Age Alliance – Coming Together for Older Workers
The four for the 45+
The Age Alliance transnational partnership (TP) was built on the experience of partners gained during the first round of the EQUAL programme and the goals shared by the participating projects from the United Kingdom (UK), Austria, Poland and Germany. Each partner was looking at the issues of changing demographics, low employer investment in workers aged 45+, the often low qualifications and motivation among people in this age group, and the lack of cooperation between economic and social actors with regard to age management.
The partners of Age Alliance jointly defined the core objectives of their TP around three main themes: 

1) Supporting and raising the employability of workers over 45 by adapting, introducing and testing new approaches to work organisation. This theme included such services as career planning and management, job integrators/mentoring and coaching, assistance in business start-ups and after-care support for the unemployed. Within this framework, the TP also developed training measures for older workers, including an individualised training portfolio to raise the awareness of trainers about the needs of these workers;
2) Reducing the discrimination faced by older workers by developing and implementing actions to raise awareness within small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), non-governmental organisations (NGOs), trade unions, and large companies on age management issues. The focus in this theme was on sensitising SMEs and stakeholders at a range of different levels – human resources (HR) staff, employees, managers as well as policy makers and public servants; and
3) Promoting the self-confidence and self-esteem of employees and the unemployed over 45 in handling their job situation and career changes by developing tools and practices for the assessment of their skills and competences
. 
The issues at the centre of the TP’s activities are directly related to the Lisbon Agenda, which aims to "make Europe, by 2010, the most competitive and the most dynamic knowledge-based economy in the world". The broad objectives of this strategy include striving for full employment, which - among other things - means increasing the labour market participation of older people up to 50% by 2010. 
The transnational work of Age Alliance is promoting precisely this objective by advocating for more active ageing measures, promoting better work conditions to enable longer and more productive employment, and developing new and flexible employment paths. The transnational meetings of Age Alliance allowed the exchange of good practice in these fields, establishing what works and what does not in different countries, and disseminating these solutions to the relevant policy makers in their respective countries. Irene Heller, the Coordinator of Age Alliance, spoke highly of the synergies created by the TP: “We had common ideas, problems and shared values, plus the experience of various partners on how to solve these problems. So the process of transnational cooperation was of value in itself.”
A thematic approach to good practice
The work of Age Alliance TP was organised around four thematic working groups: 

· Age Management, 
· Career Planning and Management, 
· Training, and

· Methods of Assessment. 
Each partner led one thematic working group and hosted transnational partnership meetings relating to this theme. The partners also ensured the participation of the local policy makers, NGOs, SMEs and training providers in the working group meetings - thus directly mainstreaming their results, recommendations and conclusions.

The thematic working group on Age Management was led by the Austrian partner and focused on awareness raising among SMEs and stakeholders concerning the employment situation and training needs of older employees. Poland led the transnational work on Career Planning and Management, which looked at the development of innovative tools in this area, such as job-coaching, mentoring or job integration; the group also focused on gathering good practice on innovative measures intended to keep and return older workers to the labour market. The UK partner, which also acts as the TP Secretariat, led the group on Training - developing training portfolios and learning activities adapted to older workers, as well as raising the awareness of trainers in terms of the needs of this group and discrimination issues in the field of training. Finally, the thematic working group on Methods of Assessment was managed by Germany. This group covered the development of tools and practices for identifying competences and skills of the over 45s and empowerment actions for senior workers. It also focused on such issues as change management, knowledge management and knowledge transfer between age groups.

The participation of the transnational partners and relevant national stakeholders in the discussions of the thematic working groups allowed each partner to have the chance to make their own contribution to each of the four themes covered by the Good Practice Guides – the main product of the Age Alliance assembling the most significant findings and recommendations. The TP partners confirm that setting up topic-related working groups proved to be an effective system in structuring the transnational work - bringing together people who have similar goals to enable constructive outcomes. Jürgen Brandt, the Coordinator of transnational work for the German partner emphasised: “It was not so much the products, which were produced at the end of the project by each working group that brought the participants forward. It was more the process of discussion in the thematic working groups. It was in these groups that people really learned from each other.”
The TP activities in the thematic working groups were supplemented with study visits hosted by each partner. The partners liaised with the TP Secretariat in the UK to ensure that the programme of these study visits responded to the needs and the research topics identified by the thematic working groups. The visits proved to be a very successful tool - bringing together the national strategic partners and allowing the formation of regional networks, as well as ensuring the sustainability of the national project results. During these three or four days in Germany, Austria Poland and the UK, all partners could come together to discuss the issues facing older people in the labour market, showing everyone the value of transnational working.
The information about the TP, its activities and main results is published on the Age Alliance website, which is hosted and updated by the Polish partner. This partner was also responsible for the organisation of the Final Transnational Conference of Age Alliance, which took place in Warsaw 19-20 April 2007. However, the TP activities did not come to a holt with this conference – the good practice and recommendations included in the Good Practice Guides were also presented in the Competence 50+ conference in Göteborg, Sweden on 18-20 June 2007.
Successful synergies and transfers of practice
Based on a joint study concerning attitudes towards workers over 45 and their employability – and the outputs delivered by each thematic working group - the Age Alliance TP produced the Good practice guides to present innovative measures and best practices for assisting older workers and helping unemployed people over 45 to return to the labour market. The guides are structured around the four broad themes addressed by the Age Alliance working groups mentioned above.

Although, depending on the individual country’s context and historic tradition, the Age Alliance partners are often proposing different solutions to the same demographic problem, there are numerous possible general conclusions that can be drawn from the wealth of detail and accounts included in the guides. The TP argues that as the challenge of the demographic situation in Europe persists, there is a continuing necessity for awareness raising and continuing work on this issue - in particular by engaging employers and sensitising older workers themselves. The partners believe that it is still necessary to brake down barriers to the continuous employment and training of the older citizen and that this should be done though a holistic approach (starting with the application of the four thematic parts of the Age Alliance Good Practice Guides!) and, above all, that such measures require resources and political commitment.

Aside from the goal of producing a guide, the transnational thematic workshops also served as a platform to present good practice from the other Member States to the local stakeholders, which at times was a determining success factor in influencing local policy concerning older workers. According to the German partner of Age Alliance, the greatest benefit achieved in the partnership was the creation of awareness among employers on why it is necessary and beneficial for them to employ and train older employees. This was achieved through the international cooperation of the Entrepreneurs’ Association with the international partners, and by presenting the results of a survey undertaken by the TP to a large public and the press.
According to the TP, in order to assist the older citizens in their employment, it is also essential to get official, established employment services (national, state or local) in line with both a holistic approach to their services, and at the same time to get them to treat the older citizen as a unique person. By engaging ‘strategic partners’ – such as the Ministry of Labour, Trade Unions, and employers - in the transnational working group meetings, each partner also made transnational partners visible to the local key players and policy makers.  This led to some important results; for example, the fact that the topic ‘age’ was included in the future ESF funding period in Mecklenburg-Vorpommern - something that was not planned at the beginning and which followed a discussion between the British partner the German Ministry, where the later became convinced that this ought to become a priority. 
Naturally, the transnational meetings also provided a place to share experiences within the partnership - providing a considerable impetus for learning and adopting good practice. The German experience of ‘patch-working
’ and the system of ‘job integrators
’, for example were analysed and successfully adopted by the Polish partner - resulting in some people regaining employment in the country. The methodology of ‘job coaching’ – the main tool developed by the Polish partner – was also transferred within the partnership. The good practices of the Austrian and British partners were also identified and transferred; the first worked mostly with large companies, whilst the later focused particularly on the question of how to retain elder employees in employment. 
Although on first sight the partnership seemed rather heterogeneous, according to the German partner, the learning was substantial - largely because the partners had developed different solutions to the same problem. “Age Alliance TP has been a very useful enterprise under the Lifelong learning Adaptability sub-theme,” said Ms. Heller: “And the TP partners are now looking for future funding to continue this work.” Kamila Jeżowska, the Project Manager of the Polish partner, was of a similar opinion concerning the benefits gained through the transnational work: “We can now cooperate in creating new partnerships, learning by sharing similar experiences and finding new solutions to inequality.”
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· Career Planning and Management
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� The practice of one individual working part time in several different workplaces or at home used as a tool to return people excluded from the labour market to employment.


� The integration of older unemployed people often requires an especially intensive form of assistance for the job seeker. Not only do they require assistance when developing their personal career, but also when looking for suitable further training measures and employment on a trial basis. This assistance is supplied by job ‘integrators’.





