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An introduction to an ageing workforce 

Research has indicated that the Local Government workforce is ageing. This report aims to 

identify the current workforce profile of Local Government and strategies to assist with the 

challenges that an ageing workforce presents. It is acknowledged that the private sector has 

similar challenges with respect to an ageing workforce but, due to the broadness of the 

issue, this report will identify challenges related directly to Local Government.  

It should be recognised that some of the data and statistical information presented within this 

report is not current, however it is understood that current investigations, including surveys, 

are underway with respect to all facets of ageing workforce.  

With the number of potential retirees over the coming years reaching 21 per cent (SA LG 

Workforce Planning Project, 2014), there is a danger of a substantial amount of knowledge 

leaving the Local Government sector. 

 

Source: SA LG Workforce Planning Project, 2014 
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Source: SA LG Workforce Planning Project, 2014 

The potential for skills shortages in Local Government is a possible outcome of the ageing 

workforce and evidence of this has been identified in the above table.  

The survey data also indicates a large portion of 50-year-old local government employees to 

be in executive positions. While executive roles are less physically demanding, consideration 

with regard to workforce planning to attract, develop and retain of the next cohort of 

emerging senior executives should be considered. 

Research, together with survey data, identifies the ageing workforce to be distributed across 

a broad range of occupations within the Local Government sector. The data reported in the 

ACELG survey (Australian Centre of Excellence for Local Government ACELG, 2013) 

indicates a high number of labourers and plant operators to be in excess of 50 years of age. 

Notwithstanding their experience and knowledge, employment conditions for these roles are 

more likely to be physically demanding. Our report will continue to discuss this issue, along 

with potential solutions. 
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Retirement 

The compulsory retirement age legislation has been proscribed nationally, apart from 

Northern Territory and Tasmania, allowing workers aged 65 (previous retirement age) to 

continue working. 

Statistical data shows length of service, particularly for the 21-25 years and 35 years plus, to 

be highest, noting the median age of the survey sample was 61.2 years, with over half of the 

survey participants male (Constable, 2003). This data reveals multiple Local Government 

employees are ageing and working within the industry for what could be argued as the most 

significant portion of their employment career.  

 

Source: Constable 2003, Ageing Workforce and Youth Employment in Local Government. 

Three factors prompting retirement considered most important to the surveyed individuals 

included ‘health problems’ (25 per cent), ‘financially ready’ (19 per cent) and ‘expected at my 

age’ (13 per cent). 

Work Injuries 

Work injuries could be considered liability of the ageing workforce and, more importantly, 

something many organisations are yet to consider. Work injuries are predicted to increase, 

primarily due to the ageing workforce. It has been reported by the Local Government 

Workers Compensation Scheme that majority of injuries in recent years has been in the 41-

45 age group. 

Life Expectancy 

Life expectancy has continued to increase. Statistical data from the Australian Bureau of 

Statistics (2015) estimates male life expectancy as 80.4 years and female life expectancy to 

be 84.5 years.  

Longer life expectancies means people need to work for longer and consequently retire later.  
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Why an ageing workforce is a problem for Local Government – 

what is the impact? 

Considerations of physical capabilities of the ageing workforce 

One of the barriers facing the older workforce in Local Government is the natural physical 

decline that comes with age. The most common age-related changes include reduced 

hearing, vision and muscle strength, degeneration of bone mass, reduced aerobic capacity 

and endurance, reduced tolerance to extreme temperatures and increased risk of 

cardiovascular problems (Constable, 2003).  

When assessing the large outside workforce in Local Government, the number of physically-

demanding roles is high. Older workers in these roles may have difficulty coping with the 

work required, such as twisting, bending and lifting (Silverstein, 2008). For larger councils it 

may be easier to assist older workers in changing their roles by implementing job rotation, 

working in teams of diverse ages and capabilities, multiskilling, or a transferring to a safer 

job. However, it may be impractical for smaller councils to make these accommodations and 

therefore more creative strategies may need to be introduced to reduce any impact. 

Constable (2003) suggests that workplace injuries for older workers will increase in the 

future due to physical decline. However, recent data collected by the LGA Workers 

Compensation Scheme rebuts this conclusion, stating that ‘older workers generally 

experience lower overall rates of work-related injuries’ (LGA Workers Compensation 

Scheme, 2017). Although the data shows that there are lower rates of injury, the severity 

and duration of lost time increases with age (Safe Work Australia, 2015). It is important for 

councils to introduce healthy lifestyles and wellbeing programs as a positive step towards 

improving and maintaining the health of not only the ageing workforce but for all workers. 

Importantly, these programs should be age relevant and support employees of all ages to be 

aware of and take responsibility for their own health (LGA Workers Compensation Scheme, 

2015). 

The impact that high volumes of employees retiring in a short period of time will have 

on the workforce 

The ‘Baby Boomer’ generation are now reaching the traditional retirement age of around 60 

years and, as such, a large number of employees will be leaving the workforce with 

insufficient numbers of youth to replace them. The Council of the Ageing predicts that in the 

next 20 years there will be only two people of working age for every person who is retired 

over the age of 65 (Office for Older Australians, 2003).  
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The challenge faced by Local Government is to develop and implement policies and 

strategies to combat these workforce changes.  

Older workers make a valuable contribution to councils and are identified as highly-

experienced, loyal and reliable, and uphold a mature outlook. While councils need to focus 

efforts on recruiting a younger workforce, it is equally important to concentrate on retaining 

the older workforce for as long as possible. If older workers are left to leave the workforce 

without a strategy to retain this information, critical knowledge and understanding of councils 

and their communities will be lost (Helm Stevens, 2010) (Schneider, 2017). 

A workplace that encourages older workers to remain in employment by supporting them 

through strategies, flexible working policies, training and mentoring programs can challenge 

the common assumptions and stereotypes to promote an age-friendly workplace (Constable, 

2003).  

The potential mass exit of the older workforce will also have an impact on Human Resource 

(HR) departments. HR departments face a more demanding climate to retain highly-skilled 

workers and attract youth to a traditionally mature workplace. Implementing strategies takes 

time and changing culture and perceptions is difficult (Jorgenson, 2004). HR needs to 

address these issues to prevent a decrease in morale, a loss in corporate knowledge and 

prevent a potential struggle over limited future resources.  

The effect an ageing workforce will have on our communities 

As discussed above, it is predicted that the current Local Government workforce will reduce 

significantly over the coming years. If retiring workers do not effectively pass on their 

knowledge of the organisation or of the communities for which they work, Local Government 

may find their resulting workforce to be inexperienced and struggling to meet the same 

service standards (Helm Stevens, 2010).  

However, a higher risk to communities is the potential reduction in services. Along with the 

ageing Local Government workforce, comes the ageing population as a whole. As our 

communities age, there will be challenges placed on Local Government to provide 

appropriate age-related services (Department of Infrastructure and Regional Development, 

2016). These may include: 

 planning for growth in coastal areas (with trends already showing that retirees are 

more likely to move out of the cities and into coastal towns);  

 providing adequate infrastructure for older generations including better water and 

sewerage, stormwater, waste disposal, roads, footpaths, pedestrian crossings and 

public buildings; and  
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 providing appropriate support services to retirees. 

It will be difficult for Local Government to address these challenges with a declining 

workforce and the subsequent challenge of recruiting suitably-qualified workers to provide 

these services. Occupations such as ageing and disability case workers will be in high 

demand, as well as waste collection and emergency management workers (Silverstein, 

2008). To combat the decline in the paid workforce, Local Government will need to increase 

its focus on establishing and maintaining volunteer networks to assist in delivering the much 

needed services.  

How do we prepare for an ageing workforce? 

Obtaining employment profile data 

 

In our experience, councils are good at obtaining data on their communities, but often have 

little to no data on their own workforces. As Hastings (2015, p14) states: “...surprisingly little 

is known about the sector’s national employment profile. The best data available comes from 

the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) Census of Population and Housing (the ABS 

Census), but this is only available every five years in line with Census collection dates.” 

Therefore, we believe the first step for councils to better understand their aging workforces 

they need to obtain the appropriate data on their employees.  

 

It should be highlighted that collecting employee data from councils can be beneficial not 

only in relation to age, but to all areas of diversity in the workplace. Furthermore, we 

recommend that age profile is not the only parameter collected as this could alienate the 

older workforce. However, in relation to the aging workforce, it is important to not only obtain 

data relating to the age of the workforce, but also data on retirement trends (future and past) 

of their councils. An example of a similar exercise undertaken across Local Government 

comes from the Australian Centre of Excellence for Local Government (ACELG), who in 

2012-13 undertook a survey of Local Government across the country, seeking information 

and data to support their Workforce Strategy (Hastings, 2015). This process involved 

electronically distributing a survey package to all 556 councils across Australia. This model 

could be implemented at a smaller scale; either at State or Council level. Participation in 

these exercises has been an issue in the past, as the cost to participate often outweighs the 

benefit of any data received. 
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Flexible working arrangements 

 

Once employee profile data is collected through participation in Local Government surveys 

conversations with mature aged employees can commence, with a focus on their preferred 

working styles and how it relates to retirement. The pattern of retirements in Local 

Government will likely have negative impacts on services councils deliver, which they may 

not be prepared for, as their workforces and the Australian community ages.  

One mechanism for encouraging staff who are close to retirement to stage their retirements 

and work longer is by offering more flexible working arrangements (ACELG, 2013). Flinders 

University conducted a survey with the Financial Services Industry in 2017 that listed flexible 

working hours (with negotiated times and days with a manager) as the top option for people 

delaying retirement (66 per cent of staff surveyed). The study also stated that 77 per cent of 

employees believe it is optimal for them to leave the workforce gradually (i.e. through part-

time employment) (Earl, 2017). However, discussions about moving to part-time employment 

must be handled carefully as employees may become threatened over their job security if 

handled incorrectly. Developing trust with employees is important so that the conversation 

about part-time employment can be delivered as intended (Earl, 2017).  

 

Flexible work options shouldn’t just be about prolonging retirements. Part-time work also 

provides opportunities for staff to plan for their retirement on the days they aren’t at work. 

Through planning retirement with their staff, councils can prepare for possible gaps in 

service delivery, as well as help mature aged workers transition into retirement. Councils can 

assist these part-time staff by facilitating extra-curricular programs that are connected with 

local clubs or volunteer groups, as well as educating staff on retirement. An example of one 

such program is the Tea Tree Gully Community Men’s Shed, where retired volunteers run 

workshops. They also have an inviting, no obligation environment where people can just 

drop in and have a ‘cuppa and a chat’ (City of Tea Tree Gully, 2015). 

 

Succession planning 

 

Once retirement plans are implemented by councils, they can begin to work on succession 

planning. As the Department of Premier & Cabinet (2003) states, “to avoid future difficulties 

in filling positions, especially highly skilled and managerial positions, organisations need to 

implement succession planning strategies.” Succession planning allows organisations to 

prepare for and fill critical vacancies with appropriately skilled employees. To ensure there is 

a ready supply of employees able to fill critical vacancies, Local Government needs to 

identify potential successors and then develop the required capabilities in those people. Our 
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research of local councils in South Australia did not identify any current succession planning 

policies or plans that had been officially endorsed by a council. However, our research found 

that Cowra Council in New South Wales endorsed a Workforce Plan where succession 

planning has been identified as a strategy to addressing service delivery gaps brought upon 

by staff retirements (Cowra Council, 2012). 

 

Mentoring is a key strategy for succession planning. Mentoring involves identifying how and 

when employees intend to retire and implementing appropriate training and mentoring 

programs for potential successors (Constable, 2003).  It is important that mentoring is not 

forced upon employees as they may feel threatened or may be unsuitable as a mentor, 

however, if done correctly, mentoring can foster relationships between older and younger 

workers and help to promote skills and knowledge transference, which is critical for 

succession planning. A good example of a successful industry mentoring program comes 

from the Women in Mining and Resources Western Australia (WIMWA) Mentoring Program, 

which is currently approaching its tenth year. The aim of the program is to support women 

working in the mining and resources sector with career guidance and direction by sharing 

mentor and mentee experiences, developing career goals and forging exceptional mentoring 

relationships (WIMWA, 2017). 

 

Attracting and retaining younger staff  

 

To be able to plan for future retirements, councils must also continue to attract and retain 

younger staff. Historically, councils have not been particularly good in this area as youth 

have been, and continue to be, under-represented in the Local Government workforce. 

Haskell, CEO of LG Professionals NSW (cited in Sansom, 2017), states “that Local 

Government in NSW has a serious image problem and Gen Ys view it as staid, slow and 

technologically backwards.”  

The job active program from the Australian Government describes the benefits of attracting 

and retaining young employees:    

Investing in younger employees allows your business to build a strong talent pipeline, which 

can ensure your future workforce remains competitive. You’ll also be helping provide the 

opportunities and experiences that will assist them in becoming valuable members of the 

workforce (Commonwealth of Australia, 2016). 

 

Local Government can also look to other industries for strategies to retain young workers. 

The 2014 Industry Outlook Report for the Mining Industry highlights that the Mining Industry 
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employs a higher percentage of workers aged 25 to 44 than all other production industries 

combined. 

 

Source: https://cica.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2014-Mining-Industry-Employment-Outlook1.pdf 

 

Use of Technology and Systems 

 

Utilising technology and systems to capture and document processes, procedures, decision-

making and technical data can help transfer knowledge and skills throughout an 

organisation. Technology, such as phones and tablets, allows data to be captured in more 

ways than ever before and provides opportunity for training and upskilling of senior staff 

unfamiliar with these systems. The use of technology and corporate systems can be 

incorporated into mentoring between staff and into extra-curricular programs for older staff 

working part-time. As Cornerstone OnDemand Ltd (2016) states: “the beauty of mobile 

employees is that they can be moved around within the organisation to plug skill gaps, head 

teams, develop projects, mentor new staff and gain valuable expertise in different areas of 

service.” A number of councils in South Australia are moving towards a more mobile 

workforce through the rollout of portable corporate devices, such as tablets and smart 

devices, to capture and share corporate information quickly and easily. This investment in 

technology, along with appropriate training and support, will help councils to bridge the 

knowledge gap when experienced staff retire. 

 

 

https://cica.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2014-Mining-Industry-Employment-Outlook1.pdf
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Recommendations 

 

Throughout this report we have provided evidence to confirm that the Local Government 

Workforce is ageing. Furthermore, we have identified that there is a risk of a high volume of 

retirements in a short space of time. As discussed, the first step in addressing these 

challenges is to better understand the different workforce profiles of councils. We suggest a 

program is developed, including surveys and ongoing engagement with staff relating to age 

and retirement data, similar to that undertaken by the ACELG in 2013. Some councils may 

have an issue with an ageing outdoor workforce and the physical challenges associated with 

the nature of that work, whereas other councils may have an older management and 

executive workforce where knowledge and decision making retention can be a problem. Until 

councils obtain data on their workforces, they will not know the future staffing challenges 

they may face. Once data is collected, councils will need to invest sufficient resources and 

support to help implement the suggestions made in this report.  

 

We believe the next step in this process will be to create a business case for a roll-out of a 

program like this, looking into the required resources and funding needed to ensure the 

program is fully supported by councils.  It is also likely that a program like this will involve 

heavy involvement from an organisation like the Local Government Association. 

 

Conclusion 

 

Throughout this report we have identified strategies that will assist councils to future-proof 

their workforce and in long term financial planning. Investment involves a concerted effort 

from management, in conjunction with human resources staff. It is important that data is 

gathered by councils to set the scene before implementing any policies or strategies. These 

policies and strategies will ensure that any negative impact or loss of knowledge is 

minimised and not felt by communities, as well as ensuring a positive workforce with 

opportunities for all staff. 
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