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Abstract

Various economic, social and demographic factors have combined over recent years to
make the promotion of longer productive working lives for older people a desirable policy
objective. Although disability increases with age, many older workers lead healthy, active
lives. With the UK Employment Equality (Age) Regulations (2006), employers now have to
consider requests to continue working beyond retirement age, so the number and needs of
older workers are likely to increase.

Difficulty with the journey to work is one of the barriers to employment for older workers.
Whilst owning a car increases independence and improves quality of life, the compensatory
techniques that may be used by older drivers when driving becomes difficult (avoiding bad
weather, darkness, rush hours and complex junctions) may not be easily applied to the
journey to work. Public transport is not always an option, with journey time, cost and
availability all being potential issues. Whilst there are new technologies in both public and
private transport that could help, they may not be designed with the requirements and
limitations of older workers in mind, restricting their usefulness.

In addition, many older people experience conflicts with family commitments and activities.
People can find themselves simultaneously caring for their parents, partners and
grandchildren. These add to the complexity of journey planning and affect travel choices
and decisions.

This work describes the results of two focus groups in which older workers and employee
representatives explored the key influence travelling to work has on employment. The
information, support and technology that would enable older workers to adapt their travel to
accommodate changing needs are highlighted, and the relationship between travel decisions
and organisational factors is described. This work forms part of the “Working Late” project, a
collaborative research project funded under the New Dynamics of Ageing Programme.

This paper is produced and circulated privately and its inclusion
in the conference does not constitute publication. 1
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Introduction

In recent years, a number of economic, social and demographic factors have combined to
make the promotion of longer working lives a desirable policy objective. In the UK, as in
most of Europe, there are now twice as many workers aged over 50 than aged under 25
(llimarinen 2001). However, any increase in the age of the workforce provides challenges
for policy-makers, employers and families. A number of barriers to later life working have
been identified, including the onset of age-related health conditions, caring responsibilities,
lack of relevant work experience, age discrimination and transport problems. A better
understanding of these age-related barriers is needed to inform the development of more
inclusive policies.

The work presented here is part of the “Working Late” project, a collaborative research
project funded under the New Dynamics of Ageing program, a seven year multidisciplinary
research initiative funded by the five research councils. The ultimate aim of the work is to
improve the quality of life of older people. Working Late itself is a multi-disciplinary project,
looking at employment, occupational health and the work environment, with a view to
identifying and removing barriers to “working late”.

As has been stated, difficulty with the journey to work is one of the possible barriers to
continued employment in later life. Commuting is a reasonably well-studied phenomenon.
This may be because according to Benito and Oswald (2000), commuting is a big part of
working life in Britain, where commutes are, on average, longer than elsewhere in Europe.

A number of factors are thought to influence the journey to work. These include;

e Gender (Turner and Niemeier 1997) (Singell and Lillydahl 1986)

Income and occupational status (Cubukgil and Miller 1982) (Benito and Oswald
2000)

Geography (Benito and Oswald 2000)

Car ownership (Benito and Oswald 2000)

Industry sector (Benito and Oswald 2000)

Employment type (Benito and Oswald 2000))

Levels of education (Benito and Oswald 2000)

According to Benito and Oswald, men tend to spend longer than women commuting, a
difference which is statistically significant and which does not seem to vary according to
marital status or whether employment is in the public or private sector. This difference is
described by Turner and Niemeier 1997 as a “persistent empirical finding”

Turner and Niemeier provide a summary of the key research into the likely explanatory
factors behind this. The cited studies investigate a range of factors including;

e Time spent on household and family support activities

e Wages, house prices and other demographic factors as determinant of commute
length

e Educational attainment

e Occupation

Conclusions about which of these factors has the most impact on gender differences in
journey to work patterns are difficult to draw with any certainty, since there is likely to be
some degree of interaction between them. For example, educational attainment may affect
wages. However, it highlights the importance of gathering information about which of these
various factors impact most on the decision to stay in (or leave) employment.

A number of complex interactions influence the effect of income on commuting patterns.
Benito and Oswald states that there is a negative relation between income and commuting
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time. The reason for this is that as income levels rise individuals will wish to increase the
time they spend at work or on leisure, and to do this they will attempt to reduce commuting
time. However, Cubukgil and Miller 1982 discusses a number of other factors which may
mean that commuting time increases as income rises. For example, the ready availability of
low income housing near centres of “blue collar” employment (factories and warehouses for
example) may mean those on lower incomes spend less time commuting. On the other
hand the greater selectivity in housing choice, decreases in the burden of commuting costs
and skill specialities which decrease and disperse the locations at which work may be
available may lead to those with higher incomes having longer commutes.

Whilst income may be thought of as a good proxy for occupational status, Cubukgil and
Miller found some notable differences between different groups of workers with similar
incomes working in different sectors. They conclude that

“Consistent reasonable and statistically significant differences exist among the commuting
patterns of six occupation groups”

The other effect of income on commuting is its relation to car ownership. This will be dealt
with in more detail later.

Geographical factors also affect the journey to work. Benito and Oswald 2000 concludes
that there are a number of regional variations in commuting patterns and length. They
suggest that during the 1990s there was a noticeable increase in travel to work times in the
South East and London which was not reflected in increases in travel times elsewhere in the
UK. This suggests that any study which aims to produce nationally-relevant findings must
take regional differences into account. Findings from Benito and Oswald 2000 may now
need to be treated with some caution, due to the time that has now elapsed, and the
possible effect of more recent changes in commuting behaviour. However, it does suggest
that employees in London and the South East may have a different experience from those
elsewhere in the UK. It must also be recognised that public transport networks are generally
dense in and around London, which may have a particular impact on the extent to which
transport is a barrier or facilitator to “working late”.

Despite the relative wealth of studies which examine the journey to work there is relatively
little which looks at it in the specific context of ageing. This reflects a relative lack of focus
on the 50 — 65 age group in many spheres of public policy. According to Fogarty (1975)

“Public policy has focussed at different times on various stages of the lifecycle: on infants
and preschool children, on school and college education, on the problems of young married
couples or of the old and retired. It has not paid similar attention to the role and problems in
work, family, and the community of the late middle-aged.”

The expectation that the number of older people enjoying continued good health and wanting
to remain in employment will continue to rise makes a greater focus on this age group
imperative. In addition, according to Fogarty, looking at this age group, more than any other,
can usefully inform policies with much wider relevance;

“the mature middle aged are in this literal sense the keystone of the arch, the group which
looks both forwards and backwards and has responsibilities in both directions at once”

According to the National Audit Office (2004), transport difficulty is one of the barriers to
employment experienced by people aged over 50. According to their study, difficulties
include the cost, time and availability of public transport, and in some cases, the
unwillingness to travel outside their immediate locality to find employment or training
opportunities. Owning a car gives older people independence and improves their quality of
life. Older drivers may compensate for age-related decline in physical, sensory and cognitive
abilities by avoiding road and traffic situations with high workload, bad weather, darkness,
rush hours, complex junctions and other problematic situations. (Middleton, 2005). However,
it may be the case that these coping strategies are difficult to adopt when commuting, as
decisions over the time at which to travel, the route to take, and even whether or not to
actually make the journey are not necessarily factors over which the older worker has any
control.

This paper is produced and circulated privately and its inclusion
in the conference does not constitute publication. 1
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Some studies show that as people age, they become less likely to travel by private transport,
especially with respect to their own car driving (Smith et al, 2006). However, older people are
travelling more than they were a decade ago, and they wish to continue driving for as long as
possible. Our ageing population is likely to see this trend continue. For those who give up or
reduce their driving, public transport poses its own barriers, including physical inaccessibility
of the transport and stations, heightened by a person’s own declining mobility; concerns over
personal security; costs; lack of information; and the quality of services, including the
availability, routing and reliability of required routes (Smith et al, 2006).

New technology in both private and public transport may also pose barriers to older
travellers. Older and disabled people may be the most likely to benefit from technologies
such as route guidance and traffic information systems; however, they may have difficulties
in taking full advantage of them if the systems, as well as the information provided within
them, are not designed with their requirements and limitations in mind (Nicolle and Burnett,
2001).

Aims and Objectives

The broader objectives of “Working Late” are to identify barriers and facilitators to later life
working, to identify optimal, evidence-based occupational health provision, and to develop,
implement and evaluate interventions to promote healthy later life working.

Within this, the work described here focuses specifically on the journey to work, aiming to
address a number of research questions, including;

e How might the commute affect people’s ability to stay in work?

e Can older workers adapt their travel to accommodate their changing needs and
sometimes their changing job circumstances?

e Are the technologies that might help accessible to them; are they relevant; are they
usable?

e Does commuting have an impact on working life — either a positive one or a negative
one? If the commute is particularly active employees may arrive at work more alert,
refreshed and energised. If it is particularly problematic, does it make workers
stressed and tired?

e What impact does commuting can have on family life, and is this more or less
significant for the older worker?

Defining the boundaries of the age group to be considered is not a simple matter. Ageing is
not a precisely bounded process, and whilst there is a likelihood of certain problems being
encountered within certain stages of the lifecycle, they do not necessarily appear in the
same order for everyone, and the precise point of onset will be different for different
individuals. However, for the purposes of this research, “older” has been defined as being
over 50. There are two reasons for selecting a relatively young cohort; firstly, it enables
comparisons to be made within the groups of older workers. Today's 50-year-old can be
compared to today’s 65-year-old. This will enable us to consider factors such as the activity
levels of the two groups, their levels of mobility, and their willingness to make longer and
more costly commutes. The other reason is to examine the effect on commuting of the
burden of family responsibility that people in the 50 — 65 age group often bear. At this age,
many people find themselves simultaneously caring for their parents and their grandchildren,
whilst sometimes also having to contend with the onset of age-related health problems
themselves. The work considers “older workers”, as distinct from older people in general,
hence it is expected that the work will be largely concerned with people up to retirement age
(60 — 65). However, it should be recognised that there may be people beyond this age who
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are capable of remaining in work and who wish to do so, but who for whatever reason find
themselves out of work.

Within the broader scope of the “Working Late” project, one of the outcomes of this work will
be to develop the ‘journey’ aspect of a wider electronic resource to support older workers
and their employers. Information will be focussed on the travelling needs of both employers
and employees (including journey planning, transport solutions and transport technologies).

The aim of the preliminary work described in this paper was to inform the design of a broader
guestionnaire which will be distributed over the coming months. The issues which the focus
groups were to address included;

e To explore how many employers and employees had considered the journey to work
in the context of it being a potential barrier to employment later in life

e To identify the key organisational, institutional and personal factors that affect
people’s ability to manage the journey to work as their needs and capabilities
change

e To begin to identify some of the information, support and technology that would
enable older workers to adapt their travel or working patterns to cope with change.

The aims of the questionnaire activity that will follow are;
e to begin to quantify the scale of the problem

e to draw some conclusions about which groups are most likely to suffer significant
difficulties with the journey

e in the light of these factors, to make recommendations about which interventions
might be the most effective.

It is anticipated that the conclusions will link into other policy objectives, such as employers’
sustainable travel plans and broader health objectives such as those to promote more active
lifestyles.

Methodology

This paper describes the results of two focus groups held in July and September of 2009.
The first group (organisational) comprised representatives of employers, trade unions,
occupational health professionals and other interested parties (for example, charities
concerned with the welfare of older people). The second group (employees) was made up of
employees over 50. Participants were recruited through a number of means including cold-
calling, using organisations with whom the university had worked previously, via other
research networks and through the university’s electronic notice board.

The first focus groups were scheduled to last for the morning on both days. The first was
attended by 14 participants, and the second by 17.

In addition to being asked to address questions about the journey to work and its impact on
employees, part of the session was taken up with discussions about another aspect of the
“Working Late” project, namely interventions to help older workers remain active in the
workplace.

The same presentation was delivered to both groups in order to provide some continuity and
to facilitate comparison of the results. However, in the nature of loosely-structured focus
groups, the discussions that followed took different directions at times. The presentation
provided some background information on the project, including the scope, aims and
objectives of the different work packages, and of the programme which is funding the work.

This paper is produced and circulated privately and its inclusion
in the conference does not constitute publication. 1
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The key questions that attendees were invited to address were;

1) Has anybody ever considered the journey to work in terms of its likely effect on
employees?

2) What factors influencing the commuter are within the control of employers and what
factors are outside of it?

3) To what extent should employees try to accommodate an employee’s declining
ability to cope with their journey to work?

4) What existing sources of information are you aware of that could help someone who
was struggling?

In addition, two case studies were presented. The first was of Mary, a 62 year old woman,
who following a minor accident and some changes in the local road layout was beginning to
lose confidence in her driving ability. Whilst beginning to dread the journey, she
nevertheless found public transport not to be a practical option. She felt she might like to join
a car-sharing scheme or similar, but did not know where to find the information. As she is
increasingly unable to walk long distances, a car-share would have to be very local.

The second case study concerned Pat, who is only 55. Two years ago her employer
relocated from a small market town to the centre of a big city. As a result, instead of a 20-
minute drive, she was forced to make a 45-minute drive to the railway station, followed by a
70-minute train journey. Her role was classroom-based, so offered absolutely no scope for
flexible hours or for working at home, and the cost of the commute was also becoming
prohibitive. Pat has extensive family commitments, including the care of an elderly mother-in-
law, and holiday and after school care for young grandchildren and great nieces.

Participants were invited to make any observations about the specific difficulties faced by
these two individuals, and to comment on how they, in their specific roles, saw these
particular cases.

The discussions were recorded, and a transcription service was used in order to ensure that
as many of the comments as possible were captured. In addition, members of the project
team took extensive notes, which were used to verify the accuracy of the transcripts and to
provide additional detail in cases where the recording was not of a sufficient quality to
decipher or attribute comments.

Results

The focus groups raised a number of issues, some of which were common to both the
organisational and employee group, and some of which revealed differences in their
opinions.

In terms of the awareness of the issues, the general consensus within both groups was that
they had not really considered the problem the journey to work might present to older
workers before, but once they had, many participants could think of examples of friends,
colleagues or neighbours who had experienced difficulties. Within the organisational group,
no one had considered the problem from their professional perspective, for example, as a
Human Resources Director, Occupational Health Advisor, or Trade Union Representative.
However, comments made in response to some of the later questions, and the discussions
that followed, suggest that most of those in the organisational group would be prepared to do
a lot more to help older workers manage the commute, and would consider it to be within
their remit to do so.
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A number of factors were highlighted as being things which employers could implement
which might impact on the journey to work. Both groups identified relocation, flexible or
staggered work times, working at home, and the provision of facilities such as parking, cycle
racks and showers. Comments included;

“something that we've looked a little bit at is where organisations are looking at flexible start
times, so that as part of job-retention or return-to-work initiatives for people who have
developed health conditions, so that they can avoid the most stressful and difficult times.
You know, a city like London, if you go in at 08:30 in the morning, it's a nightmare. Some
organisations have looked at flexible start times as an occupational health intervention, and |
think that's quite important, particularly as we'’re talking about age and therefore the
development of chronic disabilities etc.”

“with the growing use of broadband it's possible to have many of your work type meetings...
I've certainly done this, happening online. And IT now permits you to redirect telephone calls
that should have been at work to your home number. And that actually takes away the need
to be at the workplace every day..... if everybody who could was working at home one day a
week or two days a week, that's a hell of a lot of time you’re not spending travelling and
probably would also have a very beneficial effect on the roads, as well. I'm not quite sure
how it comes in but | do feel that there’s something important in there”

“Flexitime also would impact on the cost of travel because if you can travel... if you were
going on the train, rail travel is cheaper outside of commuter times, so that's important.”

“Things that are within our control — flexibility about whether people come to work or work
from home, the times, all of those things, and car-sharing can often help with those kinds of
things.”

“They could provide transport solutions. | was involved in a scheme once that was actually
badged as bus to work and back, and as one word it looked quite good actually. And it
provided transport in a mini bus for people going to a particular area.”

Both groups recognised that these kind of measures can benefit all employees, regardless of
age. However, not all participants saw these measures as being without problems.
Concerns were raised about how to monitor the health and safety of home-workers
(especially in the case of older workers who may be beginning to develop age-related health
problems), the potential isolating effects of not going into the office, and the possibility of
flexible or staggered working times causing different problems and possibly impacting on the
viability of car-sharing schemes.

“There is one downer to staggered times. We found that where people were starting later on
in the morning the public transport wasn't there because it was only during rush hour. And
then it took the bus... the bus went off after nine o’clock so the people that they'd said to
come in at ten, they couldn’t get in. They ended up having to come in about an hour and a
half early just to get into work.”

“I have colleagues who check on their mother on the way into work and then pick up their
grandchildren on the way home. And that makes the journey a lot more complicated. You're
not going from A to B; you're going from A to B via C, via D and a lot of these things can be
absolutely time-critical. The collection at school or the drop-off at nursery is in a very defined
time window and you can’t necessarily move that. So if you want more flexible working
practices that may then have a knock-on effect on your family commitments as well.”

It was also generally agreed that larger firms may have more scope to offer flexibility and to
provide the kind of facilities suggested. Equally, it was thought that small and medium sized
enterprises (SME) might suffer disproportionately if they lost skilled employees as a result of
the journey becoming too problematic;

“I think also, if you look at the size of the organisation, think of this as an employee of a SME
— Unless they have such core, critical skills that they can'’t afford to lose, they’re going to say
well actually it's your decision, tough. | think many people here are working for large
organisations, so it's easier to absorb that sort of thing.”

This paper is produced and circulated privately and its inclusion
in the conference does not constitute publication. 1
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It was when addressing the issue of the extent to which employers should try to
accommodate declining ability to cope with the journey that the most differences between
the organisational and the employee group became apparent. In response to the question
“Do you think there is a role for employers in getting involved in those kinds of things and
working out how they can be solved” the initial responses of the employees group were;

“NO”
“It's personal responsibility; it's a lifestyle choice.”

“it's not their problem to solve.”

“the employer shouldn’t be expected to go really out of their way and possibly put other
people out just for you.”

This contrasts with the initial responses of the organisational group, who seemed much more
willing to open a dialogue about ways of helping, but generally qualified it by reference to a
number of other factors, one of the most important of which seemed to be the value of the
employer to the organisation;

“It could be outside of an employer’'s control, but certainly has to be considered for the
employee and employer alike”

“One thing we found, which surprised me, was that we thought differently about employment
groups. So you'd have managers talking about well, | need to make arrangements for staff
travel... Some quite interesting potential blind spots here, about who's receiving attention
and who's ignored. Something is about how people are valued, but it's also about visibility
and connection”.

“some people are more valuable to an employer. Some people they will be more enthusiastic
and work harder to retain than other people”

The organisational group also identified links with other important policy areas, which were
perhaps of less relevance to individual employees;

“connection with environmental congestion and climate change issues, | have to say, rather
than as an employment benefit. We're starting a lot of work with our workforce, trying to open
up the greener, healthier options. We haven't got the massive commuter journeys that
certainly a Londoner or a Manchester might have. Most people [have] a relatively small
travel to work for Sheffield City itself and the neighbouring towns. But even so a lot of factors
described just echo very strongly what we've found when we talked to the workforce.”

In terms of identifying sources of support, most participants were able to respond only in very
general terms, suggesting resources such as charities, lift-share websites and staff intranet.
A noteable exception to this seemed to be representatives and employees of local
authorities, who knew of specific websites which offer travel advice, which could be adapted
to address more specifically the needs of older workers.

The case studies generated a great deal of discussion, though again, there were differences
between the two groups in terms of what they thought the employer could or should do to
help. In the case of Mary, the organisational group was willing to consider proving
counseling or further training to help Mary overcome her anxiety. It was also suggested that
Mary may have been suffering from (or be beginning to develop) some mental health
difficulties. Most participants felt that this was definitely something that should concern
them, and which they would look at ways of helping with, should it be brought to their
attention. In contrast, the employee group suggested Mary talk to her doctor, friends and
neighbours, and look for other ways of getting to work. Whilst it was also suggested that she
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open a dialogue with her employer, there was little expectation that the employer could or
should be responsible for addressing the problem.

In Pat’s case, the organisational group felt that the key to this case study lay in the handling
of the initial relocation. Whilst relocation is recognised to cause a certain amount of
upheaval for all employees, it was suggested that it might disproportionately affect older
workers, especially those caring for other family members. Concerns were expressed at the
possible difficulty of replacing Pat, and the costs of doing so, leading most to conclude that
more careful handling of the initial relocation would have benefitted both parties. In contrast,
the employee group felt that Pat should accept that her job was no longer right for her and
should begin to look for something else (despite acknowledging the potential difficulty of
doing so)

This suggests that employers have more vested interest in retaining good staff than
employees recognise. As a result, they may be more willing to get involved than employees
realise.

A number of additional issues came to light during the course of the discussions. One which
generated a great deal of debate in both focus groups was the question of how to distinguish
between the journey to work, and other journeys that were undertaken in the course of work.
Whilst most participants were clear that in cases where driving was an integral part of the job
(for example, for bus drivers, travelling sales people, haulage drivers) this could be excluded,
in other cases it was far less clear-cut. Examples raised by participants included peripatetic
teachers, trainers visiting different sites, carpet fitters and employees travelling to meetings
and conferences instead of their normal workplace. It was generally felt that whilst a
definition could be determined which specifically excluded ALL travel except that from
normal residence to main place of work, this would be unnecessarily restrictive and would
prevent examination of some of the most problematic journeys (for example, those when
there is uncertainty about route, the availability of different travel options, and the ease of
parking).

Another issue which was deemed to be important was the subjective nature of determining
what constitutes a “difficult journey”. This is influenced not only by personal factors, but is
probably also subject to some regional and cultural influences. For example, participants
seemed to agree that there is much anecdotal evidence that people in London and the South
East have a different perception of what is an acceptable (or indeed a “normal”) amount of
time to spend commuting.

Finally, some participants took issue with the suggestion that women tend to make more
complex journeys than men. Whilst this was a conclusion that was widely supported by
existing studies it is perhaps something that subsequent stages of the research should look
at again.

Conclusions and Further Research

The focus groups which have taken place already have identified a number of important
issues which will be explored further in the next stages of the study. In summary, the key
findings are;

e There is anecdotal evidence that the journey to work IS a barrier to employment
later in life for some people.

e The employees over 50 who participated in the focus groups did not expect their
employer to look for ways of supporting older workers in managing the journey to
work. However, the employee representatives who participated felt that they DID
have a role to play in some instances and were keen to explore practical ways of
being involved.

e Some organisational factors were identified as being potentially useful, not just for
older workers, but to improve the working lives of all employees. These included

This paper is produced and circulated privately and its inclusion
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flexible hours and working from home. However, it was felt that these would need
to be monitored and managed carefully, in order that they did not introduce a
different range of practical and health-related issues.

e There was very little awareness in either group of existing resources to help
manage the journey to work

e Afirmer but broader definition of what is included within “the journey to work” should
be drawn up

The next stage of the research will be a questionnaire, the aims of which are to begin to
determine the likely scale of the problem, and to identify any groups which are
disproportionately affected. It is also hoped that the questionnaire will provide some more
reliable evidence to support the anecdotal evidence presented by the focus group
participants. It is envisaged that any particularly useful examples that emerge as a result of
the questionnaire will be used as case studies later in the project.

The final conclusions of the work will feed into strategies to help promote and facilitate longer
productive working lives, specifically by raising awareness of transport as a potential barrier
or enablers to workforce participation.

In summary, the outcomes of this work will include:

e Report on barriers and enablers for older workers’ journey to work, including
scenarios and personas of current and future journeys to work

e Specification for the journey aspect of electronic resource to help employers,
employees, policy-makers and other stake-holders

[ ]

Education and communication in the workplace are important elements of this work, as well
as the need to inform employers and employees that this information resource is available.
Therefore, the output from this task will form part of the dissemination strategy, which must
inform employers and employees of the existence of the resource and promote its effective
use. This will be done in collaboration with government and policy makers, for example,
through on-line or face-to-face awareness raising seminars.
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