and in informal groups or through 

informal mentoring. As a consequence, they are not aware of the possibility of 

recognition and have not considered undertaking it. To counteract this trend, a 

centralised e-portfolio for each learner where such learning experiences could be 

recorded is, therefore, recommended as part of the UPM model. MAPs could record and 

reflect on their specific accomplishments in such a portfolio, record qualifications and 

experience and prepare evidence for recognition, and evaluate the extent of their 

current learning or what might be missing from their employability development. Such 
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e-portfolios are already available,110 at an undergraduate level, and have been trialled 

at various universities. An extension of this concept is proposed for those in mid-career 

and seeking to build an evidence base of accomplishments at a higher level of 

achievement and attainment and “make visible the entire scope of knowledge and 

experience held by an individual, irrespective of the context where the learning 

originally took place” (Colardyn & Bjornvald, 2004, p. 69). 

Flexible workplace assessment 

Assessment of MAPs’ capabilities needs to be highly flexible to accommodate a diverse 

range of settings and accomplishments. Flexible assessment techniques could include 

qualification frameworks, professional accreditation standards and capabilities 

identified by employers and by the students themselves (Knight & Yorke, 2003).111 In 

this regard, though his research focused predominantly on undergraduates in a 

university setting, the work of Boud is salient. Boud and Ajjawi (2019) promote a 

collaborative, cooperative assessment environment, even suggesting that employability 

can best be evaluated over time and incorporate contexts outside the workplace that 

might shape how professionals reflect on their practice and seek to improve. In 

reference to preparation for lifelong learning, Boud (2000) proposes what he terms 

“sustainable assessment”, in which the learner develops the capacity to judge their own 

performance and evaluate what else is required in terms of learning. This type of 

assessment is, I would argue, of considerable relevance to MAPs’ workplace context. 

Boud suggests that, given the wide range of workplace environments, contexts and 

challenges that could be potentially included, individuals evaluate their own quality 

standards and criteria and even self-evaluate in collaboration with others (such as work 

colleagues or mentors). To manage bias, he proposes that learners evaluate any 

predispositions that they may bring to the assessment process in order to bring 

subconscious partiality to the surface, aided by others, such as workplace tutors or 

peers. Learners must evaluate the reliability of those that they chose to aid in the 

assessment and rather than a “one-off” evaluation of a capability, evaluations are 

staged, over time, in a number of contexts and by a variety of co-evaluators (Boud, 

 
110 See https://eportfoliosaustralia.wordpress.com/ 
111 In their review, Knight and Yorke record over 50 different types of assessment techniques that could 

be used to evaluate different aspects of employability (see Ch. 5, Knight & Yorke, 2003). 

https://eportfoliosaustralia.wordpress.com/
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2000). Such flexible, ongoing self-assessment, supported through collaboration with co-

workers and supervisors, as an integral part of the UPM model, could be highly 

applicable to MAPs’ desire for more informal learning and assessment settings. 

Micro-credentialing 

Micro-credentialing, or the digital recognition of achievement, could then be utilised to 

identify and reward completion of learning. Crisp and Oliver (2019), for example, cite 

micro-credentialing, in a university context, as a means to acknowledge outcomes. They 

give the example of the Deakin system of “Hallmarks”: digital credentials recognising 

achievement in a number of non-traditional learning areas provided through 

collaboration between higher education and industry. I believe micro-credentialing 

could be integrated into the UPM model as a way of rewarding accomplishment to 

acknowledge and reward MAPs’ employability progress. However, given the fluid nature 

of the working arena as well as of employer expectations, and the likelihood that skills 

and capabilities may need to be updated on multiple occasions, perhaps years apart, it 

is recommended that accreditation, in the UPM model, should be time-limited, i.e., 

demonstration of competency—for both instructors and learners—needs to be updated 

on a regular basis or the accreditation should no longer have currency, much like the 

current vocational education framework in Australia (see Clayton, Jonas, Harding, Harris, 

& Toze, 2013). 

C) Inflexible social assumptions about older workers in relation to work and 

employment 

The previous four studies identified considerable bias against older employees in the 

workplace as a more pervasive negative influence.112 Alongside the changes 

recommended to learning and development, the UPM model, therefore, works to 

balance social assumptions related to how older workers should engage with work, 

incorporating a recalibration of how organisations engage with their older employees 

and their employability development. Industry should be aided in moving away from a 

 
112 While current government initiatives to support older employees do exist and are based largely 

“around restructured tax and superannuation arrangements, age discrimination legislation and 
regulations and labour market strategies” (Billett et al., 2011, p. 1256), preventing such legislation 
being translated into actions and outcomes, Billett et al. (2011) cite “persistent, socially constructed 
age – and gender – typing, shaping labour capital discourses” (p. 1257). 
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singular perspective wherein employability is equated with meeting organisational 

requirements for a workforce aligned with immediate corporate targets. In contrast, 

there should be an appreciation for both this perspective and the overall employability 

needs of individuals within the workforce, even if those needs are not necessarily of 

immediate consequence to the employer and particularly where they relate to older 

employees. Participant PE:7 referred to such an approach: 

Within my career in England, we had a mentoring program which helped you 
with accessing that [type of] career guidance. Was that in-company? Yes, it 
was. It was more tailored to building up your skill-base … leading up to 
promotions. It helped with that reflection space as well.  

Was this a very large organisation? Yes, it was XYZ in America. I am assuming 
that the guidance was about how to develop your career in XYZ—or was it 
general? Yes, it was funny the way that worked out. From my recollection—
that was about 15 years ago—from an HR perspective, it was focused 
towards your career path within the company, so, intra-company at a local 
level. [However] … I had proactive managers who said, ‘this is improving your 
skills; you might go and work for somebody else but come back here as a 
better employee’. They were more liberal and probably more understanding 
of the current labour market. The days for working for a single company for 
40 years and getting a gold watch have long left us … maybe because it was 
an American-based company, I don’t know. Most companies don’t want to 
give that kind of training because they think you are going to run off and get 
a job with somebody else. Yes, exactly. I think they were more realistic about 
the way the labour market works. [PE:7] 

PE:7’s experience illustrates how his managers saw beyond the desire of the HR 

department to only foster internal development. Rather, the supervisors saw it as an 

opportunity to create employable employees who, even if they left the organisation, 

might return to it one day better equipped to function at a higher level of responsibility. 

In short, employers and senior executives should realise that there ought to be “support 

for the acquisition of non-critical competencies for … employees’ future employability” 

(O'Donoghue & Maguire, 2005, p. 443), i.e., competencies that might not necessarily be 

of immediate benefit to internal stakeholders but which will be of benefit to the 

employee in the longer-term. 

Changing employer viewpoints about MAPs to the point where they are more greatly 

valued over the longer-term may require wide-scale initiatives that, potentially, deeply 

transform organisational perceptions. These could include, for example, such initiatives 

as a sector-wide accounting of older employees’ worth, engaged in by government, 
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industry and peak bodies, i.e., “interlinked and entwined processes that press employers 

to reflect upon the contributions of [older] workers” (Billett, Dymock, Johnson, & 

Martin, 2011, p. 1257). Secondly, these transformations should potentially include a 

change in approach regarding HR policies and internal training, such that, rather than 

one set of policies for all employees, organisations move to what Truxillo (2015) portrays 

as “flexible, sustainable HR policies that address the needs of workers at different life 

stages” (p. 353), particularly the needs of MAPs to acquire a sense of employability as a 

career-long journey. Alongside changes in internal policies, there should also be 

“training [for] supervisors and employees on these issues … specific guidance as to how 

to change the social context on an organizational level … so that decision-makers have 

a blueprint about how to bring such changes about” (ibid, p. 353). It may be that the 

type of negative, age-related bias among organisational stakeholders noted in previous 

studies can be ameliorated through the provision of company-wide, mandatory 

professional development that positively portrays a desire to inclusively hire mature age 

employees and create diversity of teams.113 

D) Limited collaboration across institutional structures in relation to older learners 

One of the more pervasively negative contextual influences identified in the previous 

four studies was limited collaboration across institutional structures in relation to 

supporting older learners’ development. While there were examples of organisational 

commitment to MAPs’ learning and an occasional government program that supported 

more mature people to maintain their work and career, it was consistently noted that 

there were few resources dedicated to facilitating collaboration or coordination across 

key stakeholders. Governments, for example, offered few programs designed to assist 

MAPs, and these usually did not involve any type of cooperation with industry or higher 

education in a collaborative effort. In contrast, the UPM model is specifically designed 

to aid MAPs develop an interest in their career and its development and provides the 

opportunities to develop advanced employability capabilities across the working life-

course. 

 
113 See, for example, the awareness-raising sessions and exercises for senior management in relation to 

hiring and appreciating the contributions of older employees in Smedley and Whitten’s work, Age 
Matters (2006, pp. 305-338). 
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The implication here is not that everyone involved in employability—and who may have 

different perspectives on it—should work together to exclusively support MAPs’ 

individual employability but, rather, that different stakeholders and facilitators could 

work both on their own interests and on the development of MAPs in multi-stakeholder 

endeavours or sets of endeavours. This could incorporate, for example, the participation 

of multiple parties in the employability landscape, including governments and 

educational institutions, organisations, peak professional bodies, intermediaries and 

individuals, committed to the development of workers’ (past present and future) 

employability. In this way, parties who might otherwise remain entrenched in their own 

perspectives of individual employability could commit to working together on 

collaborative projects that augment the employability of older workers. 

Based on findings in the previous studies and as an example of such collaboration, the 

UPM model emphasises the collaborative design of, and creative participation in, open 

learning networks for mid-career professionals. In such an open learning network, 

employer needs, employees’ accumulated experience and third-party educational 

expertise could be tapped into to create collaborative ventures to design and share 

employability-focused content. Individuals, rather than being mere learners, would 

proactively engage in content development designed specifically to their needs. With 

regard to such open learning, the work of Wenger (2008; Wenger, McDermott, & 

Snyder, 2010) highlights the importance to organisational success of the fostering of 

communities of practice—social learning systems—by which learners can informally 

communicate and exchange information and begin to form their own learning 

communities. Learning groups can range from the completely informal to those which 

meet on a more formal basis, organise themselves and exchange information. Such a 

community of practice can provide a neutral forum where people “can listen to advice 

with no obligation to take it” (Wenger et al., 2010, p. 61). 

The UPM model incorporates such communities, developed through mediums that will 

allow them to spontaneously evolve, including formal online systems, blogs, informal 

online information exchanges and both formal and informal learning forums. Such 

collaboration could be extended to many players in the employability landscape, such 

as independent career counsellors, recruiters, trainers in entrepreneurship (should 

learners wish to gain entrepreneurial ability for use inside or outside their working 
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environment), ICT training specialists, specialists in mature age employability and so 

forth. Through such learning programs, multiple stakeholders can engage with the 

individual (and vice versa). Examples of such learning communities already exist in 

platforms such as edX Micro-Masters114 and Udemy115 where open-architecture 

learning platforms allow institutions, industry, learners and educational designers to 

meet and explore content that will be of greatest value to learners. Through such a 

collaborative, online learning environment, content could be developed in joint 

undertakings, made available online and, potentially, at reduced fees compared to 

traditional educational formats. There is likely to be a role for each entity within such a 

collaborative network. Government agencies could aid in providing funding, support 

structures and resources. Employees, employers and groups representing the 

community could provide feedback on what should constitute employability-related 

learning relevant to context. Intermediaries such as career practitioners or executive 

coaches could strengthen the idea that pursuing employability is a lifelong endeavour 

and provide content. Employers could both identify the capabilities of their employees 

and provide advice on what should be learned, as well as co-contribute to assessment. 

Education providers could provide content, professional development opportunities, 

guidance, assessment and credentialing (Allen Consulting Group, 2004; Barrie & Pizzica, 

2019). 

7.5.3 Conclusions for Section 7.5 

My intention with regards to the UPM model is to strengthen the understanding, pursuit 

and management of employability for those professionals who experience a lower 

orientation towards the development of employability by modifying four workplace-

related contextual influences. It should be noted, however, that it is not the case that 

modifications to these four influences alone are proposed as a kind of “magic solution” 

for all MAPs or, indeed, for every organisation in all circumstances or settings. It may 

well be the case that just one of these four factors exerts such a strong influence on a 

specific situation that it is the main obstacle to progress in MAPs’ employability in an 

organisation and modifying just this one influence resolves a multitude of issues in the 

 
114 See https://www.edx.org/micromasters 
115 See https://www.udemy.com/courses/personal-development/career-development 

https://www.edx.org/micromasters
https://www.udemy.com/courses/personal-development/career-development
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workplace. Readers themselves may well have a different set of influences that require 

changing, and that better suit their setting/needs, and it may frequently be the case that 

local relevance in situation-specific and/or ethos-specific circumstances present strong 

influences on employability. Specific workplaces should be choosing their priorities to 

strengthen or remediate their particular situations.  

In short, there is no one set of actions for every circumstance or setting as this part of 

the UPM model is a systems action plan, not an individual action plan. Rather, it is the 

case that the UPM model strongly recognises that there are system defaults and that 

modifying these defaults can aid a large number of, but not all, workers. Section 7.5 has 

interpreted some of the modifications that could take place in an organisational setting; 

however, other groups (such as government) with other levels of responsibility can 

influence MAPs employability, and this will be discussed further in Chapter 8. 

7.6 CHAPTER CONCLUSIONS AND SUMMARY OF RESEARCH PRODUCTS 

7.6.1 The four research products emerging from this thesis 

Study 5 has drawn together, meta-interpretively, the previous studies and has 

submitted four main research products. Firstly, individual employability is depicted as 

unique to each individual, situated at a nexus between individual circumstances, 

capabilities and experience and a complex, external environment that acts as a type of 

ecological framework. Such individual employability is depicted as a dynamic realisation 

of emerging potential through increasing understanding, pursuit and management 

(UPM) of employability, an evolving journey of individual development that, typically, 

takes place through engagement with some among the range of key aspects of 

employability and their array of capabilities outlined in this thesis. Secondly, the thesis 

has identified an extensive range of contextual influences impacting on individual 

employability, at meta, macro and micro levels of influence. As a third research product, 

multiple potential orientations towards the development of employability are 

recognised, ranging from lower levels of acuity to advanced orientations where actors 

self-directedly engage with their own employability development. These findings 

incrementally led to a final learning model, the UPM model, presented as the fourth 

product emerging from this thesis. The UPM model meta-interpretively draws together 

findings into a model for MAPs’ practice and is specifically designed to augment a 
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greater sense of employability and greater engagement with its understanding, pursuit 

and management. For those at a moderate to advanced level of awareness of their own 

employability, the model recommends engagement with three advanced dimensions of 

employability development. For those with a lower awareness of their own 

employability, the model proposes the modification of contextual influences to support 

greater engagement with the UPM practice. 

7.6.2 The UPM model: A final meta-interpretation for this thesis 

The UPM model (see Figure 7.6) is presented as a three-part model for the development 

of MAPs’ employability. The first part of the model comprises the fundamental practice 

of understanding, pursuing and managing employability. This practice typically takes 

place through developing some among the array of capabilities identified in this thesis 

(grouped into seven key aspects of employability). However (and I would note that this 

is a vital point for clarification), notwithstanding their essential role in gaining and 

maintaining employment, proficiency in one or several among this range of capabilities 

does not necessarily contribute to a better understanding of individual employability, 

per se. Over and above the learning of a profession or a role or proficiency in any one of 

the dozens of capabilities identified in the previous four studies, the importance of 

employability itself needs to be realised through its understanding, pursuit and 

management across multiple contexts. 

In the second part of the UPM model, strongly developing just such a sense of the 

importance of employability and its self-directed management is focused on. Three 

dimensions of higher-level employability development for those MAPs at a moderate to 

higher level of employability awareness are accentuated. These three dimensions of 

advanced employability interact with the practice of UPM and the development of 

employability capabilities to produce an individual who has highly enhanced their 

awareness of and engagement with employability and its development. MAPs—

including the same learner at different points in his/her career development—may wish 

to access learning in these advanced dimensions of employability development, 

challenging themselves to develop higher and higher levels of employability. For these 

learners, the UPM model offers self-directed or professionally assisted learning in 

reflecting on career, engaging in the development of capabilities such as motivation and 
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resilience and the critiquing of one’s own employability progress and journey. An 

example of someone wishing to engage in these higher levels of employability might be 

a professional who may not be anticipating disruption to his or her work or career but 

who wishes to explore a new aspect to their career (e.g., entrepreneurialism) as a future 

possible trajectory. He or she could utilise the learning offered in these advanced 

capabilities to become more highly self-directed, to understand their own levels of 

motivation and resilience and to assess whether they are ready to engage in the 

entrepreneurial journey. 

The third part of the UPM model incorporates four strategies to modify contextual 

influences that impact on individual-level employability that would aid MAPs with a 

lower to moderate orientation towards/capacity for employability development gain a 

greater sense and understanding of employability. It should be noted that these four 

initiatives are not designed to address or modify all of the external influences impacting 

on individuals’ employability. 

Rather, the focus is on encouraging organisations to take positive, conscious action 

towards valuing MAPs in their employ. Building on what has been interpreted about the 

circumstances, perspectives and employability development possibilities of MAPs, this 

model is presented as a way of richly understanding and approaching the pursuit and 

management of workers’ individual employability development in action. This is a lived, 

self-directed model that is both person and context situated, reflecting the complexities 

of, and differences between, individual’s lives, that people can use to develop their own 

employability in their unique circumstances, interests and needs. The UPM model offers 

flexible levels of engagement, allowing workers to set their response, benchmark their 

level of development and assess/cater to their needs. 
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Figure 7.6. A meta-interpretive depiction of the Understand–Pursue–Manage 
model of (individual) employability development. 

“KA” = seven key aspects of employability and 
the array of capabilities within them, as 
depicted in this thesis 
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7.7 CONCLUSIONS FOR CHAPTER 7 

The UPM model emphasises the importance of the ongoing employability development 

of more mature individuals. One of the most important underlying concepts within the 

model is that it is not designed to promote the idea that everyone must become highly 

employable, nor that it is necessary to teach everything employability-related to 

everyone with the goal of helping them become capable of working anywhere and under 

any circumstances. Nor is it suggested that anyone who manifests only basic 

requirements in relation to employability would be refused entry to an employability 

training program. Rather, it seeks to heighten MAPs’ sense of and their pursuit and self-

directed management of their own employability by recognising that learning can occur 

in many different ways and by fostering a collaborative, non-formal learning 

environment tailored to individual needs. Each person engaging with the UPM model is 

encouraged to recognise that an individual’s employability journey is likely to 

incorporate a range of developmental aspects, a process of realisation by which actors 

gain increasing knowledge and experience of their own employability, what Letts 

(2019b) calls “a mindset about how to approach the world of work” (p. 27). 

The UPM model is based on a rich and extensive interpretation of findings, as texts, and 

a meta-interpretation. This meta-interpretation took place against the emerging 

findings and the frame of reference I was examining. I drew these findings together, 

progressively through the various studies, critiqued them in subsequent chapters, but 

also extended and developed them so that, in presenting this model, I am presenting an 

interpretation of individual employability as identified by this thesis. Using the quality 

criteria of transparency and rigour, I have explicated the strategies, coherence and 

rationale of my methods to demonstrate credibility. Readers of this thesis can then 

review the methods and criteria and ask themselves how credible and transferable these 

findings are to their own (unique) settings. The methodology utilised in this research 

does not allow generalisations of these findings to everyone, everywhere, in all 

employability scenarios, nor even to all MAPs. Nor does the model suggest that “higher” 

or “lower” orientations towards employability development are fixed; rather, they are 

relative to context. Nevertheless, I believe that the findings should have value for 

consideration and, frequently, verisimilitude for other settings and scenarios. 

Implications of the UPM model are outlined, subsequently, in Chapter 8. 
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CHAPTER 8: SUMMARY, 
DISCUSSION AND REFLECTIONS 

8.1 CONTRIBUTIONS TO THE FIELD OF EMPLOYABILITY 

The research undertaken in this project produced new insights into and knowledge 

about employability, an enhanced understanding of the ways that mature age 

employees realise their employability and a new model of learning for employability for 

mature age professionals (MAPs). Study 5, the meta-interpretation for this research, 

drew together major findings from the previous four studies, related these soundly to 

the purposes of the project by answering the research questions and then presented 

four research products. Chapter 8, the final chapter in this thesis, identifies the 

contribution of this research to the field of employability and summarises the nature 

and value of the Understand–Pursue–Manage (UPM) model while comparing it to other, 

extant learning models and offering a critique of this new approach. Chapter 8 also 

highlights the implications of the UPM model for policy, practice and future 

research.116 

8.1.1 My revised definition of employability 

I began this research with a preliminary working definition of employability as follows: 

Employability comprises the skills and attributes an individual requires to 
identify, apply for, acquire and maintain employment as well as the skills and 
attributes an individual exhibits that are valued by potential or existing 
employers. 

As the first research contribution, a (re)definition of employability was presented in 

Chapter 7, summarised as follows:  

Employability of the individual is an evolving journey of dynamic 
development and realisation of an individual’s employment capability 
comprising three main undertakings: understanding, pursuit and 
management. These activities are overlapping and interactive and do not 
occur in a linear timeline. This practice of development and realisation can 
take many forms.  

 
116 Utilising Dialogue Question 5.2. 
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Individual employability is situated at a nexus between individuals and their 
shifting, fluid, environment, featuring a complex web of processes, 
influences and resources that operate at multiple levels and over time to 
frame work, workplaces and careers. This range of external influences 
includes the passage of time. Individual employability is unique to each 
individual: each person’s practice of employability realisation, and the 
external influences surrounding them, are individually situated.  

Thus, key changes in the definition of employability presented in this thesis are: 

• a shift from equating employability with skills to more complex, agential and 

future-oriented capabilities, particularly advanced capabilities vital to the 

development of those workers with a higher employability orientation and 

capacity; 

• a shift from employer-oriented judgement of what constitutes employability to 

ownership of and primary responsibility for employability by the individual (rather 

than employability being limited to worker skills and capacities of most relevance 

to a specific employer, employability is depicted as the ownership, by the 

individual, of their own unique developmental journey that enables them to 

achieve success and job suitability in their current role and to also build their 

capacity for employability development); and 

• employability development as a shared responsibility between workers and 

employers/mentors (rather than waiting for employers or managers to decide 

what [if any] form of learning or development an employee should undertake, 

workers are encouraged to work with managers/intermediaries/others to 

collaboratively develop the employee’s employability). 

In addition to this new definition of the main phenomenon, the second research product 

presented in Chapter 7 was an interpretation of employability as featuring a range, from 

lower to higher, in terms of awareness of, and orientation towards, employability and 

its development. An array of external factors impacting on individual employability at 

meta, macro and micro levels of influences, was presented as the third research product.  

8.1.2 The UPM model: Its nature and value and contribution 

The UPM model was presented as the fourth research product, translating the above 

insights into a learning model that is designed to foster an awareness of employability, 
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and facilitate the enhancement and re-imagining of work, employment trajectory and 

job satisfaction in a worker’s mature years. The UPM model has three main parts:  

A) Developing employability through UPM 

The first part relates to the fundamental practice of developing employability 

through UPM. As stated at various points in this thesis, to be developed, 

employability must be comprehended as something that is distinct from simply 

(being in or attaining) employment, something that is pursued as a goal and 

accomplished through self-directed management. This ongoing practice interacts 

with—but is not necessarily limited to—the seven key aspects of employability 

identified in this thesis and the array of capabilities aligned with these aspects. 

A majority of MAPs are, typically, engaged in developing their employability in the 

workplace through the development of one or several of the capabilities identified 

in these seven key aspects, but without necessarily seeing beyond such 

undertakings. They may be engaging in professional development activities 

provided by their organisation, learning about new technologies in their job or 

undertaking an external and/or online learning program, for example. Each person 

typically undertakes such endeavours with varying degrees of conscious 

engagement with their own employability, and with varying degrees of success. 

Many MAPs, for example, enter a job and follow their employer’s instructions with 

regard to their own development and, as a result, may have engaged in UPM 

without ever having consciously realised that they have employability nor that it 

needs to be augmented. 

B) Variations in orientation towards employability  

The second part of the model, recognising that orientations towards employability 

development can vary, from lower to higher levels of engagement and capacity, 

addresses those MAPs with a moderate to higher level of awareness of their own 

employability, who may consciously recognise that they have employability and 

that it needs to be fostered. The UPM model, for MAP workers with higher levels 

of awareness and ability, recommends engagement with three advanced 

employability dimensions (reflecting, engaging with advanced employability 
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capabilities such as motivation and resilience, and critiquing one’s employability 

journey). 

C) Assisting those who have a lower orientation towards employability  

The third part of the model was designed for those MAPs who have a low to 

moderate level of awareness of/development capacity for their own 

employability, who might conflate employment with employability and who are 

infrequently aware that they need to (or can) understand, pursue and manage 

their own employability. For these MAPs, the model recommends modifications 

to the way that organisations engage with their mature employees so that they 

can develop a deeper awareness of the challenges that mature age workers face 

concerning finding work and building careers, acquire a better understanding of 

solutions to these difficulties and foster broader knowledge about the links 

between learning and employability. 

8.1.3  A critical appraisal of the research method 

A) Justification of the research method 

Considerable justification for the choice of research strategies was provided in the 

methods chapter (Chapter 2). Within the interpretive paradigm, two strategies were 

selected and justified as follows. Philosophical hermeneutics was selected due to the 

need to facilitate an interpretation of prior knowledge of the phenomenon while 

allowing for reflexive growth and development in that knowledge during the study. This 

method also allowed for dynamic interaction with text, the navigation of a complex 

theoretical research base and for the integration of findings into a final meta-

perspective. The second research approach, hermeneutic phenomenology, was 

included as it offered an optimal means to access the lived experiences of MAPs, 

particularly understandings that were more implicit and/or ways that the target cohort 

described their experiences. 

B) Rigour of method 

Rigour in implementation in the interpretive paradigm was provided by ensuring that 

the research actions (planned and evolving during the research) matched both the 

paradigm norms and the practices of the selected research approaches. Rigour was built 



 

292 

into this project by systematically ensuring congruence between the goals of the thesis, 

the main research questions and the research methods utilised. I achieved this by clearly 

identifying the goals and aims of the thesis in the initial chapter while delineating the 

main research questions that would address those goals. Each of the main research 

questions was then assigned, strategically, to one of four studies. In the hermeneutic 

studies, rigour was achieved through creating highly relevant and sufficiently wide-

ranging, text sets and then using the Gadamerian hermeneutic strategies of a dialogue 

of questions and answers, the hermeneutic circle and a fusion of horizons to deeply 

interrogate these texts. In the phenomenological study, rigour was pursued through 

choosing relevant participants with rich, relevant experience, providing thick, rich 

description of the participants’ experiences to portray themes across their experiences 

reflectivity during the data collection phase, and by ensuring that the voices of the 

participants were reflected in the final themes that were presented in Study 4. The final, 

meta-interpretive study, Study 5, then drew together these findings, interrogating them 

and coalescing them in a final fusion of horizons for this thesis. Repeated cycles of 

hermeneutic circle reflection challenged emerging themes against the parts (e.g., texts 

and narratives) in the findings. 

C) Transparency of method 

Very detailed descriptions of each phase of the research studies have been provided to 

ensure transparency of method. The reflexive approach of hermeneutics—

demonstrated through documenting my pre-understandings and acknowledging, step 

by step, the changing nature of my horizons of understanding—ensured that research 

was conducted transparently and sufficiently such that others can review my findings 

with a view to potentially transferring my findings to other situations. 

A potential critique of the transparency of method utilised during the course of the 

thesis is that I was both a researcher and someone, in my work, seeking to promote 

employability in an educational context. There were advantages and disadvantages to 

this. On the one hand, I could use this knowledge and experience to interrogate the 

interviewees deeply. However, there was always the risk of bias as I could have affected 

the responses of the participants, and they may have responded differently to how they 

would have behaved with a different interviewer. I guarded against this potential 

disadvantage by acknowledging my own preconceptions about the main research topic 



 

293 

at the commencement of the thesis, by taking care to listen to the participants’ 

experiences and by utilising multiple research methods. 

D) Credibility of the findings 

Credibility, in the context of this research project, refers to the plausibility of the 

findings. This credibility was achieved by a combination of the above three methods; 

that is, since the paradigm and methods were relevant and justified, and the application 

of the methods was rigorous, transparent and congruent to the phenomenon, research 

goals and research questions, the credibility of the findings was enhanced, as was the 

soundness and plausibility of the arguments and research products. 

The first research product, for example, presents a (re)definition of individual 

employability as inherently unique to each person, exemplifying a perspective that is 

congruent with the interpretive paradigm and its depiction of multiple constructed 

realities.  

8.1.4 A critical appraisal of the UPM model 

Investigating MAPs as the main focus of the research has highlighted the importance of 

issues related to age, ageing and time, in considering employability. The selection of four 

different industry sectors has allowed for rich comparisons between MAPs working in 

these sectors at a time of enormous change and transformation in the workplace. The 

inclusion of intermediaries (e.g., educators/mentors), as well as workers, has allowed 

for yet deeper insights into the issues and challenges facing MAPs. Intermediary 

participants often gained insight not only through their own career progression and the 

array of challenges they have personally faced, but they had the added advantage of a 

“higher/distant ground” vantage point from having engaged with the challenges facing 

dozens, even hundreds, of those in the target cohort. An iterative approach, combining 

hermeneutics and phenomenology, allowed for a multi-focused and sourced 

exploration of employability. The deep and rigorous examination of the key 

phenomenon through a series of five studies worked well and succeeded in deeply 

illuminating the research phenomenon for the target cohort of MAPs.  

It is important to note that since this research was conducted in the interpretive 

paradigm, there was no intention to produce findings that can be generalised. Indeed, 
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this paradigm values multiple constructed realities and interpretations. Instead, readers 

are provided here with research that addresses three key quality criteria (rigour, 

transparency and credibility), and on this basis, it is the reader’s place to use this quality 

evidence to judge the research in terms of relevance, worth and transferability to their 

situation and, as deemed appropriate, to transfer these findings to their context. In 

critically appraising my research, I note three deliberate and unavoidable limitations 

(A–C): 

A) My target group was MAPs 

Employability research could well examine different age groups, people with different 

abilities/disabilities/levels of wellbeing, people with various cultural languages and 

educational backgrounds and advantage/disadvantage (e.g., refugees, Indigenous 

people, people from chronically underemployed populations/family groups). I chose to 

focus on MAPs. Further research can address these other target groups. 

B) The literature base in relation to the target cohort 

Various challenges presented by the literature base should be noted. Much of the 

relevant research literature focused on employability either in relation to younger 

people or for all workers without age restrictions. Even where the literature did focus 

on MAPs, terms such as “mature” or “older worker” had multiple definitions, some 

starting in the early-40s and some extending to the 70s, contrasting with the definition 

in this thesis of mature age as being between 45 and 64. These text sets were included 

in my interpretations as there was valuable research material in them that offered 

salient insights into employability. The sparsity of material focused specifically on the 

45–64-year-old age range was balanced by the inclusion of Studies 1 and 4, namely, the 

investigations of my own experiences of employability and that of the range of research 

participants included in this project. Critical appraisal of the literature and balancing the 

experiential study with the literature studies sought to address this. Future research and 

expanded literature will provide a further and future relevant basis for ongoing research. 

C) The meaning of “professional” 

For simplicity, the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) definition of “professional” was 

incorporated as the standard for this thesis. From this definition, four industry sectors 

were focused on: business, information and communications technologies (ICT), 



 

295 

education and health. An advantage of this approach is that the inclusion of these 

different industry sectors allowed for comparison and evaluation of nuanced 

differences. However, a disadvantage is that the way people from these four sectors are 

expected to act in relation to confidentiality, duty of care and higher-level professional 

expectations can vary in practice. Indeed, it can be noted that what precisely constitutes 

professionalism in the literature is often subject to much debate (Reid, Dahlgren, Petocz, 

& Dahlgren, 2008). Some professional practices have clearly defined, well-established 

understandings of what is required of an individual within their profession equated, 

historically, with the acquisition of a relevant body of knowledge, while others may be 

more opaque. Professional practice experiences may differ between those entering an 

established profession (such as health or education) and those with more generic 

qualifications (such as business or ICT) entering a workforce where they will be expected 

to behave professionally but may not be perceived, by society, as a professional. Even 

within those sectors traditionally defined as occupational professions, boundaries may 

be blurring as occupational professions transform into organisational ones, with 

corporations, rather than governments or non-profits, employing staff from the health 

and education sectors (Elkjaer & Brandi, 2014; Evetts, 2014). Moreover, the study only 

examined the Australian context. Definitions of and perspectives about what constitutes 

a professional would have been likely to differ yet further if international viewpoints had 

been considered. 

Rather than seeing these debates as diminishing the robustness of the research 

products, I would see them as reinforcing the case that has been made throughout the 

thesis that organisational perspectives transform over time as the needs and 

requirements of changing workplaces demand new and innovative practices. 

Nevertheless, future studies that look at one or the other of these groups would be 

useful to draw out further distinctions. 

D) The capacity and interest of people to understand employability and action its 

development 

In addition to the above-outlined limitations, there are two further points to consider. 

Firstly, how deeply the participants in the phenomenological study appreciated the 

phenomenon they were providing feedback about and, secondly, in relation to the 

learning model, whether employers and managers can value the improvement of 
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individual employability—as defined in this thesis—and perceive its improvement 

among MAPs and other employees as a worthwhile undertaking for their organisations. 

Can individuals perceive their own employability? 

One of the primary challenges in implementing the UPM approach may be that some 

individuals neither fully recognise their own level of employability and/or lack the 

confidence to see beyond the immediacy of their own current role and its various tasks. 

While this may be true in some instances, this was not the case with any of the 22 

participants in this research project, as an example. When asked to track their own sense 

of employability, over time, in the second interview phase, the interviewees understood 

what was being asked and were able to complete the task, without being overly 

prompted. While the term “employability” might have been a new word, each 

participant was able to quickly perceive that they had employability and that this had 

varied over time and with circumstances. Each participant could also see that they 

needed to act in order to change their employability. What was occasionally in doubt in 

their minds, rather than the concept itself, was how and in what manner to undertake 

this developmental practice.  

Can and do organisations value and take responsibility for the development of 

employability among their mature age professional staff members? 

A second potential obstacle to the UPM model may be that employers lack the 

vision/ethics/experience/resources/willingness to institute such a learning initiative. A 

panoply of possibilities with regard to the personalities and dispositions of the more 

senior individuals within a corporate structure is likely to exert considerable influence 

on the effectiveness of corporate development strategies, including employability. 

Boddy, Ladyshewsky and Galvin (2010), for example, report on the toxic impact of what 

they term “corporate psychopaths” and the damaging effects that influential individuals, 

largely without ethics, can have on corporate development: managers at less senior 

positions are often influenced by those that they report to and, if those at the top are 

making unethical choices, then there is likely to be an impact on decision making at more 

junior levels. However, while this may be true in some companies, there were occasional 

instances in the research interviews where participants had experienced a focus, in an 

organisational context, on aiding staff to develop the confidence, resilience and insight 
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they needed to garner in order to navigate their careers over the longer-term, even 

when it was not specifically in the immediate best interest of the company to do so. 

Management style and corporate interest in staff development appear to be critical, in 

this regard, as PM:2 experienced: 

I certainly put a lot of sway in the managers I’ve had. When I was at ‘X’—the 
manager—I would have worked for him under any circumstances; whatever 
he asked me to do—I’d do, just to be able to work for him. In that situation, 
I had the confidence of my boss and the security of my boss in the sense that 
I knew that he had my back. You can’t be confident if you don’t have ... if you 
don’t know what your boss is thinking.... 

And at my current employer, ‘Y’, resilience is constantly talked about. I have 
been on programs on resilience that were just offered to all staff. Absolutely! 

Why do you think your company does that? [After a long pause to think] ... 
I think there’s a very, very positive ... so one thing is that they’re redefining 
the vision and mission at work at the moment ... and certainly they have one 
or two who walk their talk, in terms of better health, among the [senior] staff. 
So ... there have been all sorts of things that have happened in the time that 
I’ve been there to support staff.  

Recently, my confidence hasn’t been the highest. I asked, as part of my 
professional development, I asked to be able to engage in a career 
development program. They help you assess your capabilities, do various 
tests and develop your collateral material like your CV.  

Your company paid for you to have career counselling when you were 
already in the job? Yes. Yes. There were objections from HR, but my boss 
pushed it through! It was excellent. It doesn’t stop when you finish your 
sessions. I still have to finish it off—but it was very useful. [PM:2] 

PM:2’s experience was the most extensive example of organisations going to 

considerable lengths to boost their staff’s confidence and resilience among the people I 

interviewed, but it illustrates how collaboration between industry, educational 

institutions, intermediary professionals and individuals can, potentially, achieve this 

“bigger picture viewpoint”. 

8.1.5 Using an example of the UPM model in action (hypothetically) to critique the 

model: Employability development in “Company A” 

To illustrate how the various elements within the UPM model would come together to 

create greater employability among MAPs, an example is provided of how, in an 
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organisation termed “Company A”, the proposed model could be enacted in a real-life 

scenario (the reader is referred to Appendix S). The need for an initial assessment of 

both the given context and the employees in question, so that goals for the 

improvement of their employability are tailor-made to a specific context, is emphasised. 

8.1.6 A comparison with other learning models 

Several extant models of employability development have been presented in this 

thesis.117 These included the USEM model of graduate employability (Knight & Yorke, 

2002) and the Career Edge model of employability (Pool & Sewell, 2007). A more recent 

example would be Bennett, Richardson, and MacKinnon’s (2016) employability 

development model.118 Each of these various models focuses on having a sound 

knowledge of a core profession, identifying career interests and preparing for the 

workplace. Bennett et al.’s model, for example, suggests a five-part process whereby 

students, as a starting point, learn to develop discipline-specific and generic skills and 

knowledge in a formal learning environment, develop themselves through self-

awareness and explore future career possibilities. They then seek out experience in their 

chosen careers while learning how to interact with others and develop teamwork and 

communication skills, and then continue to navigate the world of work through further 

goal setting and study.  

In contrast, the UPM model, rather than commence with formal learning, addresses, 

firstly, current levels of employability awareness and seeks to design a learning program 

suited to each individual. For those at a higher level of employability awareness and with 

a more proactive approach to its development, the emphasis is on aiding that person to 

develop higher-level employability capabilities. For those with a lower level of 

awareness of employability, modifications to the surrounding environment, in an 

organisational context, are recommended, so as to foster awareness of employability as 

a possibility. Development can take place within a variety of settings, not limited to 

formal education or to a specific time period: it could include informal learning 

communities and flexible levels of engagement, so that the individual, over time, can 

 
117 Please refer to Chapter 4, Study 2. 
118 Note that some graduates are first-time or previous workers or current part timers. However, this 

model predominantly caters to those about to enter their current work role/profession on a full-time 
basis as graduates of their current courses. 
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engage when they wish, for as long as they wish, in their own employability 

development practice. The great strength of this approach is that it encourages the 

collaborative participation of multiple stakeholders. Though each has a distinct 

perspective of employability, each commits to developing employability across 

individuals as a collaborative goal—separate from, but interlinked with—their own 

specific employability goals. 

8.2 IMPLICATIONS OF THE RESEARCH FINDINGS 

The findings of this project have implications for a variety of stakeholders. There are 

implications for businesses, education, governments and broader society, as well as for 

future researchers. 

8.2.1 Implications for practice organisations 

The main implication of these findings for organisations is that they may need to do a 

lot more to embed employability development, as a practice in relation to mature age 

employees, into their HR structure and to examine their responsibilities in relation to 

employability development for all workers (of different ages, abilities, etc.). Open 

learning communities, company-wide, mandatory professional development around 

positive hiring, diversity of teams and positive retention of more mature workers are 

proposed. Organisations may need to review their hiring practices, so that job adverts 

positively portray a desire to hire mature age employees inclusively and/or authentically 

portray actual staff development provisions. Organisations may also need to offer staff 

a lot more developmental opportunities that are not limited to employees’ current roles, 

i.e., employability development that goes beyond immediate responsibilities. Moreover, 

as this is a contextual model, each organisation needs to review its own specific situation 

prior to implementing any type of change process using the model. 

8.2.2 Implications for tertiary education institutions 

The revised definition of employability is highly relevant to the education of all 

graduates; this is particularly related to the notion of the responsibility of individual 

workers for their ongoing employability development and future workforce relevance. 

The role tertiary education institutions might have in initiatives related to the UPM 

model depends partly on their capacity to see how the UPM model has implications 
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beyond MAPs group and partly on their interest to engage, with industry, in an expanded 

view of employability to encompass future phases of employment, e.g., for older 

workers. The strategies outlined above suggest expertise in evaluating employability 

and in open learning systems. If this is not available internally in organisations, then it 

could perhaps be provided by a professional consultant or an educational institution. 

Examples of both exist. Techniques, for example, to measure employability are still in 

their infancy, but are emerging in the education sector (see Saunders & Zuzel, 2010),119 

and there are open learning initiatives supporting education for professional practice 

and employability already in place.120 Given the large number of more mature students 

in the higher education sector, particularly online students (see Norton & 

Cherastidtham, 2018), these types of ventures could be a source of considerable 

opportunity for education institutions. 

8.2.3 Implications for intermediaries  

There are several major implications of the UPM model for those in intermediary 

occupations. For those in outplacement and career counselling, who are often focused 

on aiding those transitioning between roles (i.e., who have been retrenched and are 

seeking new employment), it could be that there is an opportunity for them to offer 

their services to corporations in new and innovative ways such that they offer their 

expertise to employees who are currently employed and who seek to renew their sense 

of engagement with their career and its growth. Recruitment organisations could, 

perhaps, focus on the positive aspects of hiring older employees and promote this to 

their clients, rather than reflect their clients’ biases against such hiring and/or offer 

alternative ways to hire older workers such as through contract arrangements or 

shorter-term consulting arrangements.  

 
119 See, also, the Employability Appraisal Scale (Llinares-Insa, Gonzalez-Navarro, Zacares-Gonzalez, & 

Cordoba-Inesta, 2018). 
120 Such as the community of practice established by the Australasian Community of Interprofessional 

Collaborative Practice (ACoIPCP) (see Ritchie et al., 2013) or the community established by the Equal 
Opportunity Commission to support organisations with their hiring and retention of people with 
disability: https://eoc.sa.gov.au/initiatives/disability-employment-community-practice 

https://eoc.sa.gov.au/initiatives/disability-employment-community-practice
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8.2.4 Implications for governments and for social equity 

Governments may wish to consider how they can implement broader strategies that 

could aid the employability of MAPs. Two significant strategies that could be considered 

in this regard include raising MAPs’ familiarity with ICT, and governmental intervention 

with regard to unemployment. With regard to ICT, there are some efforts being made 

by the federal government at present to redress gaps in older people’s knowledge of 

and familiarity with ICT.121 However, these tend to be generic and not specifically 

focused on professionals. More targeted educational support for MAPs, particularly 

around advanced computing capabilities, given the findings in this thesis, could be of 

great value. 

With regard to unemployment, it should be noted that awareness of, and research into, 

mature age, white-collar unemployment among higher-paid professionals, is 

comparatively sparse (Gabriel, Gray, & Goregaokar, 2010).122 What research has been 

done in this area indicates that there is a mismatch between government support 

services provided123 and the demonstrated needs of those in the target cohort. As such, 

governments should consider providing a support system for mature, unemployed 

professionals that depicts joblessness, not as a cause for shame or frustration, but as an 

opportunity for growth and understanding. Older workers could benefit from this being 

a tailored support system that recognises mature jobseekers’ aspirations and 

preferences, potentially staffed by people who can empathise with the challenges facing 

more mature workers. Such a system could also, potentially, provide the opportunity to 

reflect on career and aid MAPs in considering alternative options such as consulting, 

self-employment or freelancing (Zikic & Richardson, 2007). Such a specialist 

employment service could form a bridge between employers and MAPs, providing 

 
121 For example, the Be Connected initiative—see https://www.beconnectednetwork.org.au 
122 Nevertheless, Latack, Kinicki, and Prussia (1995) argue that the experience of joblessness among 

higher-paid professionals may be even more traumatic than for other groups: 
 Professional workers experience what might be termed a ‘harder they fall’ effect. That is, for workers 

who are economically better off and who may derive a larger portion of their psychological identity 
from work, the discrepancies are more severe than for hourly workers. (p. 327) 

123 Lindsay (2018) depicts the fundamental failing of government-supported schemes, such as Job Active, 
as that they are “informed by an understanding of labor market exclusion that sees behavioral and 
attitudinal failings as key so that behavior-shaping incentives and punitive measures are required” (p. 
565). This leads to staff preferencing monitoring and compliance and emphasising applying for jobs—
regardless of whether they are suited to the applicant’s background: what one jobseeker portrayed as 
a “mad rush to get you back into work under any circumstances” (Wickramasinghe & Bowman, 2018, 
p. 8). 

https://www.beconnectednetwork.org.au/
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counselling and advice. While the government should consider the cost of having this 

kind of system in place, it should also consider the cost of not having this type of system 

in place, both in terms of the loss to the economy of revenue and tax generation but 

also from a social equity standpoint. 

Governments should perhaps consider whether some MAPs, particularly mature 

unemployed people, are a vulnerable group in society due to age considerations and the 

changing nature of work. Several participants had suggestions for how these 

vulnerabilities might be ameliorated at a systems level. Some suggested quotas, i.e., 

government-mandated hiring practices to favour hiring older workers. Others suggested 

that we should review, as a society, the way that we depict older people in the media, 

pointing out that advertisements for the over-50s typically portray them as near 

retirement. Conversely, advertisements for mortgages focus on younger people, even 

though many older people borrow money to buy houses. These participants proposed 

that governments initiate programs that depict mature people in a more positive and 

vibrant manner. 

8.2.5 Implications for future research 

This thesis has particularly been an exploration of the area of mature age learning in 

relation to employability. It should be acknowledged that time and space limitations 

have restricted the application of these inquiries to other age groups, different cohorts 

and other perspectives on employability. More research in these areas is required. For 

example, while the thesis has recognised that perspectives on employability can be 

referenced to multiple stakeholder levels, it has not been within the scope of the project 

to examine, in detail, more collective viewpoints. Several aspects of the interplay and 

interconnectedness between organisations and their competing sets of influences and 

the manner in which these forces interact with individuals have deliberately not been 

explored. The relation, for example, between the size of an organisation (in either 

revenue or staff number terms) and its level of awareness of, and commitment to, 

employability development has not been fully investigated. 

Lastly, intermediaries appear to be a critical element in the employability landscape. 

Labour-hire intermediaries, for example, are, in many instances, gradually taking the 

place of traditional employers on a shorter-term basis. This has resulted in a bifurcation 
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of commitment and loyalty: employees may be committed to the labour-hire 

organisation that is their ultimate hirer rather than to the organisation they are 

undertaking the contract with (Connelly & Gallagher, 2004). At the present point in time, 

however, there is a marked absence of research into intermediation, particularly in the 

context of MAPs’ employability (Benner, 2003) and this could be a rich source of insights 

for future research. 

8.3 MY EXPERIENCE DURING THIS RESEARCH PROJECT 

In their reflections on the life-world, Dahlberg et al. (2008) suggest that it may be 

impossible, ultimately, to communicate the essence of a phenomenon in words: 

essences are their phenomena; the phenomena are their essences … 
phenomenology shows that everything is experienced as something, i.e. 
everything has its own style, its own way of being and thus, the essence 
cannot be separated from the phenomenon that it is the essence of. (p. 247) 

Nevertheless, I feel I have come a long way in understanding the phenomenon of 

employability, at least in relation to MAPs. When I began this project, I had a clear idea 

about what I wanted to investigate but no conception of the hard work and commitment 

that was to lie ahead. That hard work has borne fruit as I have slowly and methodically 

identified the core concepts in this thesis: the idea that employability is likely to be 

multifaceted and dynamic, that it is frequently developmental in nature, that it usually 

involves a commitment, by an individual, to its understanding, pursuit and management. 

This perspective—that employability is a lived phenomenon that must be strived for—

has provided me with rich insights not only into myself and the people I work with but 

into the career development of an array of different age groups and industry sectors. 

Moreover, the UPM model, for me, represents a logical next step in the fostering of 

employability through education and learning. No doubt it is markedly different to what 

transpires in most workplace contexts at the present time, but, in some instances, in 

some organisations, the sparks of a potentially different learning system do exist, as 

PM:2’s experience quoted above attests to. This situation is a source of excitement for 

me. Ironically, I am now at the upper end of the age group considered in this thesis; 

many people around me are contemplating retirement or have already left the 

workforce. For me, however, the findings in this thesis represent a tremendous 

wellspring of possibilities that I aim to keep exploring for many years to come. 
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APPENDIX B: A GUIDE TO CAREER-RELATED INTERMEDIARIES AND THEIR SPECIFIC SERVICES 

LABOUR MARKET 
INTERMEDIARIES AND 

THEIR ROLES IN AIDING 
EMPLOYABILITY / 

LEARNING FOR 
EMPLOYABILITY             

 ROLE → Primary function How they aid the individual 
worker 

How are they 
remunerated? 

How do you find 
them? 

How do you 
encounter them? 

What 
qualifications do 

they need? 
INTERMEDIARIES 

↓             
              

Commercial Recruitment 
Consultants 

To assist corporate clients find 
suitable employees (at all levels). 

Highly limited. Their focus is on 
aiding their fee-paying corporate 
clients. 
  

Organisations. By submitting 
resumes. 

Face to face at their 
invitation. 

None. 

              

Labour-Hire Recruitment 
Consultants 

To assist corporate clients find 
suitable interim or project-based 
employees that the recruitment 
company payrolls. 

Highly limited. Their focus is on 
aiding their fee-paying corporate 
clients; however, as they are 
essentially the employer a 
longer-term relation ensues. 
  

Organisations. By submitting 
resumes. 

Face to face at their 
invitation. 

None. 

              

JobActive Consultants 

Assist the unemployed transition 
back into employment. Federal 
government programs managed 
by Centrelink & Dept. of 
Employment.  

Highly variable. Assistance 
depends on contractual 
obligations between the service 
provider and the Dept. of 
Unemployment.   

Federal 
government. 

By registering with 
Centrelink. 

Face to face 
through a 
structured 
engagement 
process. 

None. 

              

Internal Corporate 
Recruiters 

To act as intermediaries between 
a corporation's HR department 
and applicants for advertised 
roles. 

No assistance extended unless 
you progress in a recruitment 
process. Assist in negotiations 
and on-boarding. 

Organisations. By submitting 
resumes. 

Face to face at their 
invitation. 

None directly.  
Competition for 
roles is intense. 
May indirectly 
mean a degree is 
required.  
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LABOUR MARKET 
INTERMEDIARIES AND 

THEIR ROLES IN AIDING 
EMPLOYABILITY / 

LEARNING FOR 
EMPLOYABILITY             

 ROLE → Primary function How they aid the individual 
worker 

How are they 
remunerated? 

How do you find 
them? 

How do you 
encounter them? 

What 
qualifications do 

they need? 
INTERMEDIARIES 

↓             

Outplacement 
Consultants 

Typically engaged by an 
organisation when it is 
retrenching more senior staff 
(though can also be line staff). 
The main objective is to aid 
retrenched employees find an 
appropriate new role as quickly 
as possible. 

Engagement can be anything 
from a one-time meeting to one 
year or more of mentoring and 
assistance to find a new role. 
Help will be provided in labour 
market information, career 
planning, resume writing, 
interview skills, application 
management, job board 
knowledge, etc. 
  

Organisations 
and/or local, state 
or federal 
government. 

Referred by your 
employer. 

Face to face 
through mutual 
arrangement. 

Expertise in HR 
and/or recruitment 
over several years + 
consultants in this 
field tend to be 
degree qualified. 

              

Career Counsellors Within 
Educational Institutions 
(Schools or Universities) 

To aid school- or university-based 
students in evaluating and 
identifying career paths. 

Range of services from 
psychological profiling to industry 
visits to arranging work 
experience and mentoring on 
resume writing and interview 
style. 

Institution. An embedded 
service within the 
institution. 

Typically embedded 
within the 
curriculum in 
school; may be by 
appointment or 
through seminars at 
university. 
  

Usually degree 
qualified often with 
that degree in HR 
or Career 
Counselling or 
Psychology. 

              

Fee for Service Career 
Counsellors 

To aid individuals to identify 
career paths and job search 
strategies. 

Provision of psychological 
profiling, career identification, 
job search and interview 
coaching. 
 
  

Individuals. Internet or 
advertising or 
through peak 
bodies. 

Face to face or 
online. 

Typically have a 
Diploma in Career 
Guidance or a Grad 
Cert  in same. 
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LABOUR MARKET 
INTERMEDIARIES AND 

THEIR ROLES IN AIDING 
EMPLOYABILITY / 

LEARNING FOR 
EMPLOYABILITY             

 ROLE → Primary function How they aid the individual 
worker 

How are they 
remunerated? 

How do you find 
them? 

How do you 
encounter them? 

What 
qualifications do 

they need? 
INTERMEDIARIES 

↓             

Internal Corporate 
Trainers 

To coordinate training programs 
as deemed necessary to the 
organisation and its staff by 
senior management. 

To ensure staff are trained in all 
aspects of their job and kept up 
to date with corporate 
developments where training in 
new standards or skills is 
required. 
  

Organisations. Internally within an 
organisation—
directly or via 
intranet. 

Face to face or 
online. 

Typically have a 
training or HR 
related 
qualification. 
Typically degree 
level. 

              

Executive Coaches 

To aid senior management and 
executives to develop and 
maintain competency in a range 
of leadership and management 
skills. 

Identification of skills deficits. 
One-on-one or group training. 
Ongoing mentoring. 

By organisations or 
individuals. 

Internet, 
advertising or via 
peak body. 

Face to face or 
online. 

Typically have a 
coaching, training 
or HR related 
qualification. 
Typically degree 
level. 
  

              

Peak Body Professional 
Development 

To offer professional 
development and support to a 
specific profession. 

Ongoing professional 
development and individual 
support through membership 
services. 

Individuals. Introduction, 
advertising, online 
or via examination-
related contact. 

Face to face or 
online. 

Staff working for 
the peak body who 
offer support and 
advice would 
typically have 
qualifications in the 
relevant profession. 
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APPENDIX C: DIALOGUE QUESTIONS USED FOR PHILOSOPHICAL 
HERMENEUTIC INVESTIGATIONS IN STUDIES 1, 2, 3 AND 5 

RESEARCH QUESTION DIALOGUE QUESTIONS 

Research Question 1 
What does the term employability 
mean—in general, but particularly 
within the context of the work of 
mature age professionals (working 
within the industry sectors of business, 
information and communications 
technologies [ICT], health and 
education)?  

1.1   How did I come to be aware of employability prior to this 
project? 

 
1.2   What findings from my master’s research are useful in 

answering the previous question? 
 
1.3   What insights into employability can be gained by 

investigating recent and emerging interpretations of 
employability? Are there related or synonymous terms 
that distract? (In particular, how do the terms 
“employment” and “employable” differ from 
“employability”?)   

 
1.4    Are there other constructs in the literature that are 

synonymous or closely associated with employability and 
what significance do these closely related constructs have 
to a potential definition of employability?  

 
1.5    What major facets or aspects of employability can be 

extrapolated from the literature and what, in turn, are the 
component parts of these facets or aspects made up of? 

 
1.6    What implications and consequences of these various 

facets of employability can be identified for mature age, 
professional employees? 

 
1.7    Given the identified implications and consequences, what 

objectives may mature age professionals need to 
demonstrate with regard to their own employability? 

 
Research Question 2  
How do workers, particularly mature 
age professionals, perceive and 
experience their employability?  
 
 
 

2.1   In my experience, how do people within the target cohort 
perceive and experience their employability? 

 
2.2   What findings from my master’s research are useful in 

answering the previous question? 
 
2.3   How do mature age professional employees perceive and 

experience their employability according to previous 
research? 

 
2.4   In what ways are the perceptions and experiences 

depicted in the research literature for mature age 
professionals different from people in other age groups 
(and why)? 

 
Research Question 3 
What contextual factors most influence 
employability, particularly the 
employability of mature age 
professionals? 

3.1   What did I understand to be the main contextual 
influences on employability at the starting point of this 
project? 

 
3.2   What findings from my master’s research are useful in 

answering this question? 
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RESEARCH QUESTION DIALOGUE QUESTIONS 
3.3   In the literature, what major influences appear to impact 

on or modify employability for the target cohort of 
mature age professionals? 

 
3.4   What may the implications and consequences of these 

various influences be for mature age professional 
employees? 

 
3.5   Given the identified implications and consequences of 

these various influences, what objectives may mature age 
professionals need to pursue and demonstrate with 
regard to their own employability? 

 
Research Question 4 
How do workers, particularly mature 
age professionals, develop and manage 
their employability? 

4.1   In my experience, in what ways do individuals learn about 
and develop their employability? 

 
4.2   What findings from my master’s research are useful in 

answering this question? 
 
4.3   According to prior research, what forms of learning are 

currently available to mature age professional employees, 
including new and innovative models? 

 
4.4   What precedes or motivates the development of 

employability? 
 
4.5   What barriers and enablers are there to engaging with 

employability development, particularly among mature 
age professional employees? 

 
4.6   What role do career and labour market intermediaries 

have in enhancing mature age employees’ employability? 
 
4.7   How and why do organisations develop the employability 

of their mature age professional employees?  
 
4.8   What are the characteristics of advanced employability 

and how might it be developed? 
 
4.9   What objectives may mature age professionals need to 

pursue in order to develop and manage their own 
employability? 

 
Research Question 5 
How might employability and its 
development/pursuit be improved for 
mature age professionals? 

5.1    How might a development model for MAPs’ employability 
best be facilitated?  

 
5.2    What are the major implications arising from the 

development model as presented in this thesis?   
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APPENDIX D: WEBSITES REVIEWED FOR LITERATURE TEXT SETS 

ORGANISATION/NETWORK WEBSITE 

Asia-Pacific Career Development 
Association 

http://www.asiapacificcda.org/ 

Business-Higher Education 
Roundtable 

http://www.bhert.com/ 

CAEL–Linking Learning and Work http://www.cael.org/adult-learning/publication 

Canadian Career Development 
Foundation 

http://www.ccdf.ca/ccdf/ 

Career Cruising https://public.careercruising.com/en/home/#prefix-solution 

Career Development Association of 
Australia 

http://www.cdaaconference.com.au/ 

Career Development Association of 
New Zealand 

http://www.cdanz.org.nz/ 

Career Development Institute (UK) http://www.thecdi.net/ 

Career Guidance and Policy Review 
page of the OECD 

http://www.oecd.org/education/innovation-
education/careerguidancepolicyreviewhomepage.htm 

Career Industry Council of Australia https://cica.org.au/ 

Career Thought Leaders http://www.careerthoughtleaders.com/ 

Careers New Zealand http://www.careers.govt.nz/ 

Centre for Educational Research and 
Innovation (CERI) (OECD) 

http://www.oecd.org/edu/ceri/centreforeducational 
researchandinnovationcerischoolingfortomorrow.htm 
 

Development Dimensions 
International Leadership Association 

http://www.ddiworld.com/ 

Gatsby Foundation http://www.gatsby.org.uk/education/programmes/good-
career-guidance 

Higher Education Research and 
Development Society of Australasia 
(HERDSA) 

http://herdsa2016.org/ 

International Centre for Career 
Development and Public Policy 
(ICCDPP) 

http://iccdpp.org/ 

Job Outlook (As Australian 
Government Initiative) 

http://joboutlook.gov.au/ 

Korean Institute for Vocational 
Education and Training 

http://eng.krivet.re.kr/eu/index.jsp 

LH Martin Institute http://www.lhmartininstitute.edu.au/about-the-
institute/overview 

My Future (As Australian 
Government Initiative) 

https://myfuture.edu.au/ 

National Association of Graduate 
Careers Advisory Services (NAGCAS) 

http://www.nagcas.org.au/index.php 

National Career Development 
Association (USA) 

http://www.ncda.org/aws/NCDA/pt/sp/conference_home 

Older Workers http://olderworkers.com.au/tag/mature-age-employment/ 

Skills Development Scotland https://www.skillsdevelopmentscotland.co.uk/ 

Society for Vocational Psychology http://www.div17.org/vocpsych/index.htm 
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ORGANISATION/NETWORK WEBSITE 

Society for Industrial and 
Organisational Psychology 

https://www.siop.org/ 

Success Partners (China) http://www.successpartnerschina.com/About.aspx 

The Career Planning and Adult 
Development Network 

http://www.careernetwork.org/ 

The Higher Education Academy https://www.international.heacademy.ac.uk/ 

The International Centre for 
Innovation in Education 

http://icieworld.net/main2/ 

The National Careers Council (UK) https://www.gov.uk/government/groups/the-national-
careers-council 

The National Life-Work Centre http://www.lifework.ca/lifework/about.html 

The University Forum for Human 
Resource Development 

http://www.ufhrd.co.uk/wordpress/ 

Warwick Institute for Employment 
Research 

http://www2.warwick.ac.uk/fac/soc/ier/research/ 
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APPENDIX E: JOURNALS REFERENCED 

 JOURNAL ARTICLES REFERENCED 
Academy of Management Journal  2 
Academy of Management Learning and Education 1 
The Academy of Management Review 1 
Administration and Society 1 
Administrative Science Quarterly 1 
Adults Learning 1 
Ageing and Society 3 
American Journal of Sociology 3 
Asia-Pacific Journal of Cooperative Education 2 
Asia-Pacific Journal of Human Resources 1 
Australian Journal on Ageing 1 
Australian Bulletin of Labour 1 
Australian Journal of Career Development 4 
Bioscience Education 1 
British Journal of Sociology 1 
British Journal of Sociology of Education 1 
British Journal of Guidance and Counselling 1 
Cambridge Journal of Education 1 
Canadian Journal of Administrative Sciences 1 
Canadian Journal of Occupational Therapy 1 
Career Development International 2 
Career Development Quarterly 1 
Career Planning and Adult Development Journal 1 
Computers in Human Education 1 
Contemporary Nurse 2 
Education + Training 1 
Educational Theory 1 
Employee Relations 2 
ERIC Digest 1 
European Journal of Education 2 
European Journal of Internal Medicine 1 
European Journal of Work and Organizational Psychology 1 
Field Methods 3 
Focus on Health Professional Education: A Multi-Disciplinary Journal 1 
Frontiers in Psychology 1 
Global Business and Organizational Excellence 1 
Health Education Research  1 
Higher Education Research and Development 3 
Higher Education, Skills and Work-Based Learning 1 
Human Relations 1 
Human Resource Development International 1 
Human Resource Development Review 1 
Human Resource Management 2 
Human Resource Management Review 1 
Human Resources 1 
Industrial and Commercial Training 2 
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 JOURNAL ARTICLES REFERENCED 
Industrial and Organizational Psychology 1 
International Congress Series 1 
International Employment Relations Review 1 
International Entrepreneurship and Management Journal 1 
International Journal for Educational and Vocational Guidance 1 
International Journal of Advancement of Counselling 1 
International Journal of Human Resource Management 3 
International Journal of Human Resources Development and Management 1 
International Journal of Management Education 1 
International Journal of Manpower 1 
International Journal of Qualitative Methods 2 
International Journal of Research and Methods in Education 1 
International Journal of Selection and Assessment 1 
International Journal of Sociology and Social Policy 1 
International Journal of Training and Development  1 
International Journal of Training Research 1 
International Journal 1 
JONA: The Journal of Nursing Administration 1 
Journal for the Theory of Social Behaviour 1 
Journal of Advanced Nursing 1 
Journal of Aging Studies 1 
Journal of Applied Psychology 5 
Journal of Business and Psychology 1 
Journal of Business Ethics 1 
Journal of Classical Sociology 1 
Journal of Education and Work 1 
Journal of Education Policy 1 
Journal of Employment Counselling 1 
Journal of European Industrial Training 2 
Journal of Management 3 
Journal of Management Education 1 
Journal of Managerial Psychology 2 
Journal of Occupational and Organizational Psychology 4 
Journal of Organizational Behaviour 3 
Journal of Organizational Psychology 1 
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 1 
Journal of Public Affairs 1 
Journal of Social Psychology 1 
Journal of Systemic Therapies 1 
Journal of Teaching and Learning for Graduate Employability 5 
Journal of Vocational Behaviour 16 
Management Learning 1 
New Directions in the Teaching of Physical Sciences 1 
New Technology, Work and Employment 1 
Nursing Inquiry 1 
Organization 1 
Organizational Studies 2 
Organizational Dynamics 3 
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 JOURNAL ARTICLES REFERENCED 
Personnel Psychology 1 
Personnel Review 3 
Phenomenology and Practice 1 
Physiotherapy 2 
Qualitative Report 1 
Social Policy and Administration 1 
Sociological Theory 2 
Studies in Continuing Education 1 
Studies in Higher Education 6 
Tertiary Education and Management 2 
The Journal of the Association of Graduate Careers Advisory Services 2 
The Journal of Social Psychology 1 
The Qualitative Report 2 
Theory and Society 1 
Tijdschrift HRM 1 
Urban Studies 4 
Vocations and Learning 1 
Work Employment and Society 1 
Work Aging and Retirement 1 
Work Employment and Society 2 



 

339 

APPENDIX F: SELECTION CRITERIA FOR PARTICIPANTS 

 

EMPLOYEES 
The basis for their selection was that they: 

A. Are mature age employees aged 45–64 who work in the tertiary industry sector, have 
completed tertiary education and who 

B. Are currently employed in professional occupations with a minimum of 10 years in such 
roles and who 

C. Work in Business, ICT, Education or Health professions 
 
EMPLOYERS AND SUPERVISORS 
The basis for their selection was that they: 

A. Are current employers and/or supervisors of tertiary-educated, mature age employees in 
professional occupations in the tertiary industry sector and with 

B. A minimum of ten years’ direct experience in their profession as well as two years as an 
employer and/or supervisor of mature age employees in the professions outlined in “C” 
(above) and who 

C. Are regularly involved in the recruitment of mature age employees and/or who  
D. Are regularly involved in the supervision, mentoring or professional development of 

mature age employees. 
 

INTERMEDIARIES 
The basis for their selection was that they: 

A. Have spent a minimum of five years working in intermediary occupations that have 
involved the recruitment and/or professional development of tertiary-educated, mature 
age employees in professional occupations in the tertiary industry sector and who 

B. Have had recent experience (within the last 12 months) of offering support services to 
the target cohort.  

 
INTERMEDIARY MANAGERS OR SUPERVISORS 
The basis for their selection was that they: 

A. Are current employers and/or supervisors of such intermediaries as outlined immediately 
above and who have 

B. A minimum of two years as an employer and/or supervisor of such intermediaries and 
who 

C. Are regularly involved in the supervision of the recruitment or professional development 
of mature age employees and/or who 

D. Are regularly involved in the supervision of the mentoring or professional development of 
mature age workers. 
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APPENDIX G: THE RECRUITMENT PROCESS 

 

The following processes were used to identify potential participants: 

 

1. Adverts via relevant industry networks were undertaken. Participants with relevant 

backgrounds were invited to participate and respondents contacted by phone or via 

email. 

 

2. A flyer advertising the research project (including an outline of the participation criteria) 

was distributed at events that Charles Sturt University (CSU) hosted that had relevance 

to the project. 

 

3. In-mail through LinkedIn was sent to participants who, based on their LinkedIn page, 

appeared to have a suitable profile for the research.  

 

4. Direct contact with potentially suitable individuals known to the researcher. 
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APPENDIX H: FLYER ADVERTISING THE PROJECT 
TO POTENTIAL RESEARCH PARTICIPANTS 

 
 
Charles Sturt University – 
Sydney   
Locked Bag 450, Silverwater  
NSW 2128, Australia    

                   Tel: 0428 335 509     
 

 
INVITATION TO PARTICIPATE 

 
RESEARCH PROJECT: ‘TOWARDS A NEW LEARNING PARADIGM IN EMPLOYABILITY FOR 

MATURE-AGE WORKERS’ 
  

Are you involved with or interested in the employment of mature-age workers? Do you hire or 
work with mature-age people (45-64) and are interested in the challenges that they face in the 
modern world of work? Are you in this age band yourself and notice the difficulties that can be 
encountered by older workers in finding or retaining employment? 
 
The researcher is seeking your opinions on employability in the modern world of work in relation 
to more mature workers, how mature-age workers currently learn about what it takes to be 
employable and how they might better be helped to learn. The project focuses in particular on 
professionals and business people working in the tertiary industry sector. The information 
gathered through this research will assist in developing new education methods designed to 
teach mature-age workers how to become and remain employable. 
 
I would like to hear from anyone who: 
 
1. Is an employee in the age band 45-64. 
2. Employs others in the indicated age band. 
3. Is an intermediary (such as an outplacement or careers counsellor or executive search 

consultant) providing support or advice to people in the indicated age band. 
 

 
I am keen to hear about your opinions and thoughts on this subject. Participation in this research 
project will involve an initial and a follow-up interview (both around 60 minutes long). It may 
involve participation (for a limited number of participants) in a third stage of the project once 
the two initial rounds of interviews have been completed. This will be a 2-3 hour ‘think-tank’ 
type. 
 
If you would like to participate or require further information please contact Jim Cloutman on  
0428 335 509 or email Jim on jcloutman@csu.edu.au 
 
Thank you. 
 
 
 
 

mailto:jcloutman@csu.edu.au
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APPENDIX I: INFORMATION SHEETS FOR POTENTIAL INTERVIEW PARTICIPANTS 

 
 
Charles Sturt University – 
Sydney   
Locked Bag 450, Silverwater 
NSW 2128, Australia    

                         Tel: 0428 335 509 
  

 
RESEARCH PROJECT: ‘TOWARDS A NEW LEARNING PARADIGM IN EMPLOYABILITY FOR 
MATURE-AGE WORKERS’ 

 
PARTICIPANT INFORMATION STATEMENT: INTERVIEW STAGE 

  
1. Introduction 
You are invited to participate in a PhD research project study on employability among mature-
age professionals and business people (aged 45-64). The project will explore the nature of 
employability in the 21st century as well as innovations and trends involved in learning about 
how to be employable. It will focus on how mature age workers regard employability, how they 
learn about it and how such learning might be improved. We would like to hear your opinions 
on trends in employment, what it means to be employable and how people can best learn about 
this topic. The study is being conducted by Jim Cloutman from the Faculty of Arts and Education 
at Charles Sturt University (CSU). CSU hosts the Education, Practice and Employability Network 
or ‘EPEN’ (http://www.epen.edu.au/). EPEN is a network of individuals, groups, companies and 
organisations who are interested in 21st Century employability and its connections to education.  
Please take a few moments to read the following information carefully and discuss it with others 
if you wish. Ask us questions about anything you would like to clarify. Participation in this 
research is voluntary. If you do not wish to take part, you do not have to. If you decide that you 
want to take part, you will be asked to engage in interviews and possibly a think-tank with other 
participants around the topics of employability, work and education.  
 
RESEARCHERS: 
Chief Investigator:  
Jim Cloutman. M.Ed. B.A. PhD student (Education) at Charles Sturt University. 
Project Supervisors: 
Professor Joy Higgs. Charles Sturt University. 
Professor Franziska Trede. Charles Sturt University. 
 
1. What is the purpose of this research project? 
The aim of this study is to gain a more comprehensive understanding of what it means to be 
employable. There are many qualities, attitudes and dispositions that aid someone in becoming 
and remaining employed on a long-term basis. This study seeks to identify these, find out how 
people learn about them and suggest ways that people can learn more easily and quickly about 
this area.  
We would value your input and opinions on the following topics: 
 

• This study focuses on employability as a possible key to finding work and remaining 
employed. We would like to hear what you think it takes to become and remain 
employable in today’s working world. 

• The study also looks at how we learn about becoming employable, particularly for mature-
age workers (those over 45 and under 64). 

  

http://www.epen.edu.au/
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2. Why have you been invited to participate in this study? 
Professionals and business people 45 or over as well as those with considerable experience 
of hiring or supporting people in this category are being invited to participate in this study. 
We want to hear the opinions of those who are: 

• In this age band themselves and/or  
• Those who hire people in this age band (such as line managers and CEOs).  
• Those who offer support services to mature age workers (such as executive coaches, 

outplacement and executive search consultants) to take part. 
 
If you are being invited to participate in the research, then you are in one of these categories 
and the experience and insights that you bring to this discussion will form a valuable 
contribution to the research.  
To gain a broad insight into this subject in the timeframe available we are inviting up to one 
hundred people to take part. We will be identifying and approaching potential participants in 
a variety of ways. Firstly, we will be speaking directly to people known to the researcher or 
the supervisors; secondly we will make approaches through social media and/or industry 
network advertising; lastly, we will be making approaches to people who have taken part in 
CSU sponsored events related to the various research projects conducted at CSU. 
 
3. What does this study involve? 
If you agree to participate then you will be asked to take part in the following activities:  

• Two, sixty-minute interviews with the researcher. These will be conducted at a 
location of convenience to you such as your workplace or at a CSU facility near to 
your work or home. If no mutually convenient location can be identified, the 
interviews may be conducted by phone. Phone interviews will ask the same questions 
as face-to-face interviews. 

• The first interview will explore, in general terms, aspects of your working life and the 
experiences you have had during your employment, some of the difficulties and 
challenges you have faced and how you overcame them. It will also explore your 
opinions generally on this topic and how others known to you have sought out, 
acquired and maintained employment. Learning about employability will also be 
discussed including how people currently learn about it and how they might better 
learn and accumulate knowledge about it.  

• The second interview will be a more in-depth discussion of topics raised in the first 
round of interviewing. Both interviews will be audiotaped. They will be conducted by 
the researcher.  

• The timing between the first and second interviews will be between one month and 
nine months.  

• Following on from these two interviews between 6 and 8 participants will be invited 
to a ‘think-tank’ type of event. The think-tank will be a 2–3 hour roundtable that will 
be videoed. It will seek to discuss the main issues generated during the interviews 
and to evaluate and critique suggested solutions. For those taking part in the ‘think-
tank’ part of the research you will be requested to maintain the confidentiality of the 
group discussion and not divulge specific content to outside parties. 

Please note that confidentiality can be assured during the interview phase of the study; 
however, in the ‘think-tank’ phase confidentiality cannot be guaranteed for those who 
participate as this is a group discussion and will be video-recorded. 
 
4. Are there risks and benefits to me in taking part in this study?  
There is very little likelihood of any risk to you if you participate in this study. There may be 
the possibility of some anxiety involved in the discussion of your personal career to date in 
the sense that it may be re-visiting more difficult periods in your life. We cannot guarantee 
any benefit to you from participating in this project, however, taking part in it may lead to 
insights into your understanding of lifelong employability. Please weigh this up against the 
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possibility that discussing the issues and challenges you have faced in this area may cause you 
anxiety. 
 
Information given in the interview will be de-identified through the use of pseudonyms (with 
any identifying company or location information removed), and the information will be 
collated with that given by others so that it would be impossible to identify a participant 
individually. 
 
5. How is this study being paid for? 
The study is being funded in full by Charles Sturt University. 

 
6. Will taking part in this study (or travelling to it) cost me anything, and will I be paid? 
You will not be paid for taking part in this study. The researcher will discuss and arrange with 
you, prior to interviews taking place, a location of maximum convenience to you for the 
interview to minimise any travel costs that may be incurred.  
 
7. What if I do not want to take part in this study? 
Participation in this research is entirely your choice. Only those people who give their 
informed consent will be included in the project. Whether or not you decide to participate is 
your decision and will not disadvantage you.  
8. What if I participate and want to withdraw later?  
If you do decide to participate you may withdraw from the project at any time without giving 
a reason and have the option of withdrawing any data which identifies you. If you withdraw 
from the project at any point during the first two rounds of interviews, then you have the 
option of also withdrawing the data that you have provided. Please note, however, that in 
the case of the ‘think-tank’ discussion, where you will be videoed alongside others in a group 
situation, this is not possible. 
 
9. How will my confidentiality be protected? 
Paper files containing information about you (including your consent form, personal details, 
details of email addresses, etc.) will be stored in a locked filing cabinet in the principal 
researcher’s academic office. This information will not be stored with transcripts, audio or 
multimedia files to preserve confidentiality. Audiotapes of interviews, interview transcripts 
and electronic backup drives will be stored in a separate, locked filing cabinet and will not be 
made available to anybody other than the principal researcher and supervisors. 
During the research, you will be assigned a code and these codes will be attached to data (e.g. 
interview recordings and transcripts) to protect anonymity. Any other identifiable people, 
places or organisations will be disguised or assigned appropriate pseudonyms for each coded 
participant. If names of participants, or other identifiable people, places or organisations, are 
mentioned in interviews these will be replaced by the code and related pseudonyms during 
transcription. 
 
Electronic data will be stored in a password protected computer and videos taken during the 
‘think-tank’ phase of the project will be stored in digital format on the researcher’s password 
protected computer to prevent misuse, loss or unauthorised access during and after the 
research project. No information which might identify you will be disclosed without your prior 
consent. If you are directly quoted then either a pseudonym will be used or your explicit 
consent will be sought. In the latter case, you will be able to sight the intended use of the 
material before granting consent. 
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10. What will happen to the information that I give you in the interview stage? 
Final findings for this project will be formed from a variety of sources including other research 
literature and an amalgamation of data from all participants. This information will help to 
develop a suggested learning paradigm for employability. As such, the final results will not 
specifically refer to any single participant; rather, an amalgamated presentation of 
information will be submitted in the final thesis that will not have reference to any specific, 
identifiable individual (unless an individual has given their consent regarding comments being 
accredited to them). Feedback about the results of the study will be available to participants 
through the reports, journal articles and occasional papers that will arise from it.  
Data will be retained for a period of five years and held in the university data archives. It will 
then be destroyed.  
 
11. What should I do if I want to discuss this study further before I decide? 
If you would like further information, please contact Jim Cloutman on jcloutman@csu.edu.au 
or 0428 335 509. He will be able to provide further information on the project and answer 
any queries you may have. 
 
What can I do if I experience anxiety? 
If you have any problems which may be related to your involvement in this project (for example, 
feelings of distress) you are encouraged to access your local community counselling services. 
Free telephone counselling services for individuals living within Australia include Beyondblue ph. 
1300 22 4636 and Lifeline ph. 13 11 14.  
If you are a CSU staff member, and you have any problems which may be related to your 
involvement in this project (for example, feelings of distress), you can contact CSU’s Employee 
Assistance Program (EAP) provided by IPS Worldwide. CSU has engaged IPS Worldwide to 
provide free short-term professional counselling services to staff and members of their 
immediate family. The counselling can be for either work-related or personal issues, and is 
strictly confidential. IPS is an external counselling service that operates independently of CSU 
and in accordance with its professional code of conduct. Participants who wish to seek 
alternative independent counselling services are encouraged to access their local community 
counselling services.  
To access IPS Worldwide online go to: www.webeap.com. Use the following login information 
for your initial web log in: Identification: charlesuniuser  Password: 2709charlesuni 
 
To make an appointment: 
From anywhere in Australia call 1300 366 789 
From overseas call +61 2 9232 7249 
For Traumatic Incidents or Crisis Counselling (reserved for urgent appointments) call 1800 451 
138 (24 hours/7days) 
 
Charles Sturt University Human Research Ethics Committee has approved this project. If you 
have any complaints or reservations about the ethical conduct of this project, you may contact 
the Committee through ethics@csu.edu.au or (02) 6338 4628. Any issues you raise will be 
treated as confidential, investigated fully and you will be informed of the outcome.  
 
If, after reading this information sheet, you would like to participate in the study please read, 
sign and return the consent form – retaining this information sheet for your records. 

 Thank you for considering this invitation. 
 
  

mailto:jcloutman@csu.edu.au
http://www.webeap.com/
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APPENDIX J: CONSENT FORMS FOR INTERVIEW PARTICIPANTS 

 
Charles Sturt 
University – 
Sydney 
Locked Bag 450, 
Silverwater NSW 
2128, Australia 
Tel: 0428 335 509 

 
 

RESEARCH PROJECT: ‘TOWARDS A NEW LEARNING PARADIGM IN 
EMPLOYABILITY FOR MATURE-AGE WORKERS’ 

CONSENT FORM: INTERVIEW PHASE 
RESEARCHERS: 
Chief Investigator:      J.E. Cloutman. M.Ed. B.A. PhD student (Education) in Charles Sturt University. 
Project Supervisors:   Professor Joy Higgs. CSU.  Professor Franziska Trede. CSU. 
 
I agree to participate in this PhD research project’s interview phase and give my consent freely. I acknowledge 
that: 
• The purpose of the research has been explained to me including the potential discomfort I might 

experience in discussing the subject of the research.  
• I understand that the project will be conducted as described in the Information Statement, a copy of which 

I have retained.  
• I understand I can withdraw from the project at any time, that I do not have to give any reason for 

withdrawing and that I will not be subject to any penalty or discriminatory treatment if I do.   
• I understand that my personal information will remain confidential to the researchers.   
• I understand that any information or personal details gathered in the course of this research about me are 

confidential and that neither my name nor any other identifying information will be used or published 
without my written consent. 

• I have also had the opportunity to have questions answered to my satisfaction. 
• I consent to participating in two 60-minute interviews and having them audio recorded. The interviews 

will be focusing on my experience and opinions around being employable and about how I have learnt 
about these topics. (Y/N) (please circle). 

• I understand that I may be invited to a third, ‘think-tank’ event lasting around 2-3 hours and that this may 
be videoed. I understand I will be asked to sign a separate video consent form.  

• (Y/N) (please circle).  

Print Name:   ______________________________      
Contact Details (Phone) _____________________ 
Signature: _________________________________      
Date: ____________________________________  
For further information regarding the project contact the Principal Researcher, Jim Cloutman at 
jcloutman@csu.edu.au. 

NOTE:  Charles Sturt University’s Human Research Ethics Committee has approved this project.  If you have any 
complaints or reservations about the ethical conduct of this project, you may contact the Committee through the 
Executive Officer: 
The Executive Officer, Human Research Ethics Committee 
Office of Academic Governance 
Charles Sturt University 
Panorama Avenue, Bathurst NSW 2795 
Tel: (02) 6338 4628           Email: ethics@csu.edu.au 

Any issues you raise will be treated in confidence and investigated fully and you will be informed of the outcome.  

mailto:ethics@csu.edu.au


 

347 

APPENDIX K: INTERVIEW QUESTIONS FOR 
FIRST ROUND OF PARTICIPANT INTERVIEWS 

 

OWN EXPERIENCE 

1. First, I’d like to ask you just a few questions about you and your own experience. I want to 
ask you please not to identify specific people while we’re answering the interview questions—
you don’t need to mention people by name. 
Please tell me about your current job, what your responsibilities are and how long you’ve 
been working in the role. Can I also get some background on your career to date. Give me an 
overview of where you have worked, what you did and how long you were in those particular 
positions. 

 
2. I’d like to ask you to look back at your career (John) and recall times that were some of the 

harder experiences that you went through in terms of finding work. Tell me something about 
what happened and the reasons behind things? What was going on? Tell me also how you 
overcame the obstacles in front of you. 
 

3. Conversely, looking back on things, what were the easiest experiences that you went through 
in terms of finding work—and what were the reasons behind that? 
 

4. And the same thing with regard to actually being in a job. Can you recall a time or a period 
where you really had to work hard to remain employable in the position that you were in? 
Conversely, looking back, can you recall a time in a job where it was relatively smooth sailing 
from the point of view of being employed and remaining employed in that role?  

 
5. Looking back at your own career, at the highs and the lows in terms of being employed, what 

do you think were the reasons behind those highs and the lows. Was it you yourself? Was it 
the employers you were working for? Was it outside influences having an impact on things? 
Was it all of these things or something different entirely? 

 
6. You’ve mentioned several things already in relation to your own situation (list several of them 

here). Do you think they have broader applicability or were they something unique to you—
or was it a mixture of both? 

 
7. Let’s turn to the intermediary industry. Do you think employment intermediaries can help 

find and keep work? How? 
 

8. Have you (yourself) ever used an intermediary of any form—for example, recruiters, the 
JobActive network, outplacement personnel or executive coaches to assist you become more 
employable? Tell me about that.  

 
 

(INTERMEDIARIES ONLY) 
 

9. Tell me about how long you have been in this industry and how the industry has evolved. 
Work and recruitment have both been changing and evolving in recent decades so I wanted 
to ask you to compare modern-day practices in your sector with historical approaches. 
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10. Have you assisted people over 45 to find employment? What were some of the difficulties 
this group faced that younger cohorts didn’t? And what about the over-55’s? 
(Managers only): Do you think that your staff, the people under your supervision, experience 
any particular challenges with mature age people in the 45–65-year-old age bracket. What 
do you think those challenges are and how do your staff react to them? 

 
 
MATURE AGE WORKER RELATED 
 
11. Let’s turn to employment for mature age workers. What do you think are some of the 

challenges that they might face when they’re looking for work—either seeking it out or at 
the interview stage when they’re actually talking with potential employers. 

 
12. Do you think there are negative attitudes to older workers or even outright discrimination? 

If you do, what do you think these attitudes mostly are? 
 

 
WHERE DO THESE ATTITUDES ORIGINATE FROM AND HOW CAN SOMEONE AVOID THEM OR 
CIRCUMNAVIGATE THEM IN SEEKING AND MAINTAINING WORK? 
 
13. Have you been involved in the hiring of mature age workers? What were the qualities and 

aptitudes that you noticed at the hiring stage that made you want to hire someone? What 
put you off, what made you feel that someone was not suitable for employment?  
 

14. In general terms, what can a) organisations and b) governments do—or do more of—to 
attract and hire mature age workers? 
 

15. The fastest growing demographic in America right now is people over 100 years old. It could 
therefore be that we retire at 60 or 65 but live for another 30 or 40 years. That probably 
means a much longer working life, say, 50 or even 60 years. I’d like to ask what decisions you 
think someone in their 20s now is going to have to make in order to plan to work for decades 
into the future. What advice would you give younger adults about planning for this 
employment journey so as to minimise the challenges that they might experience later on? 
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APPENDIX L: INTERVIEW QUESTIONS FOR SECOND 
ROUND OF PARTICIPANT INTERVIEWS 

 

Activity One 

Please have a look at the attached table (File #2). It depicts some of the results of the research 
so far. It shows that employability is a complex topic and involves many activities. These are 
listed in the column at left and then outlined in detail in the column in the middle. 
There are also a variety of influences impacting on someone’s employability depicted at right. 
 
16. What’s your overall impression? Does it ring true to you? Have I missed anything critical? 

 
17. Choose any two to three of the activities in the middle column. Have you ever had any 

form of training or education in these topics? When, where and how did you receive it? 

 
18. Let’s say that you now needed to learn or improve your abilities now in these same areas, 

how do you think you would learn how to do so? 

 
19. Just focusing on the two or three of the items focused on so far, is there a better way to 

go about learning about them? For mature age employees, for example, what would you 
suggest would be an optimal learning model for these topics?  

 Is this something people should take on as a responsibility for themselves? Is it something 
that should be taught at work or perhaps something that the government should do more 
about? 

 
 
 
 
Activity Two 

Next, I’d like you to have a look at the chart in File #3.  
• For the first part of the activity, imagine that the vertical line represents your sense 

about your own employability—from feeling highly employable at the top all the way 
down to feeling completely unemployable at the bottom.  

• The horizontal axis represents time and your career over time.  
Draw a line in one colour please—like a stock-market chart—that shows your perception of 
how employable you felt over the course of your career—from its commencement up to the 
present day. 
I also want you to draw this line for five years out into the future, depicting how employable 
you think you will be in the next five years. 

 
• In this second part of the activity, imagine that the vertical line represents your level of 

attention to and engagement with work-related learning, in any format. This could 
include formal qualifications; it could include informal mentoring at work, on-the-job 
training or even online learning about some aspect of your work. At the top of the 
vertical axis is a high level of attention and engagement and at the bottom is a very low 
one.  
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• The horizontal axis is also your career over time.  
Draw a line in another colour that shows level of engagement with learning to improve your 
employability.  
 
I also want you to draw this line for five years out into the future, plotting your level of 
engagement with work-related learning. 
 
20. Comment in detail on the second line related to learning. Tell me what motivated the 

learning. What occurred and tell me about the context that the learning took place in. For 
example, was there a specific need or an urgency around the learning as you might find 
in a pressure situation related to achieving targets, for example? 
 

21. Do you think there’s a connection between this line and the other one? Do you think the 
learning helped you with your overall sense of being employable? 
 

23. Tell me what you’ve chosen for your future learning, what are you going to learn and 
how are you going to go about learning it? Is your current employer able to train you in 
in these topics or would you have to go elsewhere? 

 
 

 
 

24. A big portion of our working time is spent interacting with others and our ability to do 
that well is usually critical to building our overall employability. Let’s consider learning 
how to relate well with others in the workplace including learning how to deal with 
difficult or challenging behaviour, including bullying. Have you ever experienced any kind 
of training in these topics? What might be the best way to learn about this? 

 
25. Some of the characteristics that seem to be required of the modern employee (such as 

resourcefulness, persistence or resilience, etc.) are quite abstract. How would you go 
about educating yourself in these areas if you had to? Think about online learning, career 
or executive coaching, on-the-job training, professional or formal education or even just 
self-study. 

 
26. I’d like to ask you also about the industry sector you are working in. You’re working in 

the tertiary industry sector—which is largely service oriented. I wonder if you’ve ever 
thought about whether it’s harder to learn how to be employable in this sector than in 
the other two sectors—which are primary industry (like agriculture or fisheries) or the 
secondary sector (manufacturing)? Why (or why not)? 

 
27. Have you ever thought about your own situation in comparison to other professionals in 

your own sector? For example, scientists, engineers or artists? Do you think it is easier, 
in 2019, to learn how to be employable in your own profession than these others that I’ve 
just mentioned? 

 
28. Lastly, what about the professional associations or peak bodies for your specific 

profession? What do they offer you in terms of ongoing learning and professional 
development, how useful has it been for you and what do you think they could do more 
of in relation to helping their members become more employable? 
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APPENDIX M: CHART OF EMPLOYABILITY SHOWN 
TO PARTICIPANTS IN SECOND INTERVIEW 
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APPENDIX N: “EMPLOYABILITY GRAPH” GIVEN TO PARTICIPANTS TO FILL IN AT SECOND INTERVIEW 
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APPENDIX O: EXAMPLES OF COMPLETED “EMPLOYABILITY GRAPHS” FROM PARTICIPANTS 

1. FROM PARTICIPANT PE:1
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2. FROM PARTICIPANT PE:4 
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3. FROM PARTICIPANT PM:5 
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4. FROM PARTICIPANT PM:2 
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APPENDIX P: EARLY EXAMPLES OF EMPLOYABILITY COMPETENCY FRAMEWORKS 

 

1. THE MAYER KEY COMPETENCIES (Mayer, 1992)  
 
Collecting, analysing and organising information 

The capacity to locate, sift and sort information in order to select what is required and present 
it in a useful way, and to evaluate both the information itself and the sources. 

Communicating ideas and information 
The capacity to communicate effectively with others using the range of spoken, written, graphic 
and other non-verbal means of expression. 

Planning and organising activities 
The capacity to plan and organise one’s own work activities, including making good use of time 
and resources, sorting out priorities and monitoring. 

Working with others 
The capacity to interact effectively with other people both on a one-to-one basis and in groups, 
including understanding and responding to the needs of a client and working effectively as a 
member of a team to achieve a shared goal. 

Using mathematical ideas and techniques 
The capacity to use mathematical ideas, such as number and space, and techniques, such as 
estimation and approximation, for practical purposes. 

Solving problems 
The capacity to apply problem-solving strategies in purposeful ways, both in situations where 
the problem and the desired solution are clearly evident and in situations where the problem 
and the desired solution are less evident, as well as in situations requiring critical thinking and a 
creative approach to achieve an outcome. 

Using technology 
The capacity to apply technology, combining the physical and sensory skills needed to operate 
equipment with the understanding of scientific and technological principles needed to explore 
and adapt systems. 

 
2. HILLAGE AND POLLARD’S EMPLOYABILITY FRAMEWORK (Hillage & Pollard, 1998) 

1. Assets: categorised into “basic” assets (such as foundation-level work skills and baseline 
attributes such as punctuality or integrity); “intermediate assets” including knowledge relative 
to an occupation and advanced generic skills such as problem solving or communication within 
the workplace; “high level assets” (including more complex, organisation-wide skills such as 
teamwork and business acumen). Equally important is the ability to transfer these assets 
between situations at work or between jobs. An individual must be able to utilise their skill 
sets in different contexts and translate abilities that are relevant to one working context to 
another.  

2. Deployment: Hillage and Pollard point out that anyone seeking to engage with employers and 
acquire work has to be able to market their skills and they designate this ability as deployment. 
Deployment consists of “career management skills” (such as self-evaluation of one’s work-
related abilities, knowledge of the labour market and having a career development strategy), 
“job search skills” (such as being able to use job boards and capitalise on networks) and “having 
a strategic approach” (which is defined as having adaptability to changing labour market 
conditions and being willing to relocate geographically or change careers if required). 

3. Presentation: Hillage and Pollard maintain that even someone who has relevant assets and 
deploys those assets will still need to present those assets. Presentation is defined as being 
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able to display an array of validating background material on oneself such as resumes, 
qualifications, references and testimonials positively in an interview situation. 

4. “Marketplace”: this depicts assets, their deployment and presentation as taking place within 
an environment that Hillage and Pollard portray as being defined by personal circumstances 
(family responsibilities and personal health-related factors) and the wider labour market (the 
overall macroeconomic situation and demand for workers). 

 
3. THE ACCI/BCI EMPLOYABILITY SKILLS FRAMEWORK (ACCI & BCI, 2002) 

Employability skills 
• Communication skills that contribute to productive and harmonious relations between 

employees and customers 
• Teamwork skills that contribute to productive working relationships and outcomes 
• Problem-solving skills that contribute to productive outcomes  
• Initiative and enterprise skills 
• Planning and organising skills that contribute to long-term and short-term strategic planning  
• Self-management skills that contribute to employee satisfaction and growth 
• Learning skills that contribute to ongoing improvement and expansion in employee and 

company operations and outcomes 
• Technology skills that contribute to effective execution of tasks 

Personal attributes 
• Loyalty  
• Personal presentation 
• Commitment  
• Common sense 
• Honesty and integrity  
• Positive self-esteem 
• Enthusiasm  
• Sense of humour 
• Reliability  
• Ability to deal with pressure 
• Balanced attitude to work and home life 
• Adaptability 
• Motivation 

 
4. FUGATE’S MODEL OF ‘DISPOSITIONAL EMPLOYABILITY’ 

(Fugate, 2006; Fugate & Kinicki, 2008) 
 

1. Openness to changes at work: openness, including embracing new technologies, should be a 
key attribute in today’s ever-changing workplace. 

2. Work and career resilience: individuals with higher levels of resilience are seen as more likely 
to navigate an unsettled environment whether internally in an existing job or in a job search 
for a new position. 

3. Work and career proactivity: higher-performing employees are seen as not only identifying 
stressors at work but as identifying strategies to deal with them and even turning them into 
opportunities. Such individuals also continually self-assess and review their skill sets about 
their existing job and the job market to self-evaluate and continually improve. 

4. Career motivation: this component refers to an individual’s propensity to plan ahead and 
proactively learn new skills to maintain career momentum. 

5. Social and human capital: social capital is composed of a worker’s contacts and the potential 
influence on jobs and careers that such a network can facilitate; human capital includes a 
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diverse array of factors such as family, age, education, work experience and length of tenure 
in a company. 

6. Career identity: this is what Fugate et al. describe as the “cognitive basis” of the construct in 
that it “describes one’s self-definition in the career context” (Fugate, 2006, p. 269). Identity 
within a career defines the trajectory for future job-related endeavours and frameworks past 
work experience.  

7. Career exploration: responsibility for career development and management is seen as vested 
in the individual and as both an internal (reflective) and external (reviewing career 
information) activity. Internal activities refer to conducting a review or inventory of one’s skills, 
aptitudes and work-related interests, while external activities refer to (continually) reviewing 
labour market information and career possibilities in the job market. 

8. Job search: this is seen as fundamental to transitioning successfully to new roles and, in itself, 
has various component parts that will influence the success (or otherwise) of the search for 
new roles. High levels of employability in an individual will see him or her utilising a variety of 
search methods (multiple job boards, direct approaches to employers, networking with past 
employers and so forth). 
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APPENDIX Q: A SUMMARY DEPICTION OF EXTERNAL INFLUENCES 
ON EMPLOYABILITY IDENTIFIED IN STUDIES 1–4 

INFLUENCE AND DESCRIPTION 

THE META ENVIRONMENT 
INSTITUTIONAL EDUCATION FRAMEWORKS 

•  A panoply of influences arising from accessibility, cost and relevance of learning programs delivered 
through formal educational frameworks. These include such considerations as collaboration with industry 
and the ability of institutions to deliver and assess relevant employability development programs. 

• Provision for the needs of older learners in institutional structures; social perceptions of the value of 
learning, particularly the perceived value of older peoples’ learning. 

 

SOCIO-CULTURAL CONTEXTS 
• An array of social influences and norms including shared, cultural assumptions about work and 

employment, social perceptions of the value of qualifications and of how competition should be 
undertaken. 

• Social assumptions and rules related to age, work and employment, particularly “structural lag”—a 
tendency for institutional structures to lag behind social change regarding attitudes towards age and 
ageing. 

• ICT and its increasing influence as a rapidly developing agent of change: its pace of development and 
breadth of influence on all aspects of seeking work and undertaking employment. 

 

POLITICAL AND ECONOMIC CONTEXTS 
• Governmental decision making with regard to policies impacting on the economy and the labour market, 

as well as the efficiency of overall governmental financial management. 
• Economic stimuli and legal influences on certain industries as directed by government. 
• (Lack of) government-supported initiatives for the unemployed, particularly the older unemployed. 

 

THE MACRO ENVIRONMENT 
• Sectoral influences such as changing occupational or professional sector practices and codes of conduct 

or sectoral influence resulting from larger, government-funded investment (or non-investment) in a 
specific sector. 

• Organisational culture and practice, including changes in hiring mechanisms, with employers preferring to 
hire on a contract or casual basis and challenges to MAPs’ professional identity stemming from changing 
employer practices. 

• Commitment by senior executives towards instituting a high-performance organisational culture by 
actively planning the employability development of staff of all ages, including by offering paid internships, 
internal redeployment and mentoring opportunities. Recognition of the needs of older employees by 
developing and instituting organisational policies that promote their employability development. Such a 
commitment also includes fostering ties with external intermediaries who can provide support to 
employees, particularly mature employees, in their employability development. 
 

THE MICRO ENVIRONMENT 
• Cultural attitudes in the workplace towards mature age employees. These could include bias at the hiring 

stage, entrenched, negative attitudes towards training or promoting mature age employees within the 
workplace, and a variety of other, tacitly biased, clichéd preconceptions regarding older employees. 

• Personal circumstances including family and home circumstances, caregiving responsibilities and financial 
state of affairs. 

• Social network strength. 
• Gender-related influences in some industries regarding the hiring of older female staff. 
• Availability, cost and expertise of qualified intermediaries such as career counsellors and executive 

coaches, particularly those skilled in working with the target cohort. 
• Accessibility, range and relevance of online and other self-directed learning tools. 
• Whether learning is considered to be of value in relation to the proximity of retirement. 
• Location-related influences such as transport, infrastructure or differences in employer attitudes or hiring 

preferences between metropolitan and regional areas. 
• Work-related decisions made as a couple. 

*Influences more likely to impact on mature age professionals than other age groups are highlighted in blue.  
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APPENDIX R: A SUMMARY DEPICTION OF THE KEY ASPECTS 
OF EMPLOYABILITY IDENTIFIED IN STUDIES 1–4* 

KEY ASPECTS AN OVERVIEW OF THE MAIN CAPABILITIES 
WITHIN THESE KEY ASPECTS 

CREATE AND MAINTAIN 
CAREER IDENTITY 
AND COHERENCY 

• Create a career identity by identifying priorities and motivations 
suitable to the second half of career 

• Utilise networks to enhance career development, particularly 
higher level or more influential contacts that can help sustain 
employability in later career 

• Strategically utilise intermediaries, especially those who may have 
expertise in aiding more mature employees 

• Proactively plan for change; overcome any inertia that may start to 
appear in the latter part of career 

• Demonstrate resourcefulness in the face of unemployment: use 
unemployment as a period of reflection and planning  

 
METACOGNITION 

 
• Critical self-reflection: be critically reflective and emotionally 

intelligent in order to gain a sense of career trajectory; have 
knowledge of self, values and interests and be aware of personal 
values underpinning career-related choices; critically self-appraise: be 
able to recognise a match between abilities, knowledge and capability 
in comparison to opportunities available and demands within the job 
market 

• Context-awareness: maintain awareness of time and place, dominant 
cultural milieux within organisations and of the field of competition in 
chosen professional sector; engage effectively in this competitive 
arena; actively seek out working environments that may be more 
conducive to MAPs 

• Age awareness: ensure that employability development takes place 
across the lifespan; realise the importance of continually developing 
as one ages; realise that age-based bias may be a factor in mature age 
employability; understand the “generational” nature of work-related 
skills and attitudes. 
 

HUMAN CAPITAL 
 

• Generic skills and capabilities: collect, analyse and organise 
information; communication and numeracy skills; ability to work well 
with others; use ICT and social media to enhance other capabilities 
and for employability development 

• Professional capabilities: maintain professional and technical 
knowledge related to a specific profession so that there is a person–
job fit in a current role; be able to use both generic abilities and 
technical knowledge in multiple contexts and scenarios 

• Labour market awareness and access: acquire and correctly interpret 
relevant knowledge of the labour market; utilise ICT technology to 
access labour market information 

 
AGENCY 

 
• Adaptability: be physically, socially, psychologically and emotionally 

adaptable in terms of location for work; be able to work in multiple 
contexts 

• Proactivity: Maintain a proactive personality orientation; 
demonstrate openness, initiative and motivation towards career 
development 

• Self-efficacy: be empowered to act for self in an efficient and 
successful manner 
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KEY ASPECTS AN OVERVIEW OF THE MAIN CAPABILITIES 
WITHIN THESE KEY ASPECTS 

ENGAGE IN 
EMPLOYABILITY 
DEVELOPMENT 

THROUGH LEARNING 
 

• Utilise tertiary education learning frameworks, particularly programs 
that incorporate work-integrated learning 

• Develop professional practice capabilities in early career and through 
ongoing professional development 

• Access and utilise relevant intermediary specialists 
• Access and utilise organisation-based development opportunities 
• Prepare for and utilise alternative strategies for learning; this could 

include learning through observation, self-directed learning, peer-to-
peer mentoring, small group activities and peak body professional 
development 

• Develop entrepreneurialism as a potential alternative form of 
employment 

 
RECOGNISE AND 
RESPOND TO THE 

DEMANDS OF VARIED 
WORKING 

ENVIRONMENTS 

• Respond positively to changes in hiring arrangements, being 
receptive to alternative work arrangements 

• Recognise employer expectations; be alert to corporate culture at 
the hiring stage and demonstrate the energy and focus that 
employers may desire once employed 

• Be consciously aware of age-based behaviours: own and others  
 

(SELF) MANAGEMENT 
OF EMPLOYABILITY 

• Maintain motivation: continually engage in developing employability 
• Exhibit resilience to be able to sustain work and career-related 

objectives 
• Maintain an occupational future time perspective: avoid any 

tendency to focus solely on the present  
• Develop a “second stage” career plan: assess self in relation to 

employability development at mid-career; maintain critical self-
awareness so as to provide a mechanism to pursue and develop 
employability knowingly, deliberately and agentically 

 
*Capabilities of particular relevance to mature age professionals are highlighted in green. 
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APPENDIX S: EMPLOYABILITY DEVELOPMENT IN “COMPANY A” 

 

“Company A” is a large, privately owned online education organisation creating learning 

content for the business and allied health sectors. The organisation has just over 500 

staff, distributed throughout Australia with content development centres in various 

locations in regional New South Wales and Victoria, and a head office, including the ICT 

and sales centres, in Melbourne. The board has reviewed the strategic direction of the 

company, and there is high attrition among staff, particularly among employees over 45, 

who are typically exiting the organisation after less than three years. The board 

discusses this with the CEO, who subsequently engages an external HR consulting 

company to analyse the situation and provide feedback. The consultants interview a 

large proportion of the staff, particularly the mature employees, conduct online surveys, 

and report back to the CEO and board after two months. 

The consultants’ findings include: 

D) Entrenched age-related biases throughout the organisation: By its very nature, the 

company attracts a mixture of age groups, and this has led to a variety of 

problems. For example, there has been friction among age groups, with some 

older employees complaining that their younger counterparts are too eager to 

make sales at the expense of quality content and some younger staff complaining 

that the older employees are outdated in their viewpoints and approaches to 

online engagement. 

E) A lack of developmental opportunities, particularly for older staff: In-company 

training is largely limited to updating knowledge of new (external) software and 

sales techniques. Significantly, the departure of older employees is only partially 

driven by the negative stereotyping they encounter; in the majority of cases, 

employees return to their respective professional fields as they feel that their 

professional practice development has suffered. 

F) No specific internal policies and procedures relating to mature age employees: 

Moreover, most managers have only a scant knowledge of the content of any of 

the internal policies. 
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G) Little to no internal career management: There is no career development specialist 

on staff, and no external experts have ever been hired to assist staff with their 

career development. Employees, with just a few exceptions, have a very limited 

understanding of their own employability beyond seeing it as synonymous with 

whether they are of immediate value to their employer. 

H) Hiring procedures are disorganised and un-centralised: Recruiters who are 

engaged by the company’s managers tend to mirror these managers’ 

preferences/biases in terms of age-based hiring. 

The board, CEO and senior executives meet to discuss the feedback and, over the course 

of extensive discussions, review a new model—the UPM model—presented to them by 

the consulting group for the development of employability across staff. The Executive 

Manager of People and Culture is tasked, by the board, with implementing this new 

model. She reviews it and comes back, at the next meeting of the senior executive team, 

with a recommendation for a two-year trial project of the new learning model. The 

project includes the following initiatives: 

Age awareness training for all staff  

An external consultant will be engaged to provide mentoring for both managers and line 

staff on bias in relation to age. A comprehensive new suite of policies related to age will 

be instituted, specifically developed for staff over 50 in relation to such topics as 

bullying, flexible work, workplace health and safety, health and personal leave. Age 

awareness training will extend to the company’s preferred recruitment companies. Each 

company is briefed on the organisation’s new approach to hiring—that hiring will be on 

a talent-and-corporate-fit basis and have no reference to age. 

The creation of an employability development centre, staffed internally, particularly 

for mature age staff 

An internal employability development centre will be created, staffed by specialists 

tasked with developing the employability of more mature staff. Each MAP employee will 

be aided, by staff in this centre, in assessing their sense of their own employability and 

gauging their awareness of the importance of its development. All MAP employees will 

be invited to construct and utilise an e-portfolio both as a reflection space to consider 
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future career options and as a record of employability development activities. For those 

more mature employees deemed to have a higher level of awareness of their own 

employability, programs will be provided in deeper reflection on career, training in 

resilience and motivation and in developing a personalised employability development 

program for the next five years. Such “advanced” MAPs will then be tasked with 

evaluating and critiquing their plans every six months. 

Flexible career options 

Career choices will be offered to those over 50, after discussion internally. These could 

include paid retrenchment after seven years’ employment followed by re-hiring on a 

contract basis, opportunities for moving between part-time and full-time work and vice 

versa, job swapping, opportunities to mentor others within the organisation, and 

“intrapreneurial” opportunities where employees can work on projects to develop new 

products. 

The formation of a learning community for employability development 

Informal learning communities—connected via the corporate intranet—will be 

encouraged, as will be the connection of this learning community with similar 

communities in other organisations. All staff will be allowed up to two paid hours per 

week to participate in this community as well as unlimited hours during their own time. 

Alongside this learning community, there will be paid professional development, as 

required, and paid peak body membership for staff within their respective professions. 

At the end of the two-year trial, the external consultant group finds that attrition among 

older employees has declined by 68%. General satisfaction among staff has risen 

dramatically. A new sense of respect among staff of all ages for those not in their 

immediate age group has taken root. MAP employees have extensively reported feeling 

that they have no need to look for employment opportunities elsewhere as they believe 

they can find growth and challenge within their existing roles. 
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