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background
Research shows that older women are negatively affected 
by accumulated life stress and inequalities over the life 
course, and this disproportionately impacts wellbeing, cog-
nition and health. Women of different age groups across 
Europe have been found to have more diverse and less 
regular employment histories than men, and older women 
have been found to face significant challenges in navigat-
ing their work-life balance. In the UK, women’s pension age 
has been harmonised, and they are more likely than men to 
extend their working life.

participants and procedure
Semi-structured interviews were used to explore self-per-
ceptions of women in the workplace and how they socially 
construct their identity in an opportunity sample (N = 19) 
of women aged 60 and over with a focus on those in lower 
paid and part time roles. Reflexive thematic analysis was 
used to analyse the data.
 
results
Themes identified across the dataset relating to self-per-
ceptions concerned the workplace identity as a  woman 

over 60 years old: positive and negative drivers to age-pos-
itive identity in work were experienced by women in the 
workplace including being seen as ‘invisible’, excluded by 
colleagues, or, not viewing themselves as ‘old’; and, posi-
tive self-beliefs related to the need to promote positive so-
cial norms concerning ageing as a woman, not seeing age 
as a barrier and challenging unhelpful stereotypes in the 
workplace.
 
conclusions
There is limited evidence regarding how older women per-
ceive themselves and are perceived in contemporary work-
places, so this knowledge is crucial for understanding ex-
periences of older women to enhance practice and policy.

key words
gender; ageing; work; self-perceptions; stereotypes

‘You feel a little bit invisible really’: a thematic 
analysis exploring self-perceptions and stereotypes 
experienced by working women aged 60 and over 

with a focus on lower paid roles

corresponding author – Clare E. Edge, Ph.D., University of Salford, 43 Crescent, Salford M5 4WT, United Kingdom, 
e-mail: c.e.edge1@salford.ac.uk

authors’ contribution – A: Study design · B: Data collection · C: Statistical analysis · D: Data interpretation · 
E: Manuscript preparation · F: Literature search · G: Funds collection

to cite this article – Edge, C. E., & Bacci, G. (2024). ‘You feel a little bit invisible really’: a thematic analysis exploring 
self-perceptions and stereotypes experienced by working women aged 60 and over with a focus on lower paid roles. 
Current Issues in Personality Psychology. 

received 09.02.2024 · reviewed 03.07.2024 · accepted 05.09.2024 · online publication 05.11.2024

original article

Clare E. Edge id 1 · A,B,C,D,E,F,G, Giulia Bacci id 2 · D,E

1: University of Salford, Salford, United Kingdom
2: University of Turin, Turin, Italy

 
 This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 4.0 
International (CC BY-NC-SA 4.0). License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/)

https://orcid.org/0000-0002-7489-0806
https://orcid.org/0009-0002-7213-2507


Self-perceptions and the workplace identity of older women

2 current issues in personality psychology

Background

Across Europe women are staying longer in the work-
force. Women’s labour force participation reached 
a record level of 66% in 2022, with the largest increas-
es observed in the 55-64 years old age group (OECD, 
2023). In the United Kingdom, women are dispropor-
tionately affected by pension changes and are work-
ing for longer, extending their working life, often in 
lower paid and part time roles, compared to men. 
The  most predominant sectors occupied by women 
are health and social work (21% and 77% of all jobs 
are held by women in this sector), followed by whole-
sale and retail sectors (13%), then the education sector 
(12% and 70% of all jobs are held by women in this 
sector) (Office for National Statistics [ONS], 2022). 

ONS (2022) data show that women in the  
55-64 years old group have the highest levels of sick-
ness absence, with absence due to stress being most 
likely in this group (ONS, 2022). In the UK, women’s 
pension age has been harmonised, and research dem-
onstrates that women extend their working life more 
than men and are disproportionately affected by in-
equalities, including health inequalities, over the 
course of their lives (Finch, 2014). Stress accumulation 
over the life course has been demonstrated to affect 
older women disproportionately in relation to impacts 
on wellbeing, cognition and health (Miller et al., 2022).

The inTersecTion of age and gender 

The intersection of age and gender has been previously 
explored, and a range of negative perceptions around 
women have been highlighted, but these studies have 
not focussed on UK women and the intersection of 
women aged 60 facing extending their working lives 
and in lower-paid positions (Berger, 2021; Bowman 
et al., 2017; Westwood, 2023). Bowman et al. (2017) il-
luminated the voices of women in work in Canada and 
highlighted that older women in work are at risk of 
being perceived as ‘rusty’ and ‘invisible’, and this was 
emphasized with respect to the intersection of gender 
and age in that ‘lookism’ is combined with ‘ageism’. 
Gendered ageism has been dubbed ‘sexageism’, with 
invisibility often experienced by ageing women. This 
can vary according to status, with those in lower sta-
tus roles being impacted most negatively due to the 
lack of power that comes with ageing as ‘performance’ 
whereby the objective is to hide the deteriorations 
perceived to occur with ageing and hence deny age as 
part of one’s identity (Barrett, 2022; Westwood, 2023).

sTereoTypes, idenTiTy and sTereoType 
ThreaT aT work for ageing women

Stereotypes can be defined as oversimplified views 
concerning the nature of certain groups within soci-

ety that often arise from cultural norms and allow for 
simplification of the cognitive mechanisms that en-
able people to understand their place in the world and 
its complexities (Hilton & von Hippel, 1996). However, 
stereotypes about women are often negative, includ-
ing outlined representations of ageing in society that 
emphasise youthful attractiveness but at the same 
time devalue age (Ballard et al., 2009). Identity, on the 
other hand, is simply summarised as that which older 
workers psychologically internalise as their member-
ship of a social group (e.g., “I am a woman,” “I am an 
older woman,” “I am an older woman manager,” “I am 
an older woman lower paid worker”) through social 
identity theory (Turner et al., 1979) and self-catego-
rization theory (Hogg &  Turner, 1987). Further to 
this, identity complexity reflects the amount of over-
lap that is perceived to exist between different group 
identities. Where there is a  lack of overlap between 
categories (e.g. older woman, woman in a lower paid 
role) and categories are misaligned, this is associ-
ated with increasing levels of stress. Therefore, it is 
important to explore self-perceptions of identity in 
older women because stress impacts negatively on 
the health and well-being of older women (Roccas 
& Brewer, 2002). 

Stereotype threat can be defined as the belief or as-
sumption that an individual could receive demeaning 
stereotypes and the psychological pressure that comes 
with that may impact the performance of a particular 
task, e.g. job performance (Roberson & Kulik, 2007; 
Steele & Aronson, 1995; von Hippel et al., 2011). Im-
portantly, a  study by Manzi et  al. (2021) examining 
stereotype threat in women aged 50 and over showed 
that ageism and gender stereotype threat represent 
a double jeopardy for women in the workplace.

summary of The conTribuTion 
To knowledge

The current research will help fill the existing knowl-
edge gap and calls for further research to understand 
the intricacies of how identities of older women in 
lower paid roles in the workplace are constructed and 
how they navigate perceived stereotypes and preju-
dice and how other people perceive them, as well as 
the impacts on older women’s workplace well-being. 
There is limited evidence on how older women per-
ceive themselves and are perceived in contemporary 
workplaces, yet this knowledge is highly important 
for understanding experiences of older women and 
effective practice and policy decision making. There-
fore, the research questions are as follows:

How do older women perceive themselves in the 
workplace and the stereotypes and prejudice that 
may exist? 

How do older women socially construct their iden-
tities in the workplace?
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ParticiPants and Procedure

parTicipanTs

Semi-structured interviews were used to explore the 
experiences and perceptions of older women’s wellbe-
ing in an opportunity sample (N = 19) of older women 
aged 60 and over with a focus on those in lower paid 
and part time roles. 

procedure

This study used an opportunity sample, recruiting 
from the university and other organisations (in Great-
er Manchester) locally where older women in lower 
paid part time roles may be found e.g. in the ‘5 Cs’: 
catering, cleaning, caring, clerical and cashiering. As 
illustrated in Table 1, the majority of the participants 
were in customer service, secretarial, and receptionist 
roles (38%), along with caring roles in the social care 
and health care sectors (21%). The  interviews yield-
ed more than 900 minutes of data at approximately  
45-60 minutes per interview. The reason women over 
60 years old were chosen is because this age group 
will be approaching/have reached or exceeded statu-
tory pension age. 

The interview questions explored older women’s 
current workplace and role, perceptions of being 
a woman and an older woman in the workplace and 
experiences of stereotypes and stigma, e.g.: Can you 
tell me about your current role? Can you tell me 
about your current workplace? What are your per-
ceptions and experiences of being a woman in your 
current workplace? What are your perceptions and 
experiences of being a woman over 60 in your current 
workplace? What are your experiences of any stereo-
types that may exist regarding women over 60 in the 
workplace? The dataset was part of a  larger dataset 
also exploring well-being which will be analysed in 
parallel to this dataset using a different analytical lens. 

daTa analysis

Interviews were audio recorded and transcribed ver-
batim, with any identifiable information relating to the 
participant being removed. Braun and Clarke’s (2006, 
2022) reflexive thematic analysis was used to analyse 
the data in relation to the research questions exploring 
self-perceptions and stereotypes. The researcher began 
by familiarising themselves with the data by listening 
to each recording, making notes, and reading each 
anonymised transcript, developing initial data driven 
codes as well as using inductive and deductive coding. 
A sample of the coded transcripts was checked by the 
supporting researcher, Giulia Bacci. Conceptual links 
between codes were explored and then themes were 
searched for, and sub-themes and conceptual links 

were diagrammed. An audit trail of the process was 
kept for purposes of confirmability. The  researchers 
reflected on the initial thematic framework based on 
the full list of codes and collapsed several sub-themes 
into combined themes and then finally described the 
story behind each theme and reshaped it where re-
quired during the data process. The  theoretical lens 
which best suited the analysis was the constructionist 
paradigm and the focus on experience in the data lent 
itself to this form of analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2022). 
Therefore, the analysis looked specifically at how each 
participant experienced gender-based norms, stereo-
types and workplace identities. The primary research-
er (Clare Edge) reflected on her position as a younger 
woman and through the process kept the focus of the 
interview to more neutral phrases such as women 
over 60 rather than older woman. 

eThics

Confidentiality, anonymity, and access to participants 
were considered through an ethical approval process. 
The recruitment of participants was carried out using 
a poster advertising the study that was placed in local 
workplaces (there was a financial incentive of £20 for 
taking part) such as large supermarket and store no-
tice boards, community centres, around the university 
and on social media via the researcher’s work-based 
profiles. Ethical approval was gained from the Univer-
sity of Salford on 23 February, 2023 (Ethics ID: 10388). 

results

The two key themes identified in relation to the re-
search question encompass a  range of views seen 
across the data set in women aged 60 and over in the 
workplace and reflected a  range of self-perceptions 
of being an ageing woman, which were informed by 
the perceived social norms and stereotypes relating to 

Table 1

Participant characteristics: job role

Job role type n %

Customer service, secretary, 
or receptionist role 

8 37

Supervisor and senior manager role 4 21

Community freelance artist and writer 1 5

Social care role 1 5

Health care worker or public health role 3 16

Education role 2 11

Community and volunteer worker 1 5
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ageing as a woman in the workplace. The first theme 
(see Figure 1) centred on the negative self-perceptions 
about ageing in the workplace as a woman and had 
a number of sub-themes in relation to the overarch-
ing theme as follows: a) perceptions of a lack of en-
ergy or being slower as an older woman; b) a percep-
tion of older women being less able to keep up with 
changes in technology in the workplace; c) percep-
tions of womanhood: the choices women make in the 
workplace over the life course and health issues with 
age; and d) feeling less involved in the team and ‘in-
visible’. In contrast, many participants also reflected 
on the more positive perceptions of being a woman 
in work over 60 and were encapsulated in the theme 
describing the various positive self-perception of age-
ing (e.g. not feeling ‘older’) and the value of women 
in the workplace (e.g. associated with a perception of 
women promoting more equality and empathy).

Theme 1: negaTive self-percepTions 
abouT ageing in The workplace  
as a woman

All women described the various types of negative 
thoughts and feelings they had concerning their 
identity in relation to ageing in the workplace as 

a woman and deteriorations that were perceived to 
occur with age. These include a) having less energy, 
being seen as slower or less productive and b) be-
ing less able to compete with the younger generation 
in relation to changes and advances in technology, 
and c) promotions, having a  life course of choices 
informed by caring responsibilities, meaning that ca-
reer progression may have been stunted, and a feel-
ing that older women were less included and invis-
ible in comparison with younger women. 

a) Perceptions of a lack of energy or being slower as 
an older woman

A range of participants in lower paid roles and se-
nior manager roles reflected on their identity as an 
older worker. This was socially constructed through 
an internalised and externalised perception of hav-
ing reduced energy levels compared to younger col-
leagues, which could be due to the physical nature of 
the role (e.g. participant 9 who was in a social care 
role). However, this ran in parallel to positive percep-
tions for many women such as participants 14 and 9, 
who later navigated both positive and negative per-
ceptions of themselves including their value in their 
discussions. For instance, participant 8 worked as 
a  senior manager in a  large public sector organisa-
tion and reflected on feeling less energetic than she 
used to feel and comparing herself in her construc-

Figure 1

Thematic map to show themes: negative self-perceptions about ageing in the workplace as a woman and positive 
self-perceptions of ageing and the value of women in the workplace

a) The value 
of ageing  

women in the 
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of being  
‘older’

Positive  
self-perceptions 

of ageing and the 
value of women 
in the workplace

Negative  
self-perceptions 

about ageing 
in the workplace 

as a woman

b) Perceptions  
of older women  

being less able to keep 
up with changes  

in technology in the 
workplace

a) Perceptions  
of a lack of energy 
or being slower as 
an older woman

d) Feeling  
less involved  
in the team 

and ‘invisible’

c) Perceptions  
of womanhood:  

the choices women 
make in the workplace 

over the life course  
and health issues  

with age



Clare E. Edge, Giulia Bacci

54

tions of herself as tired compared to her ‘younger’ 
self and therefore this identity was internalised in 
this female worker’s sense of self:

“I think, also, sometimes you tend to think, well, 
I was like that 30 years ago. You know when you see 
new lots of energy and lots of ambition and think, 
yes, I remember when I used to have the energy to do 
that! That can be a bit frustrating at times” (partici-
pant 8, 61 years old, senior manager role, large public 
sector organisation).

“You are you visualized a slower, both physically 
and mentally” (participant 14, 68 years old, public sec-
tor manager role, large public sector organisation).

“Just not being able to properly cope, that they’re 
[older women] a  bit past it, not as speedy as the 
youngsters. You have to be able to keep up, and think 
quickly, and if you’re a  little bit more like, ‘Oh, do 
you want a cup of tea, love? Sit down.’… To be honest, 
I’ve found myself sometimes – deliberately avoiding 
that, because I have been irritated with some older 
women myself in the workplace looking to almost 
play into that stereotype as an avoidance tactic… I do 
think there’s a huge amount of subtle discrimination 
that goes on in that sort of way about they’re past it, 
they can’t keep up, and all that kind of thing, espe-
cially when you’re doing something like this, which 
is quite stressful” (participant 9, 64 years old, social 
care role, large public sector organisation).

b) Perceptions of older women being less able to keep 
up with changes in technology in the workplace

A range of women reflected on the role of technol-
ogy and the limitations this placed on their self-image 
of being productive from a personal point of view in 
relation to internalised worries or about how others 
within the workplace environment view them. There 
was a common perception and often much discursive 
work around the idea that those younger counter-
parts who have been brought up with technology 
find the transition to more modern technology much 
less challenging than older generations and this was 
perceived to be a barrier to well-being in many cases. 
However, women felt ‘patronised’ by the younger 
‘tech-savvy’ generation, describing themselves as be-
ing seen as ‘daft’, ‘stupid’, ‘dizzy’ and ‘old fashioned’ 
whilst also acknowledging that it was hard some-
times to keep up with technology. This represented 
a contradiction in women’s discussions often across 
the dataset and shows the discursive work they were 
taking on in navigating this contradiction and con-
structing their identities as older women and compe-
tent workers. “You’ve got to move with the times. It’s 
like the dinosaurs, isn’t it? You’ve got to move on or 
you’re extinct” (participant 5, 64 years old, customer 
service role, large private sector retail organisation).

“I think there’s been so many big changes in the 
last five years that it is quite difficult for people of 
my age… I’ve found it more difficult working with 
a group over Zoom. I like to be interacting with them, 

and that’s a  lot easier if you’ve got them all in the 
same room. My workplace from that point of view, 
I find, is more difficult” (participant 13, 74 years old, 
community freelance artist and writer).

“I wasn’t brought up with phones… I wasn’t 
brought up with computers. We were pens and pen-
cils, you know?… I’ll get a 26-year-old saying to me 
you you’re alright with these computers, aren’t you? 
You you’re not doing bad, and I think that’s quite 
patronizing sometimes” (participant 15, 64 years old, 
customer service role, private sector organisation).

“That would happen occasionally that somebody 
would be talking about a new method of writing a pro-
gram to do something or whatever, and they would 
like sometimes to stop and explain it a little bit slow-
er… I’ve started defining myself as old and that makes 
me paranoid” (participant 14, 68 years old, public sec-
tor manager role, large public sector organisation).

c) Perceptions of womanhood: the choices women 
make in the workplace over the life course and health 
issues with age 

The perceptions of the choices that women make 
were also echoed by several women in relation to ca-
reer choice, and the impact of being a woman on their 
self-beliefs and the roles they tend to adopt (e.g. car-
ing roles) on the promotions opportunities they may 
be discouraged from going for compared to men. This 
self-doubt along with the physiological and psycho-
logical realities of being a woman including impacts 
on mental ill health, the menopause and the impacts 
on energy levels, the taboo, and the fear of being seen 
as a complaining woman, was seen as a double nega-
tive in relation to the limitations on the choices wom-
en can make. “Now, I still think if you read the busi-
ness pages, you don’t see many women at that level. 
Certainly, if you get over 50, 60, there’s not many of 
us around. If I look for role models, I struggle… Above 
a certain level tend to be men. There are lots of wom-
en entrepreneurs who run local shops and nurseries, 
and that sort of thing, but when you get into the busi-
ness world… there’s not a lot of them around” (par-
ticipant 13, 74 years old, community artist and writer, 
self-employed).

“I think that constant self-doubting over time, 
I think it erodes you a little bit. That, along with the 
physiology side of things, the mental health side of 
things, makes it that you’re worn out!” (participant 8, 
61 years old, senior manager role, large public sector 
organisation).

“Oh, they’ve always got… What’s it called? Meno-
pause coming. They’ve always got that. Oh, they’re 
always moaning, they’re old fashioned. That’s the 
kind of thing you get sometimes from the younger 
ones. They don’t really know… ‘Silly old woman’, 
whereas you might have had these experiences, and 
when you get talking to them sometimes, they will 
start to listen to you. They probably think you’re a bit 
dim and you’ve never got anywhere. They’re a high 
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flying whatever… and that’s from the women” (par-
ticipant 6, 65 years old, medical secretary, large pub-
lic sector organisation).

“I’ve had a colleague who was – she was dead sar-
castic about older women. Just little snidey things. 
I went in one day and I’d been to the gynaecologist… 
She went, ‘Is that all I’ve got to look forward to?’!” 
(participant 2, 65 years old, customer service role, 
large public sector organisation).

d) Feeling less involved in the team and ‘invisible’
There was an overwhelming feeling of being un-

dervalued compared to younger people, who were 
sometimes seen as waiting for older women to retire 
and not seeing the years of service older women have 
as a competitive advantage to the workplace. Women 
who reflected this were seen in both lower paid and 
part time roles as well as higher status roles. Partici-
pants also relayed the feeling of managers pushing 
older women out and anticipating their retirement. 

“What I feel is that you feel a little bit invisible re-
ally. The younger people who start, they really don’t 
value you and they almost are waiting for you to re-
tire and leave. They don’t value your work experi-
ence… Even my manager, I think he was hoping that 
I was going to ask to retire at 60. I think he had ideas 
about how he was going to rejig the department, al-
though he’s 67 and he doesn’t have the same atti-
tudes towards me” (participant 12, health care role, 
64 years old, large public sector organisation).

“She’ll start factoring me out, somehow, because 
I’m on my way out. I’m sure she’d be pleased to see 
the back of me, actually!” (participant 9, 64 years old, 
social care role, large public sector organisation).

Theme 2: posiTive self-percepTions 
of ageing (noT feeling ‘older’)  
and The value of women  
in The workplace

In contrast to the negative viewpoints, there were 
a range of positive viewpoints echoed by older wom-
en about themselves in the workplace, and the sub-
themes identified were as follows: a) the value of age-
ing women in the workplace; b) rejecting the label of 
being ‘older’; and c) the value of work to health and 
well-being. 

a) The value of ageing women in the workplace
In relation to the value of ageing women, the ex-

perience and ‘kudos’ they bring to the workplace was 
reflected by many participants including lower paid 
workers and senior managers.

“I was an HR manager in my 30s, I made some 
horrendous decisions because I didn’t see the family 
behind an individual. I saw them as somebody who 
came into work to do the job… as you get a bit older, 
you think… when they went back home, they had 
a husband, children, this, that and the other. A more 

rounded individual where you can see them more 
holistically as you get older. I definitely think that 
comes with age” (participant 8, 61 years old, senior 
manager role, large public sector organisation).

“I think when women are directors, they’re less, 
‘I’m a director’ sort of thing, from my experience in 
my workplace at the moment. I would say it’s equal, 
the level of jobs” (participant 4, 60 years old, public 
health role for large public sector organisation).

“…there have been other occasions where I feel 
that being the older person has given me more ku-
dos…” (participant 14, 68 years old, public sector 
manager role, large public sector organisation).

“I think a  lot of people come and ask you ques-
tions because you’re older and they think you know 
where everything is. I think some people might be 
embarrassed about asking questions to a  younger 
person” (participant 5, 64 years old, customer service 
role, large private sector retail organisation).

b) Rejecting the label of being ‘older’
Several participants, including those in lower paid 

roles, talked about their perception of themselves in 
work and the value of being part of the team in con-
nection to rejecting the notion of being old or any 
associated negative stereotypes rather than the value 
of age per se. 

“Funnily enough, the management there, they 
love me… they don’t want me to leave, even though 
I’m 80, they don’t want me to leave. They want me 
to stay… nobody ever believes I am the age I am; you 
see. So, they just treat me like they would anybody” 
(participant 7, 80 years old, customer service role, 
private sector retail organisation).

“For me, personally, I don’t want to be seen as 
somebody who’s passed the sell-by date in the work-
place” (participant 9, 64 years old, social care role, 
large public sector organisation).

discussion

The current research illuminated the self-perceptions 
and experiences of women in work aged 60 years 
old and over, with a focus on lower paid roles, in the 
workplace as well as the stigma and prejudice per-
ceived to be associated with being an ageing woman. 
The  study identified several key drivers to negative 
and positive self-perceptions in the workplace sur-
rounding perceptions of older women. These included 
them being perceived as slower and less productive 
compared to younger workers, as well as less able 
to cope with changes in technology, the limitations 
on women in relation to choices they make in their 
career, the need for flexibility, and a  sense of being 
seen as different to men. The needs of women across 
the life course were not always seen as an advantage 
or viewed favourably by colleagues. The health chal-
lenges issues women face with age were often seen 
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as detrimental by women themselves and colleagues 
although the value of women’s experiences was of-
ten articulated in the discourses of women in tandem 
to perceptions of any limiting factors. Compellingly, 
there was an overwhelming feeling amongst women 
in lower paid roles of being less involved and being 
seen as invisible compared to younger workers and 
a  perceived sense of discrimination. This highlights 
the need for intergenerational work and for more em-
phasis on the value of older women in work to ad-
dress the root causes of gendered ageism including 
masculine and young ideal worker norms (see, for ex-
ample, North & Fiske, 2015; Reid, 2015). A key worker 
identity perception was reflected by women in lower 
paid roles as well as those in senior roles of the value 
of older women in the workplace and a feeling that 
women have experience to impart and ‘kudos’. 

The current findings mirror previous research 
showing the negative impacts of the intersection of 
age and gender on women; specifically, that a  ste-
reotype threat exists around being an ageing woman 
and older women having a sense of invisibility in the 
workplace in relation to their sense of selves as old-
er women workers, which was reflected by women 
in both lower paid and senior roles (Bowman et al., 
2017; Manzi et al., 2021; Sabik, 2015; Westwood, 2023). 
Conversely, a contradiction was highlighted whereby 
women found themselves perceiving themselves as 
having value despite the limitations that come some-
times with age, e.g. cognitive and memory decline, 
that made learning new technology systems some-
times challenging. Despite these challenges, they 
expressed the desire to be independent in relation to 
their occupational identity versus their identity as 
an ‘older female worker’ compared to a ‘tech savvy’ 
younger generation. This highlights the importance 
of exploring identity complexity across the intersec-
tions of occupational, status, gender and age identity 
(Roccas & Brewer, 2002). In addition, it is important to 
understand the negative impacts of stereotype threat 
on productivity, specifically as regards technology-
based productivity, as well as the potential links to 
stress. This includes the need to reduce stress accu-
mulation in women across the life course identified in 
the UK (Miller et al., 2022).

The current study also highlighted more positive 
accounts of ageing identity as a woman over 60 in the 
workplace whereby their value was echoed by a range 
of women and some perceived managers to be sup-
portive of them and their added value. It was reflected 
in promoting the value of ageing women in work and 
rejecting the label of being ‘older’ as a mechanism by 
which older women could perceive themselves more 
positively in the workplace. This runs in parallel to the 
notion of ageing as a performance whereby rejecting 
the notion of being ‘old’ is seen as performing well at 
ageing and overlaps with ageing as identity, whereby 
ageing is seen as incompatible with a positive sense 

of self and for women particularly whereby lookism 
(gender identity) is combined with ageism (ageing 
identity) (Barrett, 2022). This notion of rejecting the 
label of being older relates to the concept of stereo-
type threat (Manzi et al., 2021), which highlights the 
need for workplaces to harness the competitive ad-
vantage of women and their life experience to reduce 
perceptions of stereotypes in work. 

This could be harnessed in the workplace as wom-
en are shown to be more likely to work for longer 
than men in the United Kingdom (Finch, 2014), for 
example, by enabling women to feel positive in the 
workplace by reducing negative self-perceptions, 
e.g. by intergenerational work. The  current find-
ings are transferable to workplaces with lower paid 
older women in the workforce as well as workplaces 
with representation of women in the ‘5 Cs’ (catering, 
cleaning, caring, clerical and cashiering). 

The current study has some limitations. Firstly, 
the findings may not be transferable to some work-
place settings, e.g. highly skilled settings. Secondly, 
the study is limited to the Northwest of England, be-
cause this was the geographic location of the study 
and because of the characteristics of the region. Spe-
cifically, a  prominent ‘North-South divide’ can be 
seen, with those in the South expected to live longer 
and remain healthier on average than those in the 
North of England. Variations also occur according to 
ethnicity, cultural background and country because 
of factors such as differing social norms around gen-
der roles, pension and gender equity policies and lev-
els of gender care and gender health gaps. 

Future studies should focus on recruiting older 
women with a broad age range and from a diverse 
background to incorporate self-perceptions of being 
in work through the menopause, perimenopause and 
other life stages. Cross-cultural comparisons should 
also illuminate the complexities of women’s experi-
ences across the life course and highlight the impor-
tance of context to women’s experiences.

The current study highlights the need to explore 
further the self-perceptions of women, stereotype 
threat and identity complexity as well as the driv-
ers of stereotypes and prejudice in relation to implied 
norms and assumptions of women as they age. Fu-
ture research should respond to this need by ampli-
fying the voices of older women in lower paid and 
part time roles in response to the overwhelming feel-
ing seen across the dataset that with age as a woman 
comes ‘invisibility’.

Disclosures

This research received no external funding.
The study was approved by the Bioethics Committee 
of the University of Salford (Ethics ID: 10388).
The authors declare no conflict of interest.



Self-perceptions and the workplace identity of older women

8 current issues in personality psychology

References

Barrett, A. E. (2022). Centering age inequality: De-
veloping a  sociology-of-age framework. Annual 
Review of Sociology, 48, 213–232. https://doi.org/
10.1146/annurev-soc-083121-043741

Ballard, K. D., Elston, M. A., &  Gabe, J. (2009). Pri-
vate and public ageing in the UK: The transition 
through the menopause. Current Sociology, 57, 
269–290. https://doi.org/10.1177/0011392108099166

Berger, E. (2021). Ageism at work: Deconstructing age 
and gender in the discriminating labour market. 
University of Toronto Press.

Bowman, D., McGann, M., Kimberley, H., & Biggs, S. 
(2017). ‘Rusty, invisible and threatening’: Ageing, 
capital and employability. Work, Employment 
and Society, 31, 465–482. https://doi.org/10.1177/
0950017016645732

Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2006). Using thematic analy-
sis in psychology. Qualitative Research in Psychol-
ogy, 3, 77–101. https://doi.org/10.1191/1478088706
qp063oa

Braun, V., &  Clarke, V. (2022). Conceptual and de-
sign thinking for thematic analysis. Qualitative 
Psychology, 9, 3–26. https://doi.org/10.1037/qup
0000196

Finch, N. (2014). Why are women more likely than 
men to extend paid work? The  impact of work-
family life history. European Journal of Ageing, 11, 
31–39. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10433-013-0290-8

Hilton, J. L., &  von Hippel, W. (1996). Stereotypes. 
Annual Review of Psychology, 47, 237–271. https://
doi.org/10.1146/annurev.psych.47.1.237

Hogg, M. A., & Turner, J. C. (1987). Intergroup behav-
iour, self‐stereotyping and the salience of social 
categories. British Journal of Social Psychology, 26, 
325–340. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.2044-8309.1987.
tb00795.x

Manzi, C., Sorgente, A., Reverberi, E., Tagliabue, S., 
&  Gorli, M. (2021). Double jeopardy-analyzing 
the combined effect of age and gender stereotype 
threat on older workers. Frontiers in Psychology, 11, 
606690. https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2020.606690

Miller, A., Nop, O., Slavich, G. M., & Dumas, J. (2022). 
Lifetime stress exposure, cognition, and psychiat-
ric wellbeing in women. Aging & Mental Health, 26, 
1765–1770. https://doi.org/10.1080/13607863.2021. 
1958144

North, M. S., & Fiske, S. T. (2015). Intergenerational 
resource tensions in the workplace and beyond: 
Individual, interpersonal, institutional, interna-
tional. Research in Organizational Behavior, 35, 
159–179. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.riob.2015.10.003

ONS (2022). Sickness absence in the UK labour market. 
Retrieved from https://www.ons.gov.uk/employ-
mentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/labourpro-
ductivity/articles/sicknessabsenceinthelabour-
market/2022 

Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Devel-
opment (OECD) (2023). Labour market situation. 
Retrieved from https://web-archive.oecd.org/2023-
04-12/654945-labour-market-situation-oecd-up-
dated-april-2023.htm

Reid, E. (2015). Embracing, passing, revealing, and the 
ideal worker image: How people navigate expected 
and experienced professional identities. Organiza-
tion Science, 26, 997–1017. https://doi.org/10.1287/
orsc.2015.0975

Roccas, S., & Brewer, M. B. (2002). Social identity com-
plexity. Personality and Social Psychology Review, 
6, 88–106. https://doi.org/10.1207/S15327957PSPR
0602_01

Roberson, L., & Kulik, C. T. (2007). Stereotype threat 
at work. Academy of Management Perspectives, 21, 
24–40. https://doi.org/10.5465/AMP.2007.25356510

Sabik, N. J. (2015). Ageism and body esteem: Asso-
ciations with psychological well-being among 
late middle-aged African American and European 
American women. Journals of Gerontology Se-
ries  B: Psychological Sciences and Social Sciences, 
70, 191–201. https://doi.org/10.1093/geronb/gbt080

Steele, C. M., & Aronson, J. (1995). Stereotype threat 
and the intellectual test performance of African 
Americans. Journal of Personality and Social Psy-
chology, 69, 797–811. https://doi.org/10.1037//0022-
3514.69.5.797

Turner, J. C., Brown, R. J., & Tajfel, H. (1979). Social 
comparison and group interest in ingroup favou-
ritism. European Journal of Social Psychology, 9, 
187–204. https://doi.org/10.1002/ejsp.2420090207

von Hippel, C., Issa, M., Ma, R., & Stokes, A. (2011). 
Stereotype threat: Antecedents and consequences 
for working women. European Journal of Social 
Psychology, 41, 151–161. https://doi.org/10.1002/
ejsp.749

Westwood, S. (2023). “It’s the not being seen that is 
most tiresome”: Older women, invisibility and so-
cial (in)justice. Journal of Women & Aging, 35, 557–
572. https://doi.org/10.1080/08952841.2023.2197658

https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-soc-083121-043741
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-soc-083121-043741
https://doi.org/10.1177/0950017016645732
https://doi.org/10.1177/0950017016645732
https://doi.org/10.1191/1478088706qp063oa
https://doi.org/10.1191/1478088706qp063oa
https://doi.org/10.1037/qup0000196
https://doi.org/10.1037/qup0000196
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.2044-8309.1987.tb00795.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.2044-8309.1987.tb00795.x
https://doi.org/10.1080/13607863.2021.1958144
https://doi.org/10.1080/13607863.2021.1958144
https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/labourproductivity/articles/sicknessabsenceinthelabourmarket/2022
https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/labourproductivity/articles/sicknessabsenceinthelabourmarket/2022
https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/labourproductivity/articles/sicknessabsenceinthelabourmarket/2022
https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/labourproductivity/articles/sicknessabsenceinthelabourmarket/2022
https://web-archive.oecd.org/2023-04-12/654945-labour-market-situation-oecd-updated-april-2023.htm
https://web-archive.oecd.org/2023-04-12/654945-labour-market-situation-oecd-updated-april-2023.htm
https://web-archive.oecd.org/2023-04-12/654945-labour-market-situation-oecd-updated-april-2023.htm
https://doi.org/10.1287/orsc.2015.0975
https://doi.org/10.1287/orsc.2015.0975
https://doi.org/10.1207/S15327957PSPR0602_01
https://doi.org/10.1207/S15327957PSPR0602_01
https://doi.org/10.1037//0022-3514.69.5.797
https://doi.org/10.1037//0022-3514.69.5.797
https://doi.org/10.1002/ejsp.749
https://doi.org/10.1002/ejsp.749
https://doi.org/10.1080/08952841.2023.2197658

