Older male workers in the health and service sector
Abstract

This paper describes how organisations in a region in Sweden worked together to create job opportunities for older male workers and to increase individual employability. By investing in a three year developmental project and by promoting lifelong learning for middle-aged unemployed low educated men the joining organisations hoped to change the situation for individuals, and make changes at organisational and regional level. Seven groups of participant’s altogether 100 men took part in the employment project where the aim was to develop employable individuals and to create favourable conditions for recruitment to the health and care sector. Education and training was based on individual needs and required skills for working in the health sector. All learning activities were based on flexible solutions and practical training. 
Introduction
Certain regions in Sweden have great difficulties to sustain a steady growth in their population as (younger) people choose to move away from the region as it comes more and more difficult to find jobs or other means to make a living.  Due to market competition and cuts in the public sector many companies both in the service sector and the industry close down their businesses. The older generation citizens wish to continue to live in the area as they grow older, however the health and care sector who cares for the elderly are finding it increasingly more difficult to recruit new staff.  People who choose to stay in the region are middle-aged or older and some of them are retired or granted early retirement pensions from public sector employers. Some of these regions also experience a matching problem on the labour market as potential employees are sometimes regarded as non-employable. The classification of non-employable people is very often based on discriminating criteria’s such as gender, age and nationality. To deal with all three problems at the same time, lack of jobs exclusion from working life and difficulties to recruit, requires people to think new as mainstream solutions seem not to work. 
How it all started

A mapping of the region showed that it was basically low educated and middle-aged men who found it hard to find jobs in the area as the reaming downsized industries did not take on additional workers. Women have their jobs in the public sector. Today, the entry level is high in the industry, they often require formal education equivalent to upper secondary school level. This means in practice that younger applicants fill any vacancies. 
A project leader developed a simple but brilliant idea as a way to create job opportunities for middle-aged, unemployed and low-educated men. His idea was to educate men to work in the health sector! This is the only sector which is growing in the area and it is not possible to rely on younger people to work in this sector anyhow due the low status of work and they are moving out of the region anyway. 
The quest - changing the system and attitudes
When the project leader started his work, he immediately saw that there were a few problems that needed certain and specific care. How do I encourage men to view working in the health and care sector as an opportunity? And how do I convince the people working at the job centre to introduce working in the health and care sector also to unemployed men? 
Collaboration cross boundaries
In order to make the project a reality it required the project leader to organise several meetings with different organisations one by one and then connecting the organisations into a strategic network. The common understanding of the goals and ambition in the project grew from each meeting.  By developing a common understanding of the project and by the financial and operative support from the county administrative board the different stakeholders and organisations realised they had a unique opportunity to develop better conditions for the region. They also learned to understand that the quest would not be won without the joint collaboration where each organisation needed to make changes and adjustments into their systems. 
However the biggest challenge in the project was to work with the task to prepare the men to their new jobs in a low status and female dominated sector. Some of the men said when they were introduced to the project,


“There is not a chance in hell that I will work in the health and care sector”

Still they changed their attitude towards work. Developing strategies for lifelong learning and regional growth were key motivators for the project organisers and for the organisations that supported and funded the project.
Outcomes

About 80 percent of the100 people who chose to join the 14 week course to become health care workers completed their training. The participants developed leaning skills and got accustomed to a real working situation in the health sector. They were also encouraged to continue to further education and training after the initial project. About 50 percent of the participants chose to continue and after one year of further education at the adult learning centre the participants received a formal education degree equivalent to upper secondary school graduation and a vocational certificate as an assistant nurse. Some of the nurses continued to train to become state registered nurses so they could work at the county hospital. 
The story of a lifetime

Several men describe that they were provided with the opportunity of a lifetime when they took part in the project. They describe the biggest impact from the project is on how they perceive themselves and how their self-esteem was boosted when they discovered they still have a value on the labour market and they can still learn a new job. The people who represent the organisations describe that it has been a great value for them to learn that they can change organisational systems, especially the people representing the job centre. They have discovered what importance curiosity and choice play for people and for the success rate of labour market activities. The male nurses are an asset for the region, they secure recruitment and they can bring about a change in gender structures in the sector. It is also apparent that male nurses make different choices when carrying out work duties, which can lead to developing health care services especially in the care for elderly. The work is independent and there are many opportunities to change work patterns and contents. An old age pensioner described a visit from a male nurse from the home care service as,


“it is nice that he takes the time to sit down with a cup of coffee and have a chat 
with me.” 
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