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Making sense of ‘ambiguous ageism’:  

A multi-level perspective on age inequality in the advertising industry. 

Abstract 

As recent statistics confirm, the advertising industry lives up to its image of being a preserve 

of the young: Less than 10 per cent of all advertising practitioners in the US, UK and 

Australia are over the age of 45. But what are the social processes and discursive formations 

that create and sustain this skewed age profile? Based on 26 in-depth interviews with older 

advertising professionals and the thematic analysis of recent ageism-related coverage in 

advertising industry news media publications, we illustrate 1.) how this age inequality is 

understood, represented and negotiated by practitioners and industry observers, and 2.) how 

the dynamic interplay between individual identifications, organisational practices, and social 

structures (re)produces what we refer to as ‘ambiguous ageism’ – an entrenched and opaque 

marginalisation process which disadvantages older advertising practitioners, but in which 

they are also at the same time often complicit in. By conceptualising and applying a 

relational, multi-level perspective for investigating age inequality in the creative industries, 

we offer new insights into the empirical realities of creative work and provide a framework 

that can guide further research into the dialectics between ageing and organisational life in 

the creative industries and beyond. 

Keywords: Advertising; ageism; age; inequality; creative industries; diversity 

Introduction 

I don’t think I’ve ever seen it where people are like ‘Well, he’s a bit old, shouldn’t we get rid 

of him’? I’ve never seen that. But I’ve never seen that many old people in the industry either. 

There’s a bigger part I’m not seeing there. [Mark, 38, creative director] 

Age plays an important role as an organising principle in corporations and institutions. Yet 

despite the significant influence that beliefs and expectations regarding age exert on 

organisational practices, workplace cultures and professional identities, there is still a lack of 

critical research into age and ageing in organisations more generally, and into the social and 

discursive processes that create and maintain age inequalities and ageist ideologies in 
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organisations more specifically (Fineman, 2014; Riach, 2007; Thomas et al., 2014; Spedale, 

2019). This paper aims to contribute to the literature in this field by analysing the social 

processes that result in the marginalisation of older workers in one specific professional field 

– the Australian advertising industry.  

Advertising is among those professions which are commonly referred to as ‘youthful’ – a 

term used to indicate workplaces populated predominantly by young employees and in which 

‘not having made it’ by a comparatively young age (typically by the early to mid-30s) often 

results in stalled or failed careers (Duncan and Loretto, 2004). The advertising industry is a 

paradigmatic case in point: A recent survey of 15 leading Australian advertising agencies 

revealed that 62 per cent of their employees were under the age of 35, and just 10 per cent 

were older than 45 years (Burrowes, 2016). The picture is similar in the British advertising 

industry, where the average age of an agency employee is 33.6 years, with less than 6 per 

cent of agency staff being over the age of 50 (Murrell, 2019). In comparison, 22 per cent of 

workers in the finance sector, 28 per cent in medicine and 35 per cent in law are aged over 50 

(Murrell, 2019).  

Thus, the advertising industry arguably provides an important and productive field for 

analysing the discursive and organisational processes that valorise or de-valorise workers of a 

certain age. How specifically are practitioners who are only in their 30s constructed as ‘too 

old’? By what means is this marginalising label and subject positioning created and 

maintained, irrespective of the fact that, based on their chronological age, these practitioners 

would in many other industries represent workers of ideal age? Why are the processes that 

maintain the industry’s age inequality often rendered unintelligible to many practitioners, as 

Mark’s epigraph paradigmatically illustrates? And do these processes provide potential levers 

that might spur positive change? 

The article aims to address these questions by applying a relational, multi-level framework 

for investigating age inequality in advertising and related creative industries, through its 

consideration of individual, interactional-organisational, industrial and societal factors. Based 

on our analysis of 26 in-depth interviews with older advertising practitioners and recent 

industry coverage of ageism and diversity in predominantly Australian advertising industry 

news publications (commonly referred to as ‘trade press’), we illustrate how age inequality is 

understood as an effect of the dynamic interrelationship between individual identifications 

and actions, organisational structures and practices, industry-specific professional ideologies 
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and production logics, and socio-cultural norms. We identify three distinct discursive themes 

circulating among practitioners for explaining the industry’s systemic age inequality. The 

first stresses the issues of creative decline and ‘age-coded’ creativity; the second revolves 

around the industry norm of youthfulness and cultural fit; and the third focuses on the 

industry’s broken business model. The complex ways these discursive themes and related 

practices become entangled and selectively emphasised in the industry’s discussions and 

representations produces what we refer to as ‘ambiguous ageism’ – a deeply entrenched, 

recursive, and therefore difficult to pin down marginalisation process that disadvantages older 

advertising practitioners. Thus, by adopting a holistic, multi-dimensional perspective on age 

and age inequalities in one specific professional field, we provide new insights into the 

empirical reality of creative work while also responding to calls for more research into  

particular ageing ideologies and how they constitute ‘the wider organisational systems and 

structures in which individuals are located’ (Riach and Kelly, 2015, p. 299). Building on and 

adapting central aspects of Risman’s (2018) Gender Structure Theory in particular, we seek 

to develop a conceptual approach that can guide further research into the ageist conditions 

commonly apparent in sectors of the creative industries.  

The article is structured as follows: The first section engages with the growing body of 

literature on inequality that applies relational approaches. These approaches pay close 

attention to the recursive causality between social structure and individual action and thereby 

attempt to bridge ‘the customary divide between the subjective and objective concerns of 

equality’ (Syed and Özbilgin, 2009, p. 2436). Drawing on this literature, in the second section 

we develop our analytical framework for investigating the systemic production and 

maintenance of age inequality in the advertising and creative industries. The third section 

introduces the research methodology, and the fourth presents the key themes emerging from 

the analysis and relates them to our conceptual framework. We conclude by discussing and 

evaluating the implications of our findings and by outlining avenues for further research. 

 

Relational and multi-level perspectives on (age)inequalities 

In recent years, scholars investigating inequalities in society and organisations have 

increasingly approached inequality as a relational, multi-dimensional phenomenon 

interrelating different analytical domains (Tilly, 1998; Syed and Özbilgin, 2009; Phillips, 

2011; Tomaskovic-Devey, 2014; Valls and Cummins, 2014; Scarborough and Risman, 2017; 
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Risman, 2018; Hennekam and Syed, 2017). In contrast to research that takes the individual or 

society as pre-given entities for sociological research, for relational theorists ‘the 

characteristic features of any social unit only emerge through interaction with other social 

entities’ (Vallas and Cummins, 2014, p. 229). Social inequalities are thus not ‘lodged’ in 

races, genders, occupations or positions; rather they emerge and are made durable through 

complex relational processes unfolding ‘at the intersection of status, interaction, culture and 

structure’ (Roscigno and Wilson, 2014, p. 220). Relational research thus engages empirically 

with the ‘structure-agency’ interplay, demonstrating how social processes are at the same 

time constitutive of and shaped by the structures and cultures that enfold them (Roscigno and 

Wilson, 2014). Multi-level theories, as one specific relational approach to investigating social 

inequalities, account for this interrelationship between relatively enduring features of social 

entities and the volitional, purposeful action of individuals by investigating ‘the complex 

configurations of identities, discrimination and outcomes at three discrete but intersecting 

and overlapping levels: micro, meso and macro’ (Phillips, 2011, p. 175, italics added). Multi-

level approaches thus focus on the recursive interplay between individuals’ identities, 

practices and interactions (micro-level), organisational structures, processes and norms 

(meso-level), and national legislation, social customs and cultural traditions (macro-level). 

Multi-level theories are similar to intersectionality theory (Crenshaw, 1991; McCall, 2005; 

Collins, 2015) in that they reject mono-causal, unidirectional explanations for unequal 

outcomes. But while intersectionality theory investigates the mutually reinforcing effects of 

the interplay between multiple categories of difference – most prominently race, gender, and 

class – multi-level perspectives aim to provide detailed analyses of how the dialectical 

interrelationship between actions at different societal levels produces social disadvantages in 

relation to one specific axis of inequality. Thus, multi-level perspectives on diversity and 

inequality in organisations situate individuals ‘within the context of the organization and in 

their relations to each other, as well as by situating the organization and organizational 

culture within the context of society and history’ (Özbilgin and Tatli, 2005, p. 856). They 

thereby represent, as Risman (2018, p. 33) suggests, an important conceptual tool for 

empirical studies into ‘the alternative strength of individual selves versus cultural 

expectations versus organisational design’. 

Recent research in this tradition has for example illustrated how intersecting multi-level 

processes produce institutionally racialised education systems (Phillips, 2011). Non-white 

students are systematically disadvantaged through the interplay of racial stereotyping at the 
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micro-level as well as competition-driven neo-liberal education policies on state level and 

their impact on meso-level organisational practices impelling teachers to direct their efforts 

towards pupils deemed unproblematic or particularly likely to boost the respective school’s 

overall attainment scores. 

Similarly, Risman’s Gender Structure Theory understands gender progress and remaining 

inequalities as the consequence of the dynamic, interdependent relationship between 

individual, interactional, and macro-institutional dimensions (Risman, 2004, 2018; Risman 

and Davis, 2013; Scarborough and Risman, 2017). Her model provides an organising lens for 

investigating gender inequalities as the outcome of the recursive interplay between individual 

identities and gendered selves, the largely habituated and gendered cultural expectations 

guiding social interactions, and the macro-level rules and regulations that determine the 

gender-specific access and distribution of opportunities and resources. Thematically closest 

to the topic of this paper is a recent study by Hennekam and Syed (2017), who apply a multi-

level perspective on racism in the film industry, showing how inequalities in this sector are 

sustained through overlapping power hierarchies at the macro-societal and the meso-

organisational level, leading to the experience of stigmatisation of non-white workers.  

However, with the exception of a recent study by Collien et al. (2016), which illustrates how 

the ‘age work’ of different actors in four German organisations draws on macro- and micro-

level discourses and practices to either maintain or disrupt unequal age relations, we are not 

aware of research applying a multi-level perspective to the analysis of ageism in particular 

industries or specific organisations. Also, as we will discuss below, age inequality as such is 

an under-researched aspect in the growing literature on inequalities in the creative industries. 

The following section therefore builds on the above literature by developing an organising 

framework for researching the complex processes that lead to and sustain the de-valorisation 

of older workers in the Australian advertising industry. Although we apply it to a specific 

sub-sector, we suggest that this framework can serve more broadly as a guide for research 

into (age)inequalities in other areas of the creative industries as well as for comparative 

analyses across industries.  

 

Age inequality in the creative industries: An analytical framework 

The persistent lack of diversity, equality and social mobility in the creative industries has 

been well documented over the last decade. Despite the widespread portrayal of the creative 
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industries as egalitarian and meritocratic, a body of research suggests women, ethnic 

minorities and people from lower socio-economic backgrounds are dramatically 

underrepresented in many of its sectors as well as in leadership positions (Conor et al., 2015; 

Holgate and McKay, 2009; McLeod et al., 2009; Hesmondhalgh and Saha, 2013; 

Hesmondhalgh and Baker, 2015; Oakley and O’Brien, 2016). However, except for a recent 

study into age discrimination and negative stereotyping faced by older creative workers in the 

Netherlands (Hennekam, 2015), surprisingly little attention has been paid to the issue of age 

inequality, despite the fact that the ‘youthfulness’ of the creative industries is frequently 

acknowledged in passing as one the sector’s defining characteristics (see for example 

Hesmondhalgh and Baker, 2011; Nixon and Crewe, 2004). Furthermore, this body of 

literature has so far mainly focused on single-level approaches for investigating these 

inequalities. There are, firstly, studies that point to the lack of embodied social capital on part 

of underrepresented groups. Women, ethnic minorities and people from working class origin 

face substantial barriers accessing and advancing in the creative industries due to their 

educational background, different cultural tastes, and limited access to important social and 

occupational networks (Oakley, 2016; O’Brien et al., 2018). Secondly, research attributes 

inequalities to the specific employment conditions that come with the predominantly project-

based nature of creative work – high unemployment insecurity, low or unpaid entry-level 

jobs, recruitment through networks, long and unsocial working hours – which systematically 

disadvantage women, ethnic minorities and workers from working class backgrounds (Eikhof 

and Warhurst, 2013). Thirdly, research provides evidence that creative workers perpetuate the 

‘meritocratic myth’ of the creative industries themselves in that they internalise and act 

according to key injunctions of neoliberal ideology – to be self-responsible, hyper-

conscientious, flexible, agile, willing to take risks and prepared to blame themselves instead 

of the industry’s structural inequality (McRobbie, 2007; Gill, 2014; Scharff, 2016). We 

suggest that research in this field can be advanced by providing specific, sub-sector focused 

studies that explore how these micro-, meso- and macro-level factors are selectively invoked 

in the discourses of creative workers and analyse how they become dynamically interrelated 

and institutionalised in explicit processes of marginalisation as well as in ambiguous and 

‘subtle’ forms of inconspicuous ‘micro-inequities’ (Van Laer and Janssens, 2011, p. 1207). 

By identifying how different, age-related elements of inequality intersect and shape the career 

prospects of older creatives in the advertising industry, we hope to enhance the conceptual 

and theoretical understanding of (age)inequalities in the creative industries more generally. 

This is an Accepted Manuscript of an article published on 22 Apr 2021 by Taylor & Francis in Creative Industries Journal, 
available online: https://doi.org/10.1080/17510694.2021.1911536



7 

 

 

Introducing the framework 

Our analytical framework follows Risman’s (2018) most recent formulation of her Gender 

Structure Theory in that it not only differentiates between micro (individual), meso 

(interactional) and macro (societal) domains, but also integrates a consideration of the 

material and cultural processes that operate at each level of analysis. Broadly defined, 

‘culture’ refers to the ideological processes that give meanings to bodies and legitimise 

organisational or societal norms, rules and regulations. Considerations of the material reality, 

on the other hand, include physical bodies themselves as well as the procedural rules that 

structure and control access to material resources (Risman, 2018). 

The following figure (Figure 1) summarises our framework. In contrast to other multi-

dimensional models, it features four distinct domains, each characterised by specific cultural 

and material processes, as explained in detail below.  

 

 -------- Figure 1: Age inequality in the creative industries – an analytical framework ----------  

 

The individual domain: On the material level, this domain is predominantly concerned with 

the question how age-related cultural scripts become embodied. How are ageing bodies 

managed in relation to societal, organisational and professional ideals and expectations? How 

is body work employed in ways that conform to or express resistance to prevailing 

stereotypes and discourses? On the cultural level, the focus is on the ways age-related 

discourses work psycho-socially. How does age as a structuring force intersect with 

subjectivity? How, for example, does age-related body work turn into ‘aesthetic labour’ 

(Elias et al. 2017) not only as a material practice, but as a constituent part of psychic life?  

The organisational domain: Analyses on the material level of this domain are concerned 

with the ways age-related beliefs, norms and stereotypes become stabilised and embedded in 

institutional practices and regulations as well as in material and spatial arrangements. How 

does age inform organisational processes? How are age relations ‘officially’ managed? How 

do office spaces and designs reflect and ‘order’ age spatially?  On the cultural level, the focus 

is on the ways age is employed as a ‘resource’ between individuals and groups in 

organisational contexts and everyday workplace interactions. How are age categories and 
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identities negotiated in specific workplace interactions? How and under what circumstances 

are age-related stereotypical notions mobilised and invoked as powerful cultural tropes? To 

what extent does organisational culture in practice contribute to the othering of particular 

(age)groups?  

The industrial domain: Investigating this domain on the material level means paying 

attention to the political economy of the different sectors of the creative industries. How are 

economic imperatives reflected in – or invoked for justifying – sector-specific production 

models? And how do these production regimes (re)produce inequalities? To what degree are 

specific sectors of the creative industries professionalised in terms of codes, legal frameworks 

and unionisation, and how do these relate to matters of age and ageism? On a cultural level, 

this domain refers to the professional ideologies of specific industries and sectors within 

industries. What makes someone a ‘professional’ according to dominant industry discourses 

and (age)images? How does the industry tell its history, and how does this narrative reinforce 

the age image of the profession?  

The societal domain: On the material level, the analysis of this domain is concerned with 

legal frameworks, most importantly age discrimination laws, as well as macro-structural 

forces impacting on ageing workers, including, among others, economic and technological 

developments. On the cultural level, the focus is on the discursive-ideological construction of 

the ‘idealised worker’. As for example Thomas et al. (2014, p. 1573) note, in neoliberal 

economies in which productivity and image of the ‘productive worker’ are idolised, ageing 

subjects are almost naturally constructed as ‘useless’.  

The specific factors mentioned above are not meant to represent an exhaustive list. Rather, 

we see it as an organising framework allowing us to complicate the explanations for 

(age)inequalities and to pinpoint more clearly promising avenues for positive change as well 

as potential dead ends. In the remainder of the article, we apply this framework to our 

exploratory analysis of the advertising industry’s recent self-reflexive discourses regarding 

issues of age inequality and ageism. We illustrate how aspects of the model’s different 

domains are partially and selectively invoked and interconnected in these discourses as well 

as how they inform the identity work of the older creatives we interviewed. These multiple 

ways in which the causes of age inequalities are being hypothesised and discursively 

constructed contribute not only to the perceived opaqueness of ageism among practitioners. It 

also poses, as we argue, a serious barrier to the development and implementation of 
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successful initiatives attempting to counteract the dynamics responsible for age inequalities in 

the advertising industry. 

 

Method 

Our empirical study draws on 26 in-depth interviews with older advertising practitioners as 

well as an analysis of recent coverage of issues related to diversity and age-inequality in five 

advertising industry news media publications over a three-year period from 2016 to 2019. 

The interviews were conducted in the context of a larger research project that investigates 

how age affects the creative practices and career prospects of cultural workers. 

 

Interviews: Selection 

In our sample selection we focused on a specific, tightly defined sub-group of advertising 

practitioners. All of our respondents were established art/creative directors or copywriters of 

either Australian or British nationality with at least ten years of industry experience. Twelve 

participants were working in permanent positions in leading multi-national or high profile 

independent Australian advertising agencies located in Sydney and Melbourne, and 14 had 

become self-employed after having held permanent roles. Advertising creatives, the focus of 

this paper, were identified as a starting point for a broader and on-going investigation into 

ageism in the sector, as age-related discourse commonly revolves around this specialist area 

of practice. With the exception of one slightly younger participant (a 32-year-old copywriter), 

the age of all respondents was above the average age of advertising practitioners in Australia 

and Britain, as reported above. Of our 26 respondents, 20 were male, and 6 were female, 

reflecting the approximate male/female-ratio in creative departments in Australian 

advertising agencies (Hickman, 2016).  

 

Alias Job title Age  Gender 

Cameron Associate Creative Director 35 Male 

Bruce Senior Art Director 37 Male 

Boris Senior Art Director 40 Male 

Timothy Senior Art Director 45 Male 

Tom Senior Art Director/self-employed 41 Male 

Richard Senior Art Director 52 Male 

Simone Creative Director/self-employed 49 Female 

Gavin Creative Director/self-employed 45 Male 

Mark Creative Director 38 Male 

This is an Accepted Manuscript of an article published on 22 Apr 2021 by Taylor & Francis in Creative Industries Journal, 
available online: https://doi.org/10.1080/17510694.2021.1911536



10 

 

Terry Creative Director 38 Male 

Andy Creative Director/self-employed 42 Male 

Adrian Creative Director/self-employed 50 Male 

Stephen Creative Director/self-employed 48 Male 

Alan Creative Director/self-employed 52 Male 

Mitchell Creative Director 44 Male 

Tony Creative Director 38 Male 

Katelyn Creative Director/self-employed 47 Female 

Phoebe Creative Director 37 Female 

Gemma Creative Director/self-employed 53 Female 

Robert Senior Copywriter 42 Male 

Brett  Copywriter/self-employed 35 Male 

Michael Copywriter 32 Male 

Brittany Copywriter/self-employed 53 Female 

Alex Copywriter/self-employed 55 Male 

Paul Copywriter/self-employed 44 Male 

Jennifer Copywriter/self-employed 56 Female 
 

Table 1: Participant characteristics 

 

The first participants recruited were practitioners the authors had met previously in a 

professional context. We then used snowball sampling, asking for further potential 

respondents matching our sample criteria. After having obtained our participants’ informed 

consent, we conducted semi-structured interviews lasting between 45 – 90 minutes at a 

physical location chosen by our participants or via Skype. Four respondents took part in 

follow-up interviews, allowing us to confirm observations and themes that had come up in 

the first round of interviews. We began each interview with general questions about our 

participants’ professional trajectory and their perception of the relationship between age and 

creativity in their respective roles, providing them with the opportunity to broadly reflect on 

these issues. Each interview was recorded and transcribed. We also took field notes after the 

interviews describing noteworthy instances of non-verbal communication and other relevant 

observations. For confidentiality purposes, participants have been given pseudonyms, and 

other identifying information such as the name of advertising agencies or clients have been 

redacted. Interviews continued until the researchers felt confident that theoretical saturation 

had been achieved with regard to clear themes and patterns emerging out of descriptions of 

the lived experiences of participants. 
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Advertising industry media coverage: Selection 

As already mentioned, the advertising industry has in recent years increasingly engaged in 

critical self-reflection on the lack of (age) diversity among its practitioners. Leading 

Australian and UK industry publications have proclaimed they are ‘lifting the lid on ageism 

in advertising’ (Kemp, 2018) or identified ageism as ‘adland’s next battle’ (Kelly, 2017). 

Also, a number of industry initiatives have recently been established to actively promote a 

more balanced and representative workforce in advertising agencies and marketing 

departments. For example, The Agency Circle1, a non-profit industry body supported by most 

major Australian agencies and dedicated to ‘turning the talk around diversity into action’ 

(The Agency Circle, 2019) has begun conducting annual workplace experience surveys on 

discrimination issues. Similarly, the trade journal B&T has founded Changing the Ratio2, an 

initiative with the objective of ‘making equality and inclusion the norm in Australia’s 

communications industry’ (Changing the Ratio, 2019). 

To provide a sufficiently comprehensive overview over the industry discourse taking place in 

the trade press, we selected four Australian publications – Mumbrella, AdNews, The Stable 

and B&T – as well as Campaign, a UK magazine with regional editions in the Asia-Pacific 

and the US. We searched the online archives of these publications for relevant articles 

published between 2016 and 2019 using the following keywords: ageism, age inequality, 

diversity, age diversity and age discrimination. After articles containing these key words were 

collected, a pre-screening process resulted in the selection of 64 articles that explicitly 

mentioned ageism (rather than diversity issues in general) for further analysis.  

Analysis 

Qualitative content analysis was used to analyse data gathered from both the interview 

transcripts and industry media coverage. To achieve a systematic approach, Miles and 

Huberman’s (1994) three-stage approach of data reduction, data display, conclusion drawing 

and verification was followed in our analyses of both data sets. For the interview analysis, 

both researchers read over the transcripts and field notes to identify an initial set of categories 

to reduce and organise the gathered data as well as to determine initial codes. Once consensus 

between the researchers was reached on firm categories and codes, relevant data was 

 
1 https://www.theagencycircle.com/ 
2 http://changingtheratio.com.au/ 
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displayed in the form of tabulated line item summaries and illustrative statements that were 

considered capable of identifying commonalities and inconsistences in descriptions of 

participants’ lived experiences as older advertising creatives. The final phase of our analysis 

of interview transcripts saw themes being drawn from our analysis in addition to a process of 

verification that involved the researchers returning to transcripts and field notes, as well as a 

series of follow-up interviews with selected participants, to clarify or confirm statements.  

A three-stage approach was also followed for our analysis of industry media coverage of 

ageism however there were some differences given the nature of this data set. The first stage 

saw an initial familiarisation with the collected media coverage. This involved both 

researchers reading and re-reading each article to independently classify initial analytical 

categories and codes and discard information that was deemed irrelevant. Initial categories 

and codes based on the ‘angle’ of the story and/or the perspectives of interview subjects or 

opinion piece authors were identified by the researchers and, in turn, collaboratively revisited 

with regard to a firmer series of categories and codes. These formed the basis of a matrix that 

was populated with line item article summaries and illustrative statements from industry 

media content on ageism that ranged from opinion pieces, interviews with practitioners, and 

reportage on surveys on diversity and industry initiatives. Our organisation of data allowed 

comparisons to be made and a series of dominant themes to emerge. An on-going process of 

verification occurred with both researchers returning to the source material as the process of 

drawing conclusions based on our analysis of industry news media coverage of ageism 

occurred.  

The themes drawn from the two sets of data were then integrated into a broader narrative 

structure capable of achieving the aims of this paper. Our analysis of participant interviews 

and industry media coverage of the topic will be discussed below with regard to the multi-

level analytical framework for delineating age inequality in the creative industries. 

 

Findings: Making sense of age inequality 

The qualitative content analysis of our participants’ description of their lived experience as 

older creatives and advertising industry news media coverage of ageism in the advertising 

industry reveal multiple recursive dynamics around three key issues – creative capabilities, 

cultural fit, and business imperatives – that produce and maintain the de-valorisation and 

marginalisation of older practitioners in the advertising industry. The following sections will 
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discuss these themes in detail. 

 

Creative decline and age-coded creativity  

Since creativity is, in many ways, central to advertising agencies’ claims to expertise (Cluley, 

2017), advertising practitioners working in the roles of art directors or copywriters 

(collectively referred to as ‘creatives’) often enjoy an elevated status (Hackley and Kover, 

2007; Nixon, 2003). In the creative industries, creativity is typically conceptualised as an 

‘individual capacity’ (Zanoni et al., 2017, p. 332; emphasis in original) – as a person’s 

subjective, almost mystical capacity to create novel ideas and artefacts from qualitatively 

diverse sources of inspiration. The advertising industry is arguably a field in which this 

romantic notion of the creative genius still has very strong purchase (Nixon, 2003). It is 

therefore probably not surprising that older creatives are particularly affected by societal 

stereotypes and professional ideologies surrounding notions of ‘creativity’ and ‘creative 

decline’. Older creatives have, as for instance Gavin explained, to fight against ‘the universal 

perception in society that young people are more creative than older people’ – a stereotype 

which in his view ‘might be justified in general, but not in particular’. Similarly, Brett 

mentioned that he had ‘heard stories of people being told that they’re too old to be creative’, 

which he thought wasn’t ‘necessarily’ true. For Paul, there was ‘maybe some truth in the 

notion that artists do some of their most avantgarde work during their younger years’, and 

Adrian conceded that once creatives reach a certain age ‘there is a common fear to be a hack, 

to be formulaic, and there might be some truth in that’. 

These perspectives indicate how the societal stereotype of aging-related creative decline can 

become a source of insecurity for older creatives with regard to their creative identities. To 

counter the loss of professional status and social capital associated with the ‘creative decline’ 

narrative, and to position themselves against the valorised ‘unrestrained’ and ‘exuberant’ 

[Bruce] creativity of younger practitioners, the vast majority of our participants referred to 

qualities which are (stereo-)typically associated with older workers: reliability, stability, 

experience and effectiveness.  

However, in the specific context of the advertising industry’s professional ideology of 

creativity, this self-positioning as strategic, business-oriented creative professionals more 

often than not leads older creatives into an ‘identity cul-de-sac’ (Ainsworth and Hardy, 

2009). As Nixon (2003) observed, different conceptualisations of what counts as ‘creative’ 
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often serve as strategies of distinction between ambitious young practitioners and their 

established and older counterparts. Younger practitioners are structurally accommodated by 

the seemingly unquestionable association of youthfulness with ‘new ideas’ and ‘fresh 

thinking’ in contrast to older creatives who are positioned as predominantly offering an 

approach to creativity that is more ‘strategic’ or a form of ‘commercial craftsmanship’ 

(Nixon, 2003).Thus, when older creatives choose to stress experience and business 

orientation, they in effect go against the valorised ideal image of advertising creatives as 

youthful, hedonistic, artistically-minded and non-conformist who are at odds with the 

commercial and bureaucratic imperatives of the industry (Hackley and Kover, 2007) and 

who, for exactly these reasons, are capable of ‘authentic’ originality.  

This, in turn, leads to and perpetuates the age-coding of creativity. Drawing on Krekula’s 

(2009) concept of ‘age coding’ – the social processes that ascribe age-based qualities to 

individuals, spaces, and interactions – we use this notion to refer to the frequently reported 

practice of assigning project briefs that target older consumers to older creatives. It is based 

on the assumption that creatives are better able to understand and therefore more effectively 

communicate with consumers who are of similar chronological age. Although many of our 

participants shared Mark’s view that ‘as a creative you should be able to put yourself into 

different positions’ and ‘feel comfortable working on female sanitary products, even as a 25-

year-old male’, in reality there was ‘a tendency in agencies to pigeonhole people’. The age 

coding of creativity is a particularly problematic form of pigeonholing for older creatives, as 

Brittany explained:  

Once you are over the age you seem to be useful, you get briefs they wouldn’t dare 

give someone else because of the fear of boring them. You are constrained by being 

given the briefs with the least creative potential. 

And this practice easily turns into a vicious circle, as the lack of creativity in the work 

produced in response to these briefs is then regarded as ‘proof’ of the older practitioner’s 

creative decline. This marginalisation in terms of the work older creatives are given is also 

evident in the results of The Agency Circle’s 2018 survey, where almost 50 per cent of 

respondents rated the advertising industry as mediocre or worse in giving older professionals 

the same opportunities as younger professionals (The Agency Circle, 2018). This is further 

supported by our analysis of advertising industry media coverage with the articles that 

focused on ageism commonly describing the issue as being endemic yet largely overlooked 
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as indicated by the following perspective drawn from a B&T opinion piece: 'Ageism is an 

issue that nobody is really thinking, nor caring about, despite its prominence in our industry' 

(Gilbert, 2019).   

However, in this struggle over what is considered to be creative and who qualifies as 

embodying authentic creativity, older practitioners often reinforce the dynamic described 

above by positioning themselves – willingly or out of lack of promising alternatives – as 

‘experts’ for these kinds of ‘boring’ projects. Cameron’s view, a common one amongst 

participants, that ‘there are briefs older creatives are better suited for, like for example briefs 

for insurance companies’ is paradigmatic for this attempt to develop a value proposition for 

older creatives based on their supposed tacit understanding of older consumer groups. A 

similar ‘business case rhetoric’ pervades the industry’s trade press coverage, which 

commonly highlights the positive contributions older creatives could provide if only 

marketers lost their fixation with millennials and instead sought to ‘follow the money’ 

(Steedman, 2019) by attending to the untapped commercial potential inherent in targeting 

older consumers. Following this logic, older creatives are framed as creatively valuable due 

to their understanding of a currently ignored age demographic with ‘huge spending power’ 

(The Stable, 2019).   

 Ultimately, however, by linking older creatives’ value specifically to their assumed and 

‘essentialised’ innate capacity to connect with older target audiences, much of the trade press 

coverage as well as some older creatives themselves perpetuate the exact dynamics that lead 

to their pigeonholing in the first place. By actively participating in the societal discourse of 

creative decline and in the practice of age-coding creativity, older creatives run the risk of 

crafting a professional identity which runs counter to the valorised ideal of ‘authentic 

creativity’ and therefore in practice often contributes to their marginalisation.  

While prominent in the interviews, the discourse in the trade press we analysed covered little 

of the recursive dynamic between societal stereotypes of creative decline, older practitioners’ 

identity work, and agency practices described above. Instead, the articles (particularly 

opinion pieces written by practitioners) predominantly individualised the issue by 

encouraging older creatives to work on themselves by cognitively re-framing their practice 

around youthful perspectives, for instance looking to ‘the inner 25-year-old’ (Gilbert, 2019) 

or having a ‘mental reboot’ (Durden, 2018). While the causality of ageist perspectives and the 

burden of change were firmly associated with the individual, the entrenched issues that sit 
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within broader industrial norms can be understood as further complicating meaningful 

discussion and progression.   

 

Youthfulness and cultural fit 

The second discursive theme running through the accounts of our participants as well as the 

trade press coverage is the notion of youthfulness as a ‘naturalised’ industrial norm and a 

prerequisite for creatives to ‘fit’ into an agency’s organisational culture. It is in fact 

noteworthy that already in 1919, in an article in The New Republic, the typical ‘advertising 

man’ was described as ‘usually young, good-looking, satorially perfect, with sleek hair and 

parti-colored shoes’ (Behrman, 1919, p. 84, emphasis added). Similarly, in his 

comprehensive analysis of the US advertising industry in the early 1960s, Tunstall observed 

that advertising was a business in which youth had ‘a special kind of moral advantage’ and in 

which many advertising men felt insecure in their jobs because of ‘the way in which youth 

often outdoes age’ (Tunstall (1964), cited in Alvesson, 1998, pp. 997; 990). And more than 

three decades later, Sennett observed that many of the advertising practitioners he 

interviewed in the 1990s ‘worried that they would be “over the hill” by the time they turned 

thirty, “out of it” by the time they turned forty’ (2006, p. 94.). According to the accounts 

provided by our participants, little has changed with regard to this valorisation of young 

creatives and the elevated status they enjoy in the industry. ‘It has always been the case’, as 

for example Stephen noted, that ‘younger people drive the culture in ad agencies’. This 

relates, firstly, to the youthful ‘party culture’ [Stephen] that typically characterises 

advertising agencies, a milieu from which older creatives are often excluded due to family 

commitments. More importantly, however, young creatives are ascribed a central role for 

creating and maintaining the competitive atmosphere characterising the creative departments 

in advertising agencies, as Cameron paradigmatically explained: 

Young people make the culture of the agency. It is important to light fire under the 

young creatives so that their energy and enthusiasm trickles up and encourages older 

creatives. 

Overall however, for Stephen it was ‘a received wisdom that you are finished when you reach 

your mid-thirties’. Similarly, when considering whether the advertising industry could rise to 

the challenge of providing more inclusionary workplaces for older creatives Mark said that he 

would like to think so, but then ‘it’s always been a young man’s game, or a young woman’s 
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game’. This valorisation of youth, and the associated marginalisation of older creatives, also 

finds expression in the spatial organisation of advertising agencies – metaphorically as well 

as materially. Our participants regularly referred to the notion of ‘the old guys corner’, and 

they feared ending up at ‘the crappiest desk’ in the agency as a sidelined and cynical ‘know-

it-all’ who produces ‘stale’ ideas [Stephen]. These comments reveal the spectre of social 

exclusion associated with ageing in creative departments, but also the ambivalence our 

participants felt when trying to imagine a positive professional identity for older creatives. On 

the one hand they were critically aware of the marginalising dynamics working against them, 

but at the same time their accounts speak of subjectivities who have adopted and internalised 

key features of the youthful, marginalising professional ideology characteristic for the 

advertising industry.     

Particularly revealing is a comment by Adrian, who, when he reached his forties, ‘felt 

somewhat out of place’ in the agency he was working for at that time, and ultimately decided 

to establish his own agency. When asked whether the advertising industry was ageist, he 

responded that he ‘would like to say “no”’, but at the same time he admitted that he ‘would 

have problems hiring a copywriter or art director in their 50s’. He did not elaborate on the 

reasons for his reluctance to employ older creatives, but the subsequent discussion indicated 

that it was – at least partly – based on the widely shared sentiment in the industry that people 

in their forties or fifties are either expected to be in leadership positions in their respective 

agencies or to have left the industry.  

Adrian’s comments in particular provide some insights into the extent to which being young 

and youthful has become an accepted norm even among older creatives who have themselves 

experienced the age-related marginalisation endemic to agency cultures. Importantly, as 

many of our informants pointed out, once older creatives have obtained positions as creative 

directors, in which they can shape the composition of their creative departments, they often 

seek to gain social capital by surrounding themselves with young practitioners. As Tom 

explained, creative directors ‘want to seem cool’ and ‘they have the power to fake that a little 

bit by surrounding themselves with young people’. 

Brittany described a similar dynamic:  

I think that creative directors get anxious when people in their department are not 

young and groovy. They feel it reflects better on them when they have younger looking 

people with the right haircuts. 
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While almost all of our participants reported the felt need to maintain ‘youthful looks’ 

through ‘fashionable’ and ‘arty’ attire [Katelyn], this strategy of ‘appearing youthful by 

association’ represents a specific form of identity work that creatives in leadership positions 

appear to undertake to negotiate the deeply imbedded insecurity that advertising practitioners 

in general experience due to the lack of professional legitimacy associated with their 

positions. As Alvesson (1998, p. 991) observed, since their status and career prospects are 

‘heavily dependent on the environment’s more or less arbitrary and floating confirmations’, 

advertising practitioners face ‘more pressing identity problems than most other workers’. As 

a consequence, many of our participants also reported that they had the impression that 

creative directors felt challenged by older and experienced creatives. For example, Brittany 

said that employing older, experienced creatives was ‘too challenging’ for many creative 

directors. Gemma described being told ‘I can’t have you sitting here – you make me look 

bad.’ And Jennifer noticed how she was treated differently as a freelancer since she was not 

‘experienced as a threat’ anymore.  

The accounts of our participants furthermore provide evidence for the tendency to engage in 

generational stereotyping and ‘othering’, particularly in response to valorisation of the digital 

savviness and social media competence that is automatically attributed to young creatives. 

Our participants described that they had to fight against the stereotype that ‘old people don’t 

get digital’ [Bruce], and they often did so by pointing out the difference between younger 

creatives’ ‘gimmicky’ [Tom] use of social media as opposed to older creatives’ ability to 

think more ‘laterally’ about the affordances of technology [Lynne] and to integrate social 

media into ‘effective communication strategies’ [Paul]. 

While these comments frame the intergenerational dynamics in stereotypical terms around 

the dichotomy of ‘experienced/inexperienced’ practitioners, some of our participants also 

referred to attitudinal differences for delineating spheres of competence. Paradigmatic for this 

process of ‘othering’ based on ascribed character deficiencies of younger practitioners is the 

following quote by Timothy:  

They’ll bring a lot the table and yeah, it’s terrific, but really, if you scratch the 

surface […] they know nothing’. […] I think it is a shared view that, Jesus Christ, 

their attitude doesn’t match their abilities. 

Tom voiced similar concerns about the professionalism of younger creatives: 
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My ethos has always been to make the most of every option – a lot of younger 

creatives don’t have that mindset. I sound like an old fart, I’m obviously grouching on 

about millennials and their sense of entitlement, but it’s true, there is a lot of truth to 

it. 

Alan concurred, questioning the professional commitment and resilience of his younger 

counterparts: 

These [young] guys felt that they were so overworked – and we old ones were the last 

to leave. The collective conscious was that they worked too hard. I couldn’t get it. 

These stereotypical characterisations of younger creatives as entitled and lacking a proper 

work ethic demonstrate that ageism in advertising agencies cannot easily be reduced to a 

simple, unidirectional ‘victim-perpetrator’ dichotomy (Spedale, 2019, p. 41) – a point we will 

conceptualise in more detail in the discussion section of this paper. 

In contrast to our participants’ detailed descriptions of the micro-processes of power and 

exclusion that are associated with age and ageing in advertising agencies, the coverage of 

ageism in the trade press again featured little of these inter-organisational dynamics. Instead, 

the general lack of diversity in advertising agencies was in quite a number of instances 

attributed to ‘unconscious biases’ on part of agency staff and recruiters. Social psychology 

suggests that people are affected by deeply ingrained biases, which influence their attitudes 

and behaviour, but of which they are also often unaware (paradigmatically: Greenwald and 

Krieger, 2006). In response, so-called unconscious bias training has become ‘the latest 

fashion’ in diversity management (Noon, 2018). These training programmes aim to surface 

participants’ hidden preferences with regard to race, gender or age. Once participants 

recognise their unconscious attitudes, so it is argued, they are less likely to engage in 

discriminatory behaviour. What contributes to the popularity of these training programmes is 

that the concept of unconscious biases supports a convenient ‘no-blame view’ on 

discriminatory behaviour (Noon, 2018, p. 202). Instead of having to address embedded 

structural disadvantages, foregrounding unconscious biases present itself as an 

uncontroversial quick fix. It may thus be not entirely surprising that key players in the 

industry’s diversity debate emphasise the role of unconscious biases. For example, the CEO 

of Diversity Partners, a consulting firm that specialises in creating inclusive work cultures, 

explains in AdNews how unconscious biases are ‘holding the industry back’ in its efforts to 

‘progress diversity’ (Spearritt, 2018). Arguing along similar lines, the executive director of 
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the media agency PHD stresses in Mumbrella how agencies’ hiring processes are negatively 

impacted by ‘unconscious ageism, sexism and racism’ (Douglas-Neal, 2018). And, as a 

particularly instructive example, The Agency Circle’s website includes a ‘Tools & Resources’ 

section ‘for creating a diverse workplace’ – and of the six tools provided, three deal 

exclusively with the concept of unconscious biases.3 

Overall, our analysis of the discourse of ‘cultural fit’ illustrates how central aspects of the 

advertising industry’s professional ideology – most importantly the valorisation of 

youthfulness, the individualised, competitive nature of the work, and the industry’s lack of 

professionalisation – shapes the subjectivity of (older) advertising practitioners and reinforces 

organisational processes which marginalise older creatives. It also reveals a disconnect 

between the lived experience and the organisational micro-processes of marginalisation 

described by our participants, and the trade press discourse with its focus on unconscious 

biases.  

 

The industry’s broken business model 

One of the central economic arguments advanced for explaining the discrimination of older 

workers simply reflects the fact that the higher pay they demand makes them less attractive to 

employers (Wood et al., 2008). It is therefore probably not surprising that the discussion 

whether older creatives were just ‘too expensive and not valuable’ (Steedman, 2019) featured 

prominently in the trade press coverage.  In addition, it was frequently suggested that, in 

contrast to younger practitioners, older creatives are not prepared to deal with the demands of 

the industry’s production model and were leaving the industry in search of a better work-life 

balance. Many of our participants concurred with the second argument. For example, Stephen 

admitted that ‘at 46, I physically can’t sustain this level of stress, pressure and sheer gut-

grinding hours anymore. Similarly, Tony said that he did not want ‘to sit in an ad agency 

until 10 pm, eat chips, and pretend that I care’, and Paul explained that ‘once advertising 

becomes just a job and not part of your social life, you shift; you do not buy into the agency’s 

business model of working weekends and until 10 pm’.  

 
3 The other featured resources are two tools for managing workplace gender equality and one article on 

‘Australian Stereotypes in TV ads’. See https://theagencycircle.com/resources/. 
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However, the position that older creatives’ higher salaries were to blame for age inequality 

was regarded as a superficial argument that distracted from what Paul, and indeed most of our 

participants, thought was the actual issue: the industry’s business model. The key culprit for 

many of our informants was the move away from media commissions and long-term retainer 

arrangements with clients to head-hours (an estimated number of hours that agency staff are 

given to complete a task or project based in agreed head hour billable rates) as the 

predominant form of agency remuneration. This means that the experience and efficiency of 

older creatives does not constitute a financial advantage to the agency, since getting work 

done in less time is not rewarded. On the contrary, remuneration by head-hours is an 

incentive to hire less experienced creatives and realise profits by paying them significantly 

less than the head hour billable rate charged to the client. This ‘spreadsheet mentality’ 

[Timothy] leads, as Tom explained, to a hollowing out of agencies where the people left are 

‘the guys at the bottom who cost next to nothing and the guys at the top who are the ones 

making the decisions’. Thus, for many older creatives, both the issues of exploitation and 

ageism were in large parts the result of the current approach to agency remuneration and, 

also, the lack of unionisation. As Timothy paradigmatically commented: ‘If we had a union, 

this shit wouldn’t happen. You would have a resource to go to. At the moment, it just seems 

like everyone to themselves.’ Consequently, many of our participants couldn’t see positive 

change ‘unless the business model changes’ [Tony]. As Terry summarised: ‘There is nothing 

to do to change it. If you want to change it, you need to do something yourself – almost 

consult’.  

These perspectives align with concerns expressed in a small number of opinion pieces written 

by industry practitioners (Woolley, 2018; Miles, 2018). Overall, however, the trade press 

coverage again tends to individualise the issue by putting the burden of addressing ageism 

back on older creatives, urging them to avoid ‘lazily moaning from the sidelines’ (Durden, 

2019) and to not just ‘sit back and gather moss’ (see Kemp, 2016). The trade press 

commonly framed ageism as a hidden or forgotten issue, one that can be ameliorated through 

further discussion; yet solutions that revolve around individual action suggest the 

encouragement of silence and complicity and thus further intensify the ambiguous nature of 

this form structural inequality.  
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Discussion  

The findings of our research support and extend key arguments made in the critical literature 

on ageing in organisations. These studies challenge a ‘reductive bio-essentialized 

understanding of age’ and the ‘older worker’ (Thomas et al., 2014, p. 1571), treating them as 

stable and easily identifiable categories founded primarily on chronological age. For scholars 

engaged in critical ageing studies, age does not constitute a role, an identity, or an individual 

attribute; it rather represents an expression of the social context’ (Krekula et al., 2018, p. 37). 

Our study contributes to this growing literature by investigating organisational age inequality 

as a social process. Age is not just something we have, but something we do, a negotiated 

‘political and discursive location’ which is ‘deeply situated in power structures that are 

constantly recreated’ (Krekula et al., 2018, p. 39). Thus, as Riach and Cutcher (2014, p. 

784f.) note, the fact that ‘the lived experience of ageing at work is more dependent on 

cultural norms than chronological benchmarks’ turns research into ageing at work into ‘a 

more complex problem than identifying age discrimination per se’. Consequently, approaches 

to understanding ageism that focus on explicit acts of age discrimination are unable to capture 

the true nature of ageism as a socially constructed phenomenon. Instead, researching age and 

ageing at work requires paying attention to the context-specific ‘entanglement of macro-and 

micro-level discourses and practices in producing age as an institution’ (Collien et al., 2016, 

p. 780).  

The marginalisation of older practitioners in the traditionally youthful advertising industry 

arguably represents a particularly instructive example of this ‘social ageing’ in organisations 

(Riach and Cutcher 2014, p. 784). Our multi-level perspective on age inequality in the 

advertising industry identifies a number of key material and cultural processes at the 

individual, organisational, industrial and societal level which together create, maintain and 

reproduce the pronounced age inequality in the advertising industry. The following graph 

(Figure 2) summarises these key processes.  

 

--------- Figure 2: Age inequality in the advertising industry – an overview ----------- 

 

Paying attention to the recursive interplay between these levels provides us, for example, 

with novel insights into the complex interrelationship between the critique of ageist attitudes 

and practices and older practitioners’ complicity in those processes. This complicity is often 
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involuntary and non-reflexive in that older creatives are forced to argue and act within the 

frame of already existing stereotypical discourses and practices, and neither challenging nor 

accommodating to these stereotypes improves their position in their workplaces. This is 

particularly the case with the age-coding of creativity, in which claims to age-based expertise 

and experience tend to reinforce the marginalisation of older creatives. However, if they did 

not make these claims, the valorisation of youthfulness that characterise the industry would 

also leave them sidelined. Yet by crafting their identities around such qualities as experience, 

effectiveness and business-mindedness, older creatives run the risk of arguing themselves 

into what Ainsworth and Hardy (2009) describe as an ‘identity cul-de-sac’. Ultimately, older 

creatives contribute to the perpetuation of discriminating stereotypes against older and 

younger workers alike – sometimes willingly, by engaging in the generational stereotyping of 

young practitioners, but more often unwillingly, for example by performing the aesthetic 

labour and body work of youthfulness, which has the effect of simply reinforcing the implicit 

industry norm of looking young and fashionable.  

Furthermore, our analysis demonstrates the insufficiency of the victim-perpetrator dichotomy 

as a ‘ready-made interpretive framework’ still dominating policy discourses and mainstream 

debates regarding ageism (Spedale, 2019, p. 41). As Krekula et al. (2018. P. 40) point out, 

once we approach age as something that is ‘done’ in the context of specific (organisational) 

power relations rather a stable, pre-existing category, it becomes apparent that inequality  

is not something done by some people to others, but rather it is a process involving 

various actors, who do not necessarily reproduce inequality in order to perpetuate 

harm, but rather to accomplish different goals and objectives.   

Again, the accounts provided by our participants, when analysed in the context of our multi-

level framework, arguably serve as paradigmatic examples of these complex, goal-driven 

interactions between different actors, which all contribute in different ways to the creation 

and perpetuation of age inequalities. This complex entanglement of numerous material and 

cultural practices also explains why all of our participants characterised the advertising 

industry as ageist, but only very few were able to recall instances of explicit ageism directed 

against them or co-workers. If age inequality is caused not only by overt processes of 

discrimination, but is more often than not the outcome of dynamic social positioning 

practices in which both younger as well as older practitioners necessarily partake, and which 

take place within broader historical, material and structural logics defining and shaping the 
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advertising industry, it is understandable why ageism would appear ‘ambiguous’ to most of 

our participants. It also helps explain why many of the older creatives we talked to were 

pessimistic about the potential for positive change. This scepticism is compounded by the 

apparent disconnect between what our participants regarded as the main causal drivers of 

their marginalisation and the broader industry discourse as reflected in the trade journals we 

analysed. While our informants saw the business model of advertising agencies as well as the 

entrenched ageist perspectives on creativity as the most important factors contributing to age 

inequality, media coverage as well as industry initiatives like The Agency Circle tend to 

suggest that these inequalities are mostly the result of people’s hardwired, unconscious biases 

affecting hiring decisions and workplace interactions.  

Lastly, our analysis contributes to the developing scholarly literature on ‘inequality talk’ in 

the cultural and creative industries. With this notion Brook et al. (2019) describe the 

discursive formations emerging in response the creative industries’ increasing inclination to 

openly acknowledge the existence of structural barriers and processes marginalising certain 

groups and practitioners. While previous research (McRobbie, 2007; Gill, 2014; Scharff, 

2016) suggests that creative workers tended to subscribe to and internalise the ‘meritocratic 

myth’ surrounding the cultural industries and thereby render inequalities ‘unspeakable’ (Gill, 

2014), our study supports and extends the findings by Brook et al. (2019) that – despite the 

fact that the misrecognition and outright rejection of inequalities in the creative industries has 

become the exception – this does not mean that change is afoot. Similar to the senior men of 

their study, who openly acknowledged structural barriers for marginalised groups, but at the 

same time attributed their own success not to their privileged white, male and middle-class 

origin but to ‘career luck’ (Brook et al., 2019,), participants in our study as well as the 

broader industry discourse were acutely aware of the existing inequalities. Yet while it is 

most certainly laudable that the industry is starting to pay more attention to gender, race and 

age inequalities, the discussions and solutions proposed by industry bodies tend to engage 

only occasionally and superficially with the more complex economic, structural and cultural 

dynamics which play a major role in rendering age inequalities durable. What is required, 

then, are industry initiatives and organisational approaches that take these complexities into 

account. 
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Concluding remarks 

By investigating the social production of the ‘old creative’, this article has shed light on a 

mostly overlooked dimension in the existing literature on inequalities in the creative 

industries: the de-valorisation of older advertising practitioners. It contributes to the literature 

by providing new empirical insights into the complex dynamics responsible for the 

persistence of age inequalities in the Australian advertising industry. By proposing a multi-

level framework for the analysis of inequalities in the creative industries, the article also 

makes a conceptual contribution that we hope will be useful for further research projects 

investigating issues related to diversity and inclusion more generally. Our study has focused 

on one particular group of practitioners – mostly older, white, male advertising creatives. 

While the research design’s tightly defined participant profile ensures that the findings we 

report reflect common experiences, opinions and sentiments, it is therefore also inherently 

limited. Thus, there are several fruitful avenues for further research in this area. For example, 

studies that investigate more closely the intergenerational dynamics as well as the intersection 

of age and gender or age and race in the production and maintenance of age inequalities 

would make an important contribution to the critical studies of workplace cultures in the 

creative industries. Furthermore, the proposed framework would lend itself to research 

projects that study national variances or that engage in comparative analyses across different 

sectors of the creative industries. There is also a lack of studies that investigate and 

conceptualise the interrelationship between workforce diversity and the nature of the cultural 

products created. Does, for instance, a more diverse creative team necessarily produce more 

diverse, less stereotypical ads? Given the pervasiveness of ageism and age inequality, and the 

important role the cultural and creative industries play in portraying societal norms, more 

research that engages with the complexities of the subject matter are urgently needed. 
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