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Overview 
 
The Pittsburgh region’s population is rapidly aging. In 2010, those 55 years and older accounted for 31% 
of total residents. In 2015, it increased to 34%, and by 2020, this cohort will surpass 36% of the total 
population. Just as the region is growing older, so is its workforce. Today, 26% of people in the labor 
market are 55 years and older, while those younger than 25 comprise only 12%.  
 
As the share of older workers continues to surpass the number of young people entering the local labor 
market, older workers’ job retention becomes crucial to our region’s economic prosperity. Unfortunately, 
many older workers experience involuntary, often sudden, employment disruptions. These events seem 
to affect their trust in new employment opportunities, as well as their motivation to remain in the labor 
force.   
 

This report explores the obstacles older job seekers face, as well as their perceptions of the local labor 
market and their own employability, based on insights Partner4Work collected from about 400 local job 
seekers.  

 
Career Challenges of Local Older Workers  
 
One of the most significant trends involving older workers is the rapid increase of those experiencing a 
job change after the age of 55. In the early 2000s, only 9% of those in the region leaving their jobs were 
older workers; by 2016, the share increased to 17%.  
 
More importantly, about 62% of people between 55 and 64 years old who leave their jobs are not doing 
so for another job. Rather, they transition into unemployment or early, often involuntary, retirement. In 
comparison, about 42% of 35- to 54-year-olds who leave their jobs end up non-employed.  
 
Additionally, older workers who find a new job typically face pay cuts. People between 55 and 64 years 
old who leave their jobs earn, on average, $4,791 per month, but the average monthly wages of new hires 
in the same age group is only $4,017. 
 
Older Job Seekers’ Perceptions of Age as a Barrier to Employment 
 
Generally, older job seekers in the Pittsburgh area feel pessimistic about their employment prospects. 
They believe age discrimination is their biggest obstacle in finding a new job. Younger job seekers, on the 
other hand, perceive an overabundance of low-paying jobs and lack of middle-class jobs as their biggest 
obstacles.   
 
The older job seekers Partner4Work interviewed perceive that their age affects their competitiveness in 
the local market in several ways. They believe that employers view them as more expensive, less 
educated, and slower to learn new skills and technologies than younger workers.  
 
The following first-hand accounts illustrate common perceptions of biases local older job seekers form 
based on their experiences.   
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Age and Experience  
 
Many older job seekers avoid drawing attention to their age on job applications. Many express dismay, as 
they would prefer to include their entire work history, but worry employers may not consider someone 
with their experience.  
 

“I've taken off some of my education and professional experience just to find a job. 
And, I'm not getting any callbacks. Sometimes I've revisited these places, and I see that 
people that are half my age have been offered that position. So, it's just been a little 
bit frustrating.”  

 
Others use tactics such as reporting they have “15+ years” of experience when they have many more. One 
job seeker explained that she excludes dates and other identifiers of age on her resume. She noted that 
“several times I have gotten interviews and when they saw me, they were like, ‘She's older than what we 
thought she was’. I just wonder how many other people run into that.” 
 
Older job seekers who pursue jobs requiring less experience and fewer skills, in the hopes of increasing 
their hiring chances, still experience many rejections. 
 

“I've been searching for full-time office work; in the meantime, I’ve tried to pick up a 
hostess position at a restaurant. After looking at my hospitality resume, [the 
interviewer] was like, ‘Oh, wow. This is perfect’. But she looked at my professional 
resume, and she was like, ‘Well, why would you want to work here?’ I was like, ‘Because 
I need a hostess weekend position to help with finances’. So again, it's like giving a 
potential employer a resume that doesn’t illustrate my full skill set just to settle for 
something less, and I still didn't get the job.” 

 
Most older job seekers believe that cost concerns factor into employers’ reluctance to hire them. They 
feel they cannot compete with younger candidates who might be cheaper to employers. “Why should 
they pay me what I need to get paid to do the job when somebody half my age will do the same job for 
half the money,” one job seeker lamented. Another highlighted perceptions of health care costs:  
 

“Employers believe the older employees are the ones that are going to drive up their 
health care costs. And, I've been in some interviews where they've asked me if I've 
needed health care, which they're not even allowed to ask you, but…they're trying to 
find out if you have children or if you're going to put anybody, a spouse on [the plan].”  

 
Adapting and Keeping up with New Technologies  
 
Most older workers in these focus groups felt frustrated with the frequent perception that their age will 
interfere with their ability to adapt to new technologies or learn new skills. As a participant explained:  
 

“I was called in for an interview. I was told my resume was very strong, and ‘gee, wow, 
you just blew us out of the water with this’. And, as the conversation went along, and 
I was interviewing with people who are younger than me, which happens a lot, one 
woman, in particular, was very nice, but she started this conversation about how 
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difficult the job was to learn. About how it was going to take me a long time, so the 
conversation veered from, ‘Gee, you're a great fit,’ to ‘This is going to be really hard’. 
And, I just really didn't know how to react to that. I just said, ‘Well, I've overcome all 
kinds of difficulties in my career, and I'm smart.’ But, all of a sudden, they're telling me 
that this job is very hard." 

 
Job seekers reported feeling that employers make assumptions about older workers’ abilities to learn new 
technologies. One explained, “I don't think that everybody that's older is slower on the uptake and needs 
that kind of support. What I don't like is the presumption that because you're a certain age that's going 
to happen.” 
 
The Skills Conundrum  
 
Some older job seekers report that their technical skills are not in line with current demand, despite their 
robust experience. While often confident in their ability to learn, they feel restricted by their past focus 
on work over schooling, and by the cost of acquiring new skills.  
 

“It's become kind of a Catch-22 for us, because employers want you to have all this 
schooling, but you can't afford the schooling, and they won't train you on the job so 
that you can make money and pay for more of your schooling.” 

 
Others point out that job descriptions have turned into long lists of requirements. “Instead of it being a 
marketing position, you now should also be a programmer who is coding…the website. There is no 
education through these companies. They just want those abilities. They don’t want to train for them.” 
 
Costs barriers prevented some older workers from continuing their education to gain news skills:  

 
“Training was something I had to do on my own…I couldn't afford their kinds of course 
work. I was working 40 - 60 hours a week on my own. I was a good and hardworking 
employee. I would have expected just a little bit of professional support so I could have 
been a candidate to stay in my own job.” 

 
Engaging the Older Workforce 
 
Unemployed and prematurely retired older workers are a significant loss to the region’s economy; they 
transition from active contributors to passive consumers of economic resources. In their absence, the 
local labor market loses a wealth of knowledge, skills and experience, which can be difficult to replace. 
 
Their experiences as job seekers is often frustrating and discouraging.  Still, they express a strong desire 
to continue to be productive members of the workforce.  
 

“I'm old, but I'm mature and I want to work.  I don't want to just sit back and collect 
unemployment. I don't want to watch the world go by me.  I want to get out and be 
productive, because I think I have talents and experience to offer employers.” 
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And, they desire help to overcome employment barriers: 
 

“I wish there was an outreach program that would be very proactive in helping people 
who are older find jobs, solid jobs, not minimum-wage jobs, but substantial jobs.” 

 
Pittsburgh is an aging city, and as its labor market gets older, there is a need to better understand and 
address barriers to employment, whether it involves hiring practices, lack of relevant skills or absence of 
good jobs, that prevent older workers from staying employed. 
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