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FOREWORD FROM THE ACT MINISTER FOR AGEING,  
JOY BURCH MLA

In 2010, Canberra was accepted as an 
inaugural member of the World Health 
Organization’s Global Network of Age-
friendly Cities. Membership involves a 
commitment to the continual assessment 
and improvement of a city’s age-friendliness.

In this enterprise, it is important that all 
sections of the community become aware 
of the needs of our older citizens, become 
involved, and learn how they can contribute 
to the work of making our city a better place 
for our seniors.

In 2009, the ACT Government held 
extensive community consultations in its 
development of the ACT Strategic Plan for 
Positive Ageing 2010-2014: Towards an Age-
Friendly City. 

Among the issues raised by older citizens 
were reports that they often experienced an 
‘ageist’ attitude from others when it came to 
engaging with the business sector, and were 
treated less that favourably on the basis of 
their age or perceived age.  

They stated that this attitude resulted in 
them being either ignored in retail settings 
or taken advantage of by service providers. 

With the Baby Boomers starting to retire, this 
emerging ‘silver market’ represents a golden 
opportunity for business, particularly those 
in the retail, hospitality, entertainment and 
service sectors.

Older customers are active consumers of 
products and services – they have money to 
spend and time to spend it.

In promoting the value of older customers, 
I commend this Guide to the ACT business 
community. Its purpose is to provide you 
with a greater understanding of how 
you can respond to the needs of older 
customers and other factors that should 
be considered to attract and retain this 
important customer group.

I would like to thank the Business and 
Industry Development Branch of the ACT 
Government’s Economic Development 
Directorate and a diverse range of ACT 
businesses for their assistance and working 
partnership with the ACT Office for Ageing 
in the production of this booklet.

 I would also like to extend my thanks to the 
ACT and Region Chamber of Commerce and 
Industry and the Canberra Business Council 
for assisting in the promotion of this Guide.

JOY BURCH, MLA 
MINISTER FOR AGEING
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With the introduction of the universal 
compulsory Superannuation Guarantee 
in 1992, we are about to see a significant 
shift from Age Pension dependence to a 
relatively self-funded retiree population, 
with the first of the Baby Boomers turning 
65 in 2011.

While the younger generations are placing 
a significant proportion of their disposable 
income into their mortgages, older persons 
generally want to spend their savings.

With the introduction of reverse mortgage 
products we are also likely to see more asset 
liquidation to increase available income.

Older customers are people with money 
to spend and with time on their hands 
to spend it. Also, because they are living 
longer, they will be long-term customers.

WHO IS AN OLDER CUSTOMER?

When we talk about older customers 
we are generally talking about people 
who are aged 50 years and over. This 
group includes people who are still in the 
workforce, who are retired, or are planning 
to retire, or have finished raising a family.

About 5,500 Australians turn 50 each week, 
and the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) 
predicts that the 50+ group will become 
the majority of Australian adults by 2047.

ABS data indicates that the average weekly 
disposable household income for the 55 
64 population group is not significantly 
different from the 45-54 group and is 
higher than that of the 25-44 group.

Although the current average 65+ 
household has less disposable income 
than younger householders, they do have 
much higher levels of household wealth, 
primarily due to home ownership, and also 
increasingly due to superannuation savings. 



5

WHO IS AN OLDER CUSTOMER?

RESpECT

•	 Respect is a key factor in how people 
feel about themselves and their lives. 

•	 Older people who are shown respect 
tend to have greater life satisfaction, 
including a sense of usefulness 
and involvement with their family, 
community and with other significant 
persons in their lives. 

•	  Respect involves having patience, giving 
older people time to do things, and 
allowing them the time to share their 
stories and experiences.

•	  Be ethical. Don’t try to hard-sell goods 
or services to older customers beyond 
what they are requesting or need. Alert 
your customers to cheaper alternatives 
(e.g. generic pharmaceuticals) and don’t 
emphasise product features that are not 
likely to be actually used by older persons.

USEFUL TIpS TO IMpROVE YOUR BUSINESS STRATEGY AND 
CUSTOMER SERVICE pRACTICES FOR OLDER CUSTOMERS

ADVERTISING

•	 Use multiple advertising formats/media 
to effectively capture the older persons 
market, including local ‘free papers’ 
and radio stations that target an older 
audience in their profile.

The Two Murrays

•	 Include images of older people in 
promotional material and product 
displays. 

•	 People aged 50 years and over are 
becoming more ‘technologically savvy’ 
and are increasing their use of ‘on-line’ 
advertising and sales services. 

•	  Many older people stop using private 
vehicles for financial or frailty reasons 
and increasingly use public transport. 
Consider placement of your advertising 
material on buses or bus stop shelters to 
attract older customers.
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TELEpHONE

•	 Older customers, like most people, 
appreciate talking to a person rather 
than an automated system.

•	 Where automated telephone services 
are used, ensure that recorded verbal 
instructions are delivered slowly and 
clearly, and that the service will enable 
callers to readily repeat the verbal 
instructions at any time. The automated 
telephone service should also provide an 
option for a caller to talk with a customer 
service representative, if they are having 
difficulties.

•	 As for all customers, if you use a call 
centre (e.g. for payments or technical 
support), ensure that you use a centre 
that has well trained operators who can 
be easily understood.

QUEUING

•	 Consider a policy of giving preferential 
service to frail older citizens who are 
queuing to pay or seeking assistance.

•	 Encourage your customer service staff 
to ask younger customers if they would 
mind if preferential assistance is given to 
frail older customers who are queuing.

•	 Consider introducing an automated ‘take 
a ticket’ system, negating the need to 
queue and allowing older customers to 
take the time to sit and rest, before being  
paged to a customer service counter for 
assistance and service.

USEFUL TIpS TO IMpROVE YOUR BUSINESS STRATEGY AND 
CUSTOMER SERVICE pRACTICES FOR OLDER CUSTOMERS

CUSTOMER LOYALTY

Here are some useful suggestions that 
might influence older customers and 
increase their level of customer loyalty to 
your business: 

•	 Consider employing older customer 
service staff – they may have greater 
rapport with your customers and a 
greater awareness of age-specific needs.

•	 Consider providing corporate support to 
older persons and seniors’ community 
organisations through financial 
sponsorship or by donating free or 
discounted goods and services.

•	 Support the Seniors Card Scheme by 
contacting COTA (ACT) on 6282 3777 or 
at www.actseniorscard.org.au.

•	 Support the Companion Card Scheme 
by contacting Disability ACT on 6207 
1086 or at www.dhcs.act.gov.au/
companion_card.

•	 Consider an in-house ‘seniors rewards’ 
program e.g. seniors days discounts or 
specials.
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READABILITY

•	 Re-assess the readability of your signage 
and advertising material. Menus and 
‘specials’ boards can cause particular 
difficulty, especially where there is low 
lighting at night.  

pAYMENT OpTIONS

•	 Many older customers appreciate having 
multiple payment options, including 
cash, when purchasing goods and 
services.

FLExIBILITY

•	 Many older customers are in full-time 
or part-time employment. Running 
promotions only during normal business 
hours, Monday to Friday, will therefore 
limit the response from this group.

EMERGENCY pROCEDURES

•	 Ensure emergency evacuation 
procedures include consideration of frail 
older customers.

STAFF TRAINING

•	 Use induction training to introduce new 
staff to good customer service principles. 

•	 Maintain good customer service practice 
through modeling and coaching.

USEFUL TIpS TO IMpROVE YOUR BUSINESS STRATEGY AND 
CUSTOMER SERVICE pRACTICES FOR OLDER CUSTOMERS

COMMUNICATION

•	  While being helpful is an important 
aspect of all customer service, do not 
assume that older customers need 
extensive assistance or that they are not 
technologically proficient.

•	  Older customers may have a support 
person to assist them to purchase goods 
or services (e.g. their partner, other 
relative or a paid carer), and sales staff 
need to show respect to the customer 
by speaking directly to them rather than 
their support person. 

•	 If a person is using a wheelchair, 
staff should lower their head to the 
customer’s line of sight as much as 
possible. This is also relevant to younger 
people with a disability and children.
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MOBILITY CONSIDERATIONS

Considering the needs of older people 
as customers will allow your business 
to diversify its customer base and have 
the opportunity for increased sales. Here 
are some practical suggestions that 
could be implemented by businesses to 
improve mobility considerations for older 
customers:

•	 Widen doorways and consider the 
installation of sliding automatic opening 
doors or other doors that are easy to 
open and enter through.

•	 Eliminate or minimise the use of steps 
and consider installing ramps.

•	 Provide disabled parking spaces near the 
entrance of your business premises.

•	 Install a lift or a stair lift that will allow 
older frail customers to access all levels 
of your business premises and to view 
more of your product display floor space.

•	 Have clear signage about alternative 
entries to your business premises.

•	 Ensure that interiors are easy to navigate 
for older persons with a mobility aid.

•	 Make seating available for older 
customers to rest.

•	 Provide arms on seats to assist people to 
get back up on their feet.

•	 Have non-slip surfaces, including non-
slip strips on stairs.

•	 Have high visibility strips on low steps.

•	 For business premises with large display 
areas, provide a courtesy wheelchair for 
older customers who may find the time 
on their feet too much. Promote the  
availability of the wheelchair through 
signage or positioning it in the vicinity of 
the customer service desk or information 
booth.

•	 Older persons, like other customer 
groups, will appreciate the presence of 
toilet facilities on business premises, with 
good signage, and discreet directional 
assistance in finding them, if necessary.

•	 Include bus information (best routes 
and stops) in your advertising and 
promotional material to assist older 
customers in planning their journey if 
they are utilising ACTION bus services.

USEFUL TIpS TO IMpROVE YOUR BUSINESS STRATEGY AND 
CUSTOMER SERVICE pRACTICES FOR OLDER CUSTOMERS
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1. Show your older customers appropriate respect.

2. Use multiple advertising media to target older customers.

3. Ensure easy readability of signage and promotional material.

4. Offer multiple payment options.

5. Consider the product and service preferences of older customers.

6. Be mindful of the needs of older people with mobility difficulties, in 
terms of accessing your premises, moving around them and having 
places to rest.

7. Be on the lookout for possible vision and hearing impairments 
and respond appropriately (e.g. you may need to read out product 
information for a customer, speak more clearly than usual, or add a 
hearing loop in your business).

8. Where frail older customers are accompanied by a younger relative 
or carer, speak directly to the customer.

9. Be mindful of the possible limited retirement income of older 
customers.

10. Be ethical - do not push unwanted or unneeded products or 
services onto older customers

CUSTOMER SERVICE pRINCIpLES FOR OLDER CUSTOMERS
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Business and Industry Development Branch, 
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