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Foreword

Malcolm Johnson

Social divisions in human societies have preoccupied social scientists in general, and sociologists in
particular, since the beginning of these disciplines. From the original writings of Auguste Comte in
the founding of sociology and the great giants of the nineteenth century, Karl Marx, Max Weber and
Emile Durkheim, social class became a central and enduring theme. The class struggle characterised
by Marx as between the owners of capital and those who sold their labour to them, ran through his
entire published work. Weber’s challenge in his seminal essay Class, status and party (1961) to
Marx’s dominating bifurcation of societies in Capital (1970) set the framework of discourse and
analysis for a hundred years. In it Weber details the human desire for social power and how, through
class, certain forms of power are achieved. Nevertheless, he shares with Marx the belief that
property is the basic category that defines class situation.

The debates about class formation and the hierarchies of status and power continued in full force
throughout the post-Second World War explosion of sociological enquiry. In the 1960s, when
departments of sociology were flowering in many new universities across North America and
Western Europe, the academic journals and textbooks were preoccupied with class, family and
community. Economic growth and democratised modern societies developed new middle classes and
gave rise to studies of social mobility and embourgeoisement. But as the 20th century moved into its
final quarter, enthusiasm for social stratification waned. Modernism, postmodernism and feminism,
among other new domains of interest, nudged class out of the way and until recently its proponents
have spoken with small voices.

Two of the ‘new’ subdisciplines which became prominent as class lost its salience were the
overlapping fields of gerontology and medical sociology. Both had roots in the inequalities of health
and longevity which had grown out of public health and epidemiology. They were fuelled by the
needs of governments and the desire of health professionals to understand the social, economic and
lifestyle correlates of ill health at different stages of the lifepath. These imperatives generated
empirical and public policy oriented enquiries which recognised social class as an important
variable, rather than a subject of independent enquiry.

The reduction in interest in social class appears to have had several dimensions. As the 20th
century moved to its close, opportunities for social mobility in Western Europe diminished, at a time
when the principal engine of mobility, higher education, became available to increasing proportions
of each cohort to reach their late teens. Concurrently interest expanded in dimensions of difference
which had previously been subsumed in the great panjandrum of class analysis, women’s studies,
race and ethnicity, sexual identities, family breakdown and secularisation making the way for
discourses about the corrosion of civic society. The work of Pierre Bourdieu (1984) opened up
theoretical avenues which required new vocabularies and conceptual frameworks for what was
personal and what might be considered social. Habitus became a more common point of reference
than the much cruder constructs of categories based on birth, education and employment. And as the



century turned, Robert Putnam’s (2000) Bowling Alone provided a superlative analysis of the
dissolution of civic engagement and the loss of social capital. Class distinctions had not vanished, nor
were the economic foundations of class lost to social enquiry. It was the arrival of fresher and more
penetrating modes of observation that shifted the spotlight.

Among the lengthening list of research domains was ageing and the lifespan. Essentially a post-
Second World War development, the interdisciplinary field of gerontology developed as governments
put resources into empirical studies of the consequences of increased longevity.: medical services,
pensions, housing, retirement, social care, intergenerational relations and what became known as ‘the
burden of an ageing population’. Indeed, my own first piece of professional research in the late 1960s
went under the compelling title ‘The unmet social and medical needs of the elderly in the London
Borough of Camden’.A strong emphasis was placed on public provision of services to alleviate
poverty and disabling illness. Inevitably, the greatest recognition was given to medical research in all
the countries of the then developed world. Social scientists were drawn into empirical studies which
addressed a spectrum of socio-medical maladies. However, all too little effort went into
conceptualisation. Theories of ageing were a minority field of scholarly activity. Social
epidemiology was the central mode of enquiry, except for the few. In fact, it is far from surprising that
in a chapter entitled ‘Are theories of ageing important? Models and explanations in gerontology at the
turn of the century’ the authors, who included myself, wrote of gerontology as ‘data rich and theory
poor’ (Bengtson et al, 1999).

As in the other developing domains of study, social status, occupation and income were significant
factors in the constitution of old age as a problem. But class was seen as a variable for analytical
purposes. In the UK, the Registrar General’s Classification of Occupations was routinely used as the
standard measure of class. Despite extensive dismay amongst sociologists, who wanted to promote
more sophisticated calibrations, their dissenting essays were largely confined to scholarly journals.
In gerontology, dissenters gathered under an umbrella network which eventually became known as
‘critical gerontology’. Led in the US by the energetic standard-bearer Carroll Estes, supported by the
colourful pressure group The Gray Panthers and their charismatic figurehead Maggie Kuhn, a
movement emerged based on research and praxis. It was seen as radical and even subversive. In the
UK, in an article in the very first issue of the journal Ageing and Society (of which I was the first
Editor), Peter Townsend (1981) introduced the concept of ‘structured dependency’. He articulated a
view of the way nation states confined retired people into a restricted world of low incomes and
severely limited opportunities for self determination and social engagement. In the same issue of the
journal Alan Walker (1981) published an article ‘Towards a political economy of old age’. Two
issues later, Chris Phillipson (1982) wrote a review essay on ‘state policies and the elderly’. Soon
they were followed by Carroll Estes herself, Xavier Gaullier (1982) from France and Martin Kohli
(Kohli et al, 1983) from Germany.

These key figures in the critical gerontology movement were rapidly joined by a rising tide of
writers and researchers who sought to challenge the established paradigm, which characterised older
populations as an economic and social problem and older people as individuals who had passed out
of mainstream society into what Cumming and Henry (1961) had deemed the phase of disengagement.
In the contests between the structural functionalists who observed ‘old age’ as the remnant of the
lifespan and the parallel colleges of researchers who promoted successful ageing, one found the
critical gerontologists, whose observations of later life left them more convinced of the boundaries to
successful old age than its widespread achievement. The successful ageing studies stimulated by Glen
Elder’s (1974) landmark volume Children of the great depression  engaged with class as an



important variable in the exploration of life chances and the unexpected upward social migration
which emerged from Elder’s studies. But class remained a contextual issue, never the focus of
enquiries.

Class was a much more central issue for the critical gerontologists. But for them it was sometimes
a structural agency which delivered inequality in retirement and at other times a key feature of a
polemic about institutional discrimination and what Robert Butler (1975) termed ageism. It is always
hazardous to claim that there were no investigations into social class as a feature of old age, which
was not simply a predetermined characteristic settled earlier in life, either by the lifetime occupation
of the individual or a status gained by marriage or inherited from their family of origin. But I can
recall none.

Undoubtedly, social status, income, occupation, education and other central dimensions of the
class debate over one and a half centuries, have been present in the discourses about age and ageing.
However, it is difficult to find – even in an era of electronic literature searches
– serious discussion of, let alone empirical investigations into, social mobility beyond the point of
retirement until recent times.

In his book Class dynamics in later life, Marvin Formosa (2009) combined a systematic review
of the literature on the lived experience of older people and reported a sophisticated enquiry into the
subtle shifts of social positioning that occur in the conservative and hierarchical arrangements of his
own small island society of Malta. Through careful analysis of systematically gathered data, from
interviews, group discussions and extensive observation, he produced a convincing account of the
ways in which social capital is either accumulated or lost and measurable status shifts are achieved.
It undermines the long-held presumption that the third age is one where all have a given designation
and that place remains until death and beyond. Not that he claims the rest of us have failed to see
rampant social mobility and simply not recognised it. Much more nuanced evidence is provided
which lifts the cover on the nature of life lived in the third age. Limited but significant movement is
observed and reported in this most status conscious of societies.

So how much more movement might there be in social systems which are looser, more in
transition, more challenged by the impact of social and political change? Might closer inspection of
the nations in Eastern Europe liberated from the oppression of Soviet governance and the least good
influences of the Roman Catholic and Orthodox churches, reveal dynamics not seen in more settled
nation states? In China, as the depopulation by the young of the rural areas in favour of urban living,
one may well see new cultures of later life, to compensate for the slow collapse of the Confucian
models of filial piety. In a different social and cultural context, the familial models of old age
dependency across Africa may well reveal fitter, more self-confident older people innovating and
managing new patterns of independent and socially mobile old age.

In his continuously fruitful work with Chris Gilleard, Paul Higgs (2000) has given to the study of
ageing a new reflexivity, which was stifled by the earlier streams of thinking and research in the field
of gerontology. Together they have put the established assumptive world of gerontology to critical
scrutiny over more than a decade. In a series of highly regarded books and articles, they have created
a stream of fresh thinking in the field of ageing studies. This body of work critiques the relatively
static representations of old age encapsulated in the literature on the third and fourth ages and
challenges them with new theoretical perspectives and a fresh look at emerging patterns of later life
which are both varied and dynamic. In his book noted above, Formosa (2009: 45) is at odds with
Gilleard and Higgs in their interpretation of the lives of older people ‘because they see the growth of
agency amongst the middle class third agers, but fail to recognise that others who are currently



bounded by their economic and class limitations might also be liberated to greater autonomy and
improved statuses, as old age becomes a more socially fluid domain’.

By bringing their differing interpretations together with their mutual regard for the seminal work of
Pierre Bourdieu, Marvin Formosa and Paul Higgs add an imaginative flair and tension to this book
which gives it a creative frisson that collections do not always achieve. In selecting authors, they
have married the authority and depth of knowledge provided by Chris Phillipson and Christina Victor
with the imaginative and forward-looking insights and empirical enquiries of younger scholars from a
range of disciplines, nations and cultural traditions. The result is a collection of essays which
embrace the rapidly changing worlds of old age and in so doing take a penetrating look into the
emerging future. Having liberated the concept of social class from its moribund past, this volume
looks critically at both the constraints placed on older people and the emerging cultures of later life
which will ultimately leave behind the structured dependency which rightly troubled Peter Townsend
over 40 years ago.

Here is a volume which benchmarks a renewal and transformation of a neglected form of social
and economic analysis. It explores the still shifting sands of class in the context of old age, which
most scholars believed were settled during the second age of lifetime employment and fixed at
retirement.
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Preface

This book provides a unique collection of chapters by authors who are committed to explore and
improve our understanding of social class dynamics in later life. It focuses on the interface between
social class and the latter stages of the life course, analysing why class relations remain an integral
part of persons’ lives even after they exit the labour market following either voluntary or mandatory
retirement, and as they experience those life transitions associated with old age. The chapters
document the widespread differences in resources available to various subgroups of older people,
and how such variances in social, cultural and physical capital impact identities and lifestyles in later
life. Focusing its attention on various spheres of class analysis, it provides the most upto-date
collection of new and emerging research relevant to emerging debates on the relationship between
social class, power and ageing.

This collection of chapters arose from the editors’ long-standing interest in the impact of social
class on the quality of life of older people. Its genesis can be located in a symposium titled
‘Theorising Social Class in Later Life: Power, Identity and Lifestyle’ that the editors convened during
the 19th World Congress on Gerontology and Geriatrics of the International Association of
Gerontology and Geriatrics in July 2009 in Paris, France. This meeting generated so much interest
that a follow-up symposium took place during the subsequent 20th Congress in June 2013 in Seoul,
South Korea – as well as during the 2013 British Sociological Association Annual Conference
(convened by Ian Rees Jones). These symposia included presentations by the convenors plus Martin
Hyde, Kate Davidson, Trish Hafford-Letchfield and Christina Victor. The editors also take the
opportunity here to thank a whole host of people who, in casual conversation and in more earnest
dialogue, have influenced the direction and content of this book, as well as the contributors of
chapters, all of whom respected deadlines and embraced various positive criticisms. Special
gratitude goes to Malcolm Johnson who, for more than a decade, demonstrated unwavering support
for the realisation of such a project, to Alison Shaw and Rebecca Tomlinson at The Policy Press for
their production support, and to the independent reviewers who provided endorsements for the book.
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ONE

Introduction

Marvin Formosa and Paul Higgs

The legacy of social class in gerontology

For many years, the concept of class constituted a fundamental touchstone of gerontological
scholarship. This was especially true during the late 1970s and 1980s when the political economy
and structured dependency perspectives on ageing argued strongly how class holds a crucial role in
determining how people experience retirement and the quality of lives they lead (Townsend, 1981;
Walker, 1981). Influenced by neo-Marxism, such standpoints revolved around the role of retirees
within the capitalist economy and, therefore, embraced Wright’s (1978) rationale that the best way to
deal with class locations in later life is to treat them as ‘parts of class-trajectories’ – that is, as a
lifetime structure of positions through which an individual passes in the course of a work career.
Retirees, according to such a raison d’être, occupy post-class locations so that their class location
can only be understood in terms of the trajectories of class positions to which they are linked.
Although it was acknowledged that not all inequalities can be reduced to class, since the role of
gender and race in promoting material and social forms of exclusion can never be underestimated,
retirement was perceived as the final ‘resolution’ of the advantages and disadvantages attached to
established class positions. In other words, once the advantages arising from a particular position are
consolidated, they are sustained during later life. For political economists and structured dependency
theorists, this was mostly due to the continued impact of the relative inequality between the level of
state retirement pensions, which was the source of the majority of working-class elders’ income, and
the amounts paid out by the better-funded occupational pensions received by the middle class. This
modernist drive to throw light on class relations in later life was instrumental in highlighting how the
majority of working-class retirees tend to register a degree of distress that warrants social work
intervention, following the ‘problems [that] may arise through interaction between the physical and
social contexts of ageing’ (Phillipson, 1982: 111). However, this standpoint falls short by
overlooking the effect of post-industrialisation and late modernity on the character of later life, class
relations and society in general, and, hence, ignoring how classes are made and given value through
cultural and symbolic processes. The key lacuna of structuralist standpoints on class dynamics in later
life is perhaps its erroneous assumption that older persons occupy a ‘pensioner’ status defined by a
confining dependence on state welfare when, presently, a rising number of retirees are taking an
active part in the development of new later life identities.

In their quest to quantify the relationship between class and later life, gerontologists usually
operationalise the former in terms of the classification of occupations. In fact, there is a strong body
of empirical work demonstrating a positive correlation between socio-economic status on one hand,
and levels of financial, social, cultural and physical capital on the other (Walker and Foster, 2006;



Formosa, 2009). For instance, middle-class elders are generally found to own higher levels of
financial capital due to more savings and better occupational pensions, and, hence, to live in more
upmarket communities. Working-class peers, on the other hand, tend to enter retirement after careers
in temporary and/or low-paying jobs, so that their pensions are insufficient to meet their everyday
needs, a state of affairs that leads them to experience both absolute and relative poverty. Reminiscent
of Bauman’s (1998) point that although desiring comes free, the experiencing of desire as a
pleasurable state requires resources, the literature reports that working-class elders are unlikely to be
involved in sports clubs, formal volunteering, learning initiatives and leisure associations as many
lack the resources that facilitate social involvement, such as income, access to a vehicle and online
networking skills. Moreover, despite the increase in life expectancies in all high- and middle-income
countries, class backgrounds continue to have a long-term effect on the patterning of morbidity,
mortality, disability and emotional well-being. Victor concludes that:

there is a significant health divide based around class in terms of achieving old age and in
the amount of life to be enjoyed once having achieved old age, and there is no evidence to
indicate that these life differentials have decreased over the past three decades. (Victor,
2010: 49)

Studies on class differentiation have generated important data on inequality in later life. Yet, similar
to the wider field of social gerontology, theory-building has been a marginal feature. Researchers are
quick to provide facts and figures without integrating them into an explanatory framework. This
lacuna is serious since theory integrates findings into holistic totalities and explains how and why
distinctly observed phenomena are related. Methodologically, it is also disappointing that most
studies adopt a positivist standpoint that reduces external reality to observable patterns by
operationalising ‘class’ either upon the job-status scale provided by the Registrar General (UK) or
upon socioeconomic status (SES). However, while the former is unreliable as its categories are
vague and general, SES indicators are not theoretically grounded in ways that class is. Moreover,
such approaches ignore how class in later life is shaped by biographical and subjective contexts.
Even if occupation is deemed as a reliable source of class location, historicity can induce a
‘mismatch’ between the level of power decreed by a job in different time periods:

occupational status is not a transhistorical concept … the status ascribed to jobs held by the
elderly will have changed over their lifetime … the status ascribed to an office clerk in
1930 could have been very different from that in 1980. (Victor and Evandrou, 1987: 255)

This standpoint is also problematic for not allowing for any possibility for social mobility in
retirement unless older persons re-enter the labour market in a diverse role. This is, however,
misleading since relations of production serve only as catalysts, rather than determining mechanisms,
for class mobility. This notion was emphasised by O’Rand (2001: 197) when highlighting how
‘stratification operates across societal planes extending from the economy and state through the
community and household to the individual’. Finally, serious problems arise when the conventional
approach is applied to older women. Older women are highly susceptible to changes in their marital
status, which, in turn, generate an apparent social mobility that may bear little or no relation to real
change in mobility patterns:‘Are older women in their own, or their husband’s class? And is this
class of pre-retirement “origin” (i.e., in younger age) or the social class of destination in old age,



based on retirement income and assets?’ (Estes, 1999: 24–5).
In retrospect, the legacy of class in ageing studies is restricted by its adoption of a structuralist

lens that overlooks ‘what older people themselves make of who and what they are, as well as how
they view their worlds’ (Gubrium and Holstein, 2000: 3). This sensitivity is highly warranted since,
even in later life:

class refers to much more than the individual’s economic and social position. It implies an
individual’s self-concept and subjective understanding … it focuses on intraindividual
linkages across time as a central mechanism producing a type of continuity … between
work and retirement phases. (O’Rand and Henretta, 1999: 35)

As O’Rand (2001: 197) expands elsewhere, the crux of the issue when discussing patterns of
inequality within older cohorts and their effects on life-course outcomes ‘is the latent construct of
stratification or inequality as a fundamental and pervasive, but complex, social condition that
underlies the life course’. Indeed, the measurement of class inequality does not rest on some simple
derivative strategy, but is actually both a multidimensional and multilevel exercise, consisting of a
variety of indicators operating across societal planes, and extending from the economy and state
through the community and household to the individual.

The evanescence of social class in ageing studies

The past two decades witnessed a resurgence of scholars arguing how class has become an obsolete
concept in our efforts to make sense of inequality in industrial societies. The key argument is that
following the 1980s, industrial societies have experienced profound economic, political and
ideological changes that brought the‘classic’ and‘modern’ phases of industrialisation to a gradual
end. Supporters of the anti-class brigade contend that such social change resulted in a radical
transformation of societal dynamics so that ‘class’ is now an obsolete tool for social analysis:‘it is a
capitalism without classes, but individualised social inequality and all the related social and political
problems’ (Beck and Beck-Gernsheim, 2002: 205). Influenced by the writings of Bell (1976), class
sceptics argue that, presently, it is theoretical knowledge, rather than class, which constitutes the axial
principle of differentiation. Stratification has become increasingly pluralistic, multidimensional and
shaped by factors located outside the workplace, leading to a style of politics that embraces non-class
divisions and issues. As a result, various theorists began making reference to the coming of a period
of ‘late’, ‘reflexive’ or ‘second’ forms of modernity. A key denominator in such visions is an
increasing scrutiny of the class concept as a means of understanding contemporary societies, with the
consensus that late-modern societies have moved ‘beyond class’. For Beck and Willms (2004:
107),‘society can no longer look in the mirror and see social classes … all we have left are the
individualized fragments’. Ascribed differences on the basis of race, ethnicity, gender, age,
nationality and the like have superseded traditional identities rooted in class, family, religion and
locality as the locus of social differentiation. The result, and a much-debated one, is that consumption
has taken over class, with ‘taste’, ‘fashion’ and ‘lifestyle’ being the new bases of structural divisions
and unities.

Such trends in social theory did not go unnoticed in social gerontology. During the last two
decades the concept of class started to occupy an ambivalent position in the study of ageing lives, so



that one finds hardly any efforts to conceptualise that interface between class and later life. The
standpoints of structured dependency and political economy are currently out of favour, and the class
concept is somewhat a persona non grata in ageing studies. It is not mere coincidence that
Woodward (1999: x) went so far as to state that ‘along with race, gender and age are the most salient
markers of social difference’, or that the recently published Key concepts in social gerontology
(Phillips et al, 2010) includes no mention of ‘class’ either in the contents or index. It is also
noteworthy that a recent edited publication, Unequal ageing (Cann and Dean, 2009), attempts to
soften the link between class background and inequality, while emphasising that it is ageing per se
that leads citizens to lower levels of quality of life. In its opening chapter – ‘How social age has
trumped social class?’ – Dean (2009: 6, 4) puts forward the argument that by the turn of the 21st
century,‘social age had replaced social class as a principle behind collective organisation’, writing
that ‘growing older is a journey of loss’ as the rise of the proportion of pensioners in poverty is
widening across the whole board. For Dean, the key issue leading older adults to experience lower
levels of successful ageing is age discrimination, a state of affairs that equally affects the large and
diverse number of people aged roughly from 60 to 100. At the same time, it is also discouraging to
note that mainstream class research tended to remain located in, and around, the younger and adult
‘territories’ of the life course, with class analysts arguing that older persons remain generally
excluded from empirical research on the assumption that their class-related characteristics are not
sufficiently unique to undermine the logic of class analysis (Formosa, 2009). Indeed, although
sociologists have taken considerable pains to examine the ‘interplay between gender and class … and
to a lesser extent between ethnicity and class … very little has been made of the articulation of age
and class’ (Egerton and Savage, 2000: 24).

The evanescence of the role of class in shaping daily lives in old age is to be expected
considering how the coming of late modernity has impacted retirement. Recent decades have
witnessed the creation of a population of relatively affluent retirees whose income and expenditure
have come close to, and in some cases even exceeded, those of younger people of working age.
Moreover, the third age has been transformed from a demographic entity to a cultural field, whose
dynamic derives from consumption, and whose boundaries are tied to the historical changes that
provided the context for its gestation. However, this does not mean that class no longer has a role in
influencing the outcome of retirement lives. Although the cultural significance of class in later life has
declined, we should not go to the other extreme by overstating the power of agency. Despite the
record levels of agency experienced by older persons – as they increasingly turn towards fashion,
bodies and leisure as their preferred sites of cultural performance and identity creation – the coming
of late modernity does not mean the end of traditional forms of inequalities, but only ‘the growth of
new inequalities alongside the continuation of traditional social divisions’ (Phillipson, 1999: 323).
Overstating human agency will only function to overlook how contemporary research demonstrates
how inequalities generated by class still match other inequalities stemming from gender, race and
ethnicity. Individuals with better resources early in life often continue to accumulate resources over
time, while those with few or no resources experience no improvement (Dannefer and Kelley-Moore,
2009). This implies that there are significant disparities in financial, social and other resources in
later life, putting older adults who do and do not have resources in positions and experiences that are
worlds apart. Despite renewed claims that the old class structure of capitalism is steadily dissolving,
critical sociology has no trouble in showing how the notion of ‘capitalism without classes’ is an
illusion (Savage, 2000). Most contemporary critical gerontologists underline how attention to class is
still a major issue for the study of ageing, only for this task to remain unaddressed in any detail. Such



a state of affairs leads us to agree with Settersten and Trauten (2009: 460), who underlined that
‘social class is at present remarkably absent in scholarship and policy-making in aging’, a claim that
was highlighted as long as 14 years ago:

There is widespread confusion and ambiguity in the use of the term ‘class’. This seems
particularly so for those who have attempted analysis of ageing and class…. Gerontology
from a political economy perspective demands attention to social class; nevertheless, work
on the topic is surprisingly underdeveloped. (Estes, 1999: 23, emphasis added)

While there is no doubt that the efforts of critical gerontology to encompass globalisation, the
deinstitutionalisation of the life course and the emergence of a consumer-driven one are all highly
welcome, the significance of class in retirement is still a topic that needs addressing. Citing Settersten
and Trauten (2009: 460, emphasis in original) again, ‘understanding the growing diversity of the
[older] population is … not just about understanding difference; it is about understanding differences
that generate and are generated by inequality’.

Renewing social class research in later life: goals and objectives
Social class in later life: power, identity and lifestyle seeks to develop an analytical and empirical
understanding of the interface between social class and later life. We believe that the individual and
collective experiences of growing old, as well as the very nature of age relations, differ so
significantly by class that there is an urgent need for a unified analysis in which both age and class are
taken into account. The fact that disparities related to class are increasing means that ‘social class
must therefore be a central point for theories of aging in all substantive areas’ (Settersten and Trauten,
2009: 459). The chapters in this volume all strive to better understand how, despite the estrangement
of older citizens from the productive process, retirees are not transformed into individualised beings
who fly completely free of class identities. Attention is especially bestowed upon the ways in which
the policies that have created and sustained the‘aging enterprise’ and the ‘medical–industrial
complex’ (Estes, 1979) constitute an important part of class dynamics in later life, as well as the
extent that systems of social and health care services reinforce pre-existing class relationships. In this
respect, the book’s aim is to investigate the extent that social welfare policy continues to reinforce
midlife patterns of class inequality. We hope that while the analysis of class and later life surely
presents different challenges than does a more general analysis of the class dynamics of society, the
chapters in this volume will illuminate the interconnections between class and age, and their
consequences for future policies in social and health care for older persons.

This collection of chapters emerged from our quest to construct, theoretically and empirically, a
developmental map of class structuring and action among older persons. Therefore, it endeavours to
examine how the employment-to-retirement transition affects established patterns of class relations.
The primary concern is not to fit older persons into a particular class schema, but to achieve a better
grasp of class structuring and action in later life. Hence, its goal is not to construct a map of class
positions, but to investigate if, and how, ‘new’ classes emerge following retirement, and how class
background influences daily living in later life. Social class in later life seeks to shed light on the
extent to which lifelong social class relations remain pervasive in later life so that older persons,
despite their estrangement from the productive process, are still dynamically engaged in the dynamics



of class structuring and action. Consequently, this study included a number of important objectives.
First, to analyse the theoretical currents that provide a valid picture of how social class dynamics
develop over the latter phases of the life course. Second, to examine the widespread assumption that
older people’s class position is directly correlated with past trajectories rather than analysing the
interactions between past trajectories and ageing-related events on a series of outcomes that define
how people live in later life. Third, to explore the extent to which class relations in later life are
being transformed by the advent of globalisation, and, consequently, producing complex flows of
people, activities, communities and networks that move beyond the confines of national borders. A
fourth objective consisted in examining the links between class, politics and identities in later life by
investigating the saliency of class for identity in later life through a range of cross-national data from
well-established high-quality social surveys. However, the manuscript also includes a number of
objectives that focus on the more pragmatic issues surrounding class dynamics in later life, in
particular, the relationship between social class and income security, social work services and health
care. The book also investigates the extent to which contemporary pension and social/health care
policies create or maintain class differences in later life, and the degree to which such levels of
inequality are being affected by the dismantling of the welfare state in favour of public–private
partnerships and entrepreneurial care companies.

Social class in later life advances the analysis of class dynamics in later life by focusing on the
three fundamental cornerstones of ageing studies – namely, theory, research and policy. First, the
book provides a critical overview of the competing approaches and rationales underlying the
explanation of class relations in later life. Nowadays, it is not just increased longevity that has had an
impact on the character of population ageing. Various social and cultural currents – ranging from
‘senior’ lifestyle consumerism to bodily transformation – have multiplied the agentic options open to
older people so that their lives are no longer bound by strict social, economic and biological
reference points. The result is a blurring of the traditional life stages and a homogenising of
aspirations in later life to what Featherstone and Hepworth (1993) identified early on in the debate as
‘mid-lifestyles’, which are maintained for as long as possible and sometimes deep into old age. This
has major implications for the understanding of class dynamics in later life, and chapters will
demonstrate that rather than calling for the class concept to be written off as an artefact of a
superseded form of social organisation, it is more sensible to perceive it as a social category in need
of considerable re-articulation.

The chapters in this book also endeavour to illustrate the unequal worlds that older people from
various class backgrounds experience. These chapters will present empirical data that demonstrate
how retirement reflects the advantages and disadvantages of class position in relation to resources
and quality of life. Individual chapters will highlight the relationships between class, the ownership
of financial capital, savings and occupational pensions, and participation in various social activities
on the one hand, and caring, living with children, being in residential care, having extensive and
stable social networks, and physical and psychological well-being on the other.

Last, but not least, Social class in later life seeks to illuminate the interconnection between class
dynamics in later life and public policy for older persons. It addresses the paradox that while many
retirees have benefited from the structures and stability of a first modernity, their current
circumstances are much more contingent on what Beck calls the ‘side effect principle’, where
decisions that affect their situations and opportunities are often the consequences of decisions and
structures placed well outside nation state boundaries. Nowhere is this more true than in the financing
of retirement, where shifts in the global economy have had dramatic effects on the values of the stocks



and shares that underpin the profitability of pension funds, as well as reducing the rates of return on
savings that many older people rely upon for important parts of their retirement income. For instance,
in relation to health, there is now a complex picture of the interrelationships between income, health
and disability. The ‘accumulation of disadvantage’ approach to health in later life has been contested
in much the same way that the ‘compression of morbidity’ arguments have challenged the equation
between chronological age and increased illness and infirmity. This is not to argue that there are no
connections between earlier life-course events and circumstances, but rather to acknowledge that
outcomes in later life might be as influenced by proximal factors as they are by distal ones. Chapters
will address these debates but focus on the realisation that the changes that are occurring within later
life are such that the conceptual tools of social policy of the past are no longer as effective as they
once were and need modifying.

The structure of the book

Social class in later life includes a total of 10 chapters. Following this introduction, in Chapter Two,
Wendy Bottero clears the ground for a holistic study of class dynamics in later life by dissecting the
key debates in mainstream class research. She notes how over the past two decades, there has been a
strong reaction against the continued relevance of class in understanding contemporary industrial
societies. Bottero argues that while there can be no doubt about the important changes experienced by
capitalist societies, and that 19th-century models of class are no longer theoretically adequate, it
would be off beam to announce the death of class. She concludes that class is still very much alive
and kicking, easily observable if one looks closely at the relationship between class on the one hand,
and culture, lifestyle and taste on the other. In Chapter Three, Chris Phillipson explores the argument
that class relations in later life are being transformed by the advent of globalisation, which is
producing complex flows of people, activities, communities and networks that move beyond the
confines of national borders. While the first section reminds the reader of broad definitions
associated with the term globalisation, the second section addresses the discussion around
globalisation that has been developed within critical gerontology. The third section develops a
number of arguments and illustrations about the way in which globalisation is changing the landscape
of class in old age, with the final section addresses the policy implications of using globalisation as a
vantage point for understanding social changes affecting older people.

Chapter Four, by Alexandra Lopes, argues that although one could reasonably accept that older
people’s class position is directly correlated with past trajectories, such a standpoint suffers from
various lacunae. For Lopes, a more fruitful approach involves analysing the interactions between past
trajectories and ageing-related events on a series of outcomes that define how people live in later
life. The starting question for such an exercise can be phrased as follows: does age act as a deterrent
of past trajectories (either diluting or reinforcing its effects), or does it just reproduce those same past
trajectories? Lopes answers this question by dissecting the relationship between class on the one
hand, and wellbeing, social participation and socialisation milieus on the other. In Chapter Five,
Martin Hyde and Ian Rees Jones turn the spotlight on the links between class, politics and identities in
later life. The chapter investigates the salience of class for identity in later life through a range of
cross-national data from well-established high-quality social surveys. While the first section reviews
the literature, the second presents an empirical examination of the importance that older people
themselves attach to class as a feature of their identity. The third section draws upon empirical data to



explore the extent to which class and or age-class positions can be identified through older people’s
political ideas and actions. Finally, the chapter concludes by examining the results of the analyses in
relation to the theoretical debates around the role of class and age in politics and identity in later life.

In Chapter Six, Elizangela Storelli and John B. Williamson develop an analytical and empirical
understanding of the interface between class, pensions and financial security in old age. The authors
outline different pension models, their effect on the economic position of older persons and their
future implications on old-age financial security within a global context. Guided by the political
economy perspective, Storelli and Williamson begin with a critical review of policies in the United
States, examining how these pension policies create or maintain class differences in later life. Using
country case studies, the authors also address the class implications of alternate models, including
privatised pension systems, provident funds, defined notional contribution systems and social
pensions. Chapter Seven, by Ian Rees Jones and Paul Higgs, discusses how it is best to describe and
explain patterns of social class inequalities in health over the life course. Jones and Higgs point out
that, to date, much socio-epidemiological research tends to treat class as a variable within standard
log-linear models. As a result, considerations of the implications of the emergence of a relatively
lengthy post-working life are not yet fully incorporated into studies of class and health in old age. To
Jones and Higgs, this represents is an important gap in our knowledge because the generations in
affluent countries entering retirement today are those who experienced the social changes that have
led to debates about the salience of class in wider society.

Chapter Eight, by Christina Victor, examines the links between socio-economic status and care in
later life through a typology of care developed by Zechner (2008) of ‘caring about’, ‘taking care’,
‘care giving’ and ‘care receiving’, which extends our understanding of the formal and informal care
sectors, and how these dimensions of caring are linked to the key socio-structural factors of class,
gender and ethnicity. While the first part briefly outlines the definition of ‘care’ and caring,
subsequent parts consider the emergence of research examining the role of ‘carers’, while also
discussing who cares, and their location within the broader care economy. Interwoven within such an
analysis is the examination of the importance of class, gender and ethnicity in the provision and
receipt of care in later life. In Chapter Nine, Trish Hafford-Letchfield discusses the links between
social work, class and later life. She points out that the retreat of the government from its traditional
role of provider/funder of care is posing enormous challenges for social work practice with older
people, where evidence is beginning to emerge of widening inequalities and social exclusion. She
maintains that little is known about the effect of socio-economic status on the take-up of social work
services in later life, other than that opportunities for direct payments are disproportionately taken up
by middle-class affluent people when research on the use of informal/formal sources of support
shows that those most in need are in poor health, live alone and have poor access to financial
resources. The final chapter sees the editors summarising and integrating the material covered in the
book’s chapters. This chapter also makes future projections about the likely bio-psychosocial
contours relating to social class in later life.
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TWO

Social class structures and social mobility: the
background context

Wendy Bottero

Introduction

Class analysis is concerned with the patterning of inequality and its consequences on the lives of
those who experience it. As we shall see, ‘class’ is a slippery concept, with disagreements about its
precise meaning. Where there is agreement is that ‘class’ is a question of advantage and disadvantage
– about who gets what, and how. Whether we see this in terms of money, property, occupational
position, cultural assets or power and influence, the significance of class resources is in how they
give those who possess them greater control over the external forces that affect us all, and open doors
that might otherwise be closed. One aim of class analysis is to see how such inequalities persist and
endure – over lifetimes and between generations. The question is: if we start off as unequal, are these
disadvantages likely to accumulate and be reinforced? Are these disadvantages maintained over our
lifetimes or from one generation to the next? However, we must also recognise that the passage of
time (such as the life-course transitions associated with ageing, cohort changes from one generation to
the next and the longer-term socio-economic changes associated with the shift from industrial to post-
industrial societies) makes the question of how class inequalities endure a complicated one to
answer. What does class inequality mean in an affluent, rapidly changing society?

Over the past two decades, there has been a strong reaction against the continued relevance of
class in understanding post-industrial societies. The coming of a ‘late’ phase of modernity was
characterised by swift and crucial socio-economic transformations. These included the restructuring
of economies away from the manual sectors towards the service sectors, the expansion of educational
and labour-market opportunities, and the rising significance of affluent, consumption-based lifestyles
as the arena in which people’s desires and hopes are fulfilled. It is sometimes argued that, as a result,
post-industrial societies have become increasingly open, that is, more individualistic, more
differentiated and more meritocratic, and that this openness undermines the basis of class inequalities.
Supporters of the anti-class brigade argue that such social change has resulted in a radical
transformation of societal dynamics so that ‘class’is now an obsolete tool for social analysis since, it
is argued, we now live in a ‘capitalism without classes’ (Beck and Beck-Gernsheim, 2002: 205).

Post-industrial societies have experienced major transformations, but a new wave of class
theorists insist that these changes do not undermine the role of ‘class’, but instead open up new
avenues for class competition and disadvantage. With the rise of knowledge-based and consumer-
oriented economies, access to educational credentials and cultural knowledge is increasingly vital to
maintaining or improving social position, so that education and cultural knowledge are assets, much
like property or income. Because of this, accounts of class have increasingly looked to the role of



cultural and educational resources (as well as economic ‘capital’) in placing people in the class
structure and in reproducing class inequalities. The significance of cultural resources in class
inequality also raises questions of class lifestyles, and of how class differences in everyday tastes (in
things ranging from the types of food and clothing we like, to our preferences in music, art,
decoration, gardening or sports) act as markers of class differentiation and serve as resources in the
competition between classes.

This chapter examines the argument that contemporary societies require us to rethink the nature of
class inequalities by taking a closer look at the relationship between ‘class’ on the one hand, and
culture, lifestyle and taste on the other. It first considers how social change in post-industrial
societies has created a challenge for how we think about ‘class’, and led some to claim that ‘class is
dead’. It then explores the counter-reaction by those class theorists who argue that, today, ‘class’ has
a changed and increasingly cultural dynamic, with class inequalities reproduced through affluence and
consumption practices and existing within processes of individualisation. Such theorists argue that
contemporary times mean we ‘need to reconsider the relationship between economic inequalities …
and specifically cultural differences springing from consumption and lifestyles’ (Devine and Savage,
2000: 184).

Class inequalities across time

For some analysts, the passage of time in post-industrial societies has made ‘class’ irrelevant. Before
we consider such arguments, just what are the social changes that have created this challenge for how
we understand class inequalities? Class analysis is concerned with how inequalities persist and
endure, how patterns of advantage (and disadvantage) are transmitted and reproduced over time.
However, developed economies in the second half of the 20th century experienced a period of rising
affluence and sustained economic growth, so many older people looking back over this time period
saw an improvement in social conditions, personally as well as more generally (Pahl et al, 2007: 9).
What has this meant for class inequalities?

Most people’s lives are, materially at least, better than their parents’ or grandparents’: we live
longer, experience better health, enjoy more comfortable lifestyles and face expanded opportunities in
education and at work. In the post-Second World War period in countries like the US and the UK, an
increase in higher-level occupations (in technical, white-collar, managerial and professional jobs)
and a contraction in manual jobs (in heavy industry and manufacturing) created a shift to ‘post-
industrial’ societies. This shift created ‘more room at the top’ in labour markets, so everybody’s
chances of achieving a higher-level job improved, and many studies show substantial social mobility
for people from all social origins, including those from working-class backgrounds.1 Large numbers
saw their labour-market position improve in relation to that of their parents. In addition, this
movement occurred within the context of a general rise in standards of living, and more affluent
consumption-based lifestyles. Geoff Payne spells out the impact in the UK:

Manual workers in this country now expect to own a car, and a television, to occupy a
dwelling of several rooms in good physical condition, to take a holiday abroad, to have
several sets of clothing. Such a lifestyle (even if still not available to more than, say, three-
quarters of households) would in 1950 have been associated with the middle or upper
classes, who made up about one quarter of society. In less than a single lifetime, manual



workers have in consumption terms been upwardly mobile, ‘even while we’re standing
still’…. If one compares 1921 with 1991, the contrast is even greater. Because we have
continued to think of mobility as class movement in a monolithic way across a single
dimensional social divide, we have ignored the very real change in material experience for
the working class, a change which however imperfectly also extends to improved health,
access to education and political rights. (Payne, 1992: 220)

Of course, if most people are better off, the relative inequalities between them may remain
unchanged (Erikson and Goldthorpe, 1992). And, in fact, when we look carefully at the
transformations in postindustrial societies, we can see remarkable continuities in the pattern of class
inequalities and disadvantage. In countries like the UK and US, economic inequality has not only
persisted, but increased, since the 1970s, and still has a decisive impact on people’s lives. Despite
affluence and rising standards of living, class inequalities continue to strongly influence life chances:
shaping, among other things, people’s life expectancy, their risk of serious illness or disability, their
chances of educational success, the quality of their house and neighbourhood, and their risk of falling
victim to crime. Class inequalities in one generation bleed over into the next, with the class position
of parents influencing the prospects of their children, shaping their child’s chances of infant mortality,
their risk of ill health and disability, and their success in school and in the labour market. Despite the
marked rise in affluence and increasing social opportunities that marked the post-war period, class
inequalities persist within the fabric of change.

If one takes health as an example, one notes that despite dramatic improvements in general
standards of living (and even where there is provision of free health care), there remain sharp class
inequalities in health in most post-industrial societies, not only surviving the jump from absolute to
relative poverty, but, in many countries, actually increasing over time (Wilkinson, 1996; Marmot,
2004). The lower your socio-economic position, the greater your risk of low birthweight, infections,
cancer, coronary heart disease, respiratory disease, stroke, accidents and nervous and mental
illnesses. Class inequality is – literally – written on the body. This is not an issue of deprivation
alone, because health inequalities run right across society, with every rung in the social hierarchy
having worse health than the one just above it. Increasing affluence has meant that the poor have got
healthier, but so have the groups above them, and at about the same rate, so the class gap in health
remains.

The same pattern exists in relation to expanding labour-market and educational opportunities
(Erikson and Goldthorpe, 1992; Goldthorpe, 1996; Breen, 2004). During the period of expansion in
higher-level jobs in the labour market, the relative chances of individuals from privileged class
backgrounds (as opposed to those from more humble backgrounds) achieving a higher-level job
remained significantly better. In both education and the labour market, class inequality persists
because those from more privileged backgrounds remain more likely to achieve success. The link
between social class background and educational attainment has also strengthened over time.
Children from higher-class backgrounds are more successful in educational terms, and this is true
even when we hold measured ‘ability’ constant. So, while less advantaged groups have taken up the
new opportunities that have opened up in education, training and the labour market, they have still
received an unequal share of them in comparison to more advantaged groups, so the relative gap
between groups has persisted.

Despite enormous changes in contemporary post-industrial societies, there have been remarkable
continuities in patterns of inequality. But this continuity in the face of change gives rise to a very



complex picture of inequality, and one that can sometimes be hard to see. This is because class
inequalities are not manifested in the fixed attachment of people to unequal positions, or in the
straightforward denial of opportunities to the disadvantaged, but rather emerges in unequal chances
of success and lower relative rates of social mobility. Of course, such relative inequalities, when
summed up, amount to a massive gap in the opportunities, experiences and life chances between those
at the top and the bottom of class structures. But how well are persisting relative inequalities (in
access to education, the labour market, material possessions and income) understood, and do they
matter to people?

The complexity of class inequality in the face of social change often means that people may not be
fully aware of how such inequalities persist and continue to affect their lives. The concern is that such
‘socially structured differences in life chances … often have their effects “behind the backs” of the
people involved and … may not be reflected in their social awareness or the cultural meanings that
they give to their lives’ (Scott, 2001: 141). But if affluence and social movement mean that people are
less aware of class inequalities, does this mean that the social consequences of class are also
diminished? This is the argument of some thinkers, who claim that post-industrial societies have
witnessed the ‘death’ of class as a social force.

The death of class?

For some thinkers, while people may still occupy class locations,‘the social meaning of inequality
has changed’ so that the ‘attachment of people to a “social class” … has become weaker. It now has
much less influence on their actions. They develop ways of life that tend to become individualized’
(Beck, 1992: 92). For such theorists, ‘class’ is seen as a spent social force, with its social base – in
the industrial factory production that dominated local communities in the early 20th century –
apparently in terminal decline. Rising affluence and labour-market shifts have, so the story goes,
given rise to a more diversified society, one based on services and consumption rather than
manufacturing and production, and one organised around individual choice and achievement, not class
constraints (Beck, 1992; Pakulski and Waters, 1996). Such theorists accept that economic inequality
has not declined. For Beck (1992: 88), post-industrial society is both highly unequal and also
classless: what we have is ‘a capitalism without classes’ but, instead, with ‘individualized social
inequality’.

For such critics, it is the translation of economic inequality into social awareness, collective
groupings and social identity that is questioned. The claim is that society has become individualised
and fragmented, so that the prospects of economic inequality giving rise to class communities, or to
collectives who identify with their class interests or share a class consciousness, have receded. A
range of class critics see a decline of ‘class’ in the post-industrial transformations (the decline of
large-scale heavy manufacturing, the rise of smaller-scale service employment and the increasing
significance of mass consumption and the diversity of consumption practices and lifestyles), which
have resulted in a progressive process of individualisation that undermines ‘class’ as a collective,
communal feature of social life. The model presented is one of the breakdown of older workplace
divisions, and of rising affluence, leading to increasingly complex social differentiation on the basis
of lifestyle and consumption choices. Classes are ‘crumbling communities of fate’ in which ‘class
communities, neighbourhoods and cultures are eroded and fragmented’ (Pakulski and Waters, 1996:
66). For these theorists, while economic inequality remains high, it is experienced in such highly



individualised ways that the social meaning of such inequality is minimal. Class critics claim that
a‘shifting relationship between class divisions and their social consequences’ (Pakulski and Waters,
1996: 66) means that class inequalities no longer give rise to systematic and patterned differences in
social identity or to classes as collective social groups.

The increased significance of such consumption differences in social life, and the suggestion that
such lifestyle differences result in more fleeting and fragmented social groupings and affiliations, is
said to undermine ‘class’ as the basis of people’s social identities, affiliations and communities:

People with the same income level, or put in the old-fashioned way, within the same
‘class’, can or even must choose between different lifestyles, subcultures, social ties and
identities. From knowing one’s ‘class’ position one can no longer determine one’s personal
outlook, relations, family position, social and political ideas or identity. (Beck, 1992: 131)

This is not just a question of affluence and rising standards of living, but also the notion that the
increasing centrality of consumption in social life allows for the fashioning of a much wider, more
fragmented and more transient array of cultural identities than lives centred on production did.
Central to such accounts is the notion that ‘class’ is a collective, communal phenomenon that has been
undermined by affluence and individualisation. In the past, it is claimed, classes were not simply
economic categories with shared life chances, but also cultural communities, with workmates living
alongside and socialising with each other, sharing a common culture and lifestyle. The mining valley
or the steel town would be the classic examples of such occupationally formed class communities.
However, with the rise of service economies and more flexible and fragmented labour markets,‘such
communities have progressively disappeared from modern societies’ (Pakulski and Waters, 1996:
90), leaving in their wake highly differentiated and ever-changing lifestyles based on consumption.

These arguments have been fiercely disputed. It has been pointed out that while lifestyles may now
be individualised and highly differentiated, they remain systematically related to social inequalities,
so that:

Hardly any aspect of human experience – the clothes one wears, the number of siblings one
has, the diseases one is likely to contract, the music to which one listens, the chances that
one will serve in the armed forces or fall prey to violent crime – is uncorrelated with some
dimension of social rank. (DiMaggio, 1994: 458)

On this basis, a newer generation of class theorists reject the claim that affluence, social change and
individualisation undermine the relevance of ‘class’ inequalities. As we shall see, they do concede
that ‘class’ needs to be conceived rather differently in contemporary societies, but argue that ‘class’
inequalities continue to be reproduced through affluence and mass consumption and exist within
processes of individualisation. They argue that class critics are only able to claim the ‘death of class’
by adopting a narrow, unduly restricted version of ‘class’, seen only in terms of economic relations
and working-class occupational communities. To understand how ‘class’ works now, they insist, we
must stop seeing ‘class’ in solely economic terms, and recognise that ‘class’ divisions go beyond the
issue of collective social groups.

This alternative framing is sometimes called ‘cultural class analysis’, because of its broader
emphasis on ‘class’ inequalities as generated in every sphere of social life (not just in production or
workplace relations) and transmitted through both economic and cultural resources (Bottero, 2004;



Devine and Savage, 2005). There is less emphasis on class consciousness or class communities as
signs of the continuing relevance (or irrelevance) of class inequalities, with analysts instead looking
at how ordinary social activities are shaped by class processes, often in an unremarked fashion.
Cultural class analysis takes as its focus the question of how ‘in various settings of social life,
processes of inequality are produced and reproduced routinely and how this involves both economic
and cultural practices’ (Devine and Savage, 2000: 196).

Rethinking ‘class’ inequalities

In the last 20 years or so, ‘class’ analysis has been reconfigured into a ‘new paradigm’ (Savage,
2003). These newer approaches redefine ‘class’ to include both economic and cultural and lifestyle
divisions, in effect, fusing class and status elements. Drawing inspiration from the work of the French
sociologist Pierre Bourdieu (1984), they see postindustrial societies as providing a very different
landscape for ‘class’ processes to operate, but insist that affluence and cultural differentiation are
themselves mechanisms of class inequalities. Bourdieu argues that cultural resources are increasingly
important to how inequality works in post-industrial societies, because the consumer-oriented nature
of such societies creates ‘a social world which judges people by their capacity for consumption, their
“standard of living”, their life-style, as much as by their capacity for production’ (Bourdieu, 1984:
310). Consumption-based economies have resulted in new occupations (in sales, public relations,
marketing, advertising, medical and social advice and assistance, cultural production, etc) in which
the possession of cultural knowledge is a marketable commodity. Social advancement in such jobs
depends less on economic resources than on cultural competences and social connections.
Increasingly, cultural knowledge and educational credentials are valued assets in the competitive
struggle for class advantage, with cultural resources playing an equivalent role to economic resources
in generating class position. This, according to Bourdieu, has ‘precipitated a shift in upper-class
inheritance practices from one of direct transfer of property to reliance upon the cultural transmission
of economic privilege’ (Swartz, 1997: 181). More generally, access to educational qualifications has
become vital to maintaining position in the social hierarchy, and investment in education and cultural
knowledge is a key strategy in class competition.

By making this argument, Bourdieu greatly expands the concept of ‘class’ to include social and
cultural formations, and reconfigures the causal model that historically underpinned older versions of
class analysis (class position leads to consciousness and action). Using French data, Bourdieu (1984)
shows that – even in an age of affluence – cultural tastes remain systematically and enduringly related
to class position, but that the relationship is more complicated than the ‘economic cause leading to
social effects’ model of conventional class theory. For Bourdieu, culture is not an effect of class
location, but rather a central mechanism by which class positions are constituted. Conventional class
theory has always maintained that there is a good association between (economic) class location and
cultural tastes and lifestyles, but Bourdieu’s approach:

goes beyond the mere demonstration of their association, to explore the ways in which taste
may be seen to be a resource which is deployed by groups within the stratification system in
order to establish or enhance their location within the social order. (Crompton, 1998: 147)

Such approaches see ‘class’operating in the varying ability of individuals to draw on different kinds



of resources or ‘capitals’. Bourdieu distinguishes four main types: economic capital (material
resources: wealth, income, property); cultural capital (cultural knowledge, educational credentials);
social capital (social connections, networks, patronage); and symbolic capital (symbolic
legitimation). Symbolic capital is rather different from the other main forms of capital, which derive
from ‘material’ resources of different kinds, as it is the power that emerges from the symbolic
recognition of other resources (ie from the acceptance of certain types of cultural, material or social
resources as being of greater value than others): being the ‘prestige, reputation, renown, etc., which is
the form in which the different types of capital are perceived and recognized as legitimate’
(Bourdieu, 1991: 232). Bourdieu sees symbolic capital as the disguised form of other types of
capital, since it ‘produces its proper effect inasmuch as it conceals the fact that it originates in
“material” forms of capital which are also, in the last analysis, the source of its effects’ (Bourdieu,
1977: 183). Bourdieu also mentions other variant types of capital, such as physical capital – work on
the body to produce bodily forms with different kinds of symbolic value, such as the toned or
muscular body or different kinds of deportment. Bourdieu sees economic and cultural capital as the
most important, believing that people ‘tend to draw disproportionately from either cultural or
economic resources in their struggle to maintain and enhance their positions in the social order’
(Swartz, 1997: 137). However, people can also use resources in one kind of capital to convert into
resources in another kind (for example, investing in education to convert into economic assets, or
using social networks to gain access to cultural resources or economic opportunities).

Bourdieu’s model is of people occupying broad regions of the class structure, finely differentiated
from each other by their access to different kinds of resources, rather than one of bounded social class
‘groups’ based on a shared economic situation. Differences in both the amount and type of capital
give rise to different ‘class’ positions, and people in these positions exhibit systematic differences of
lifestyle and taste, which serve as both markers of class difference and resources in the competitive
differentiation of class fractions, since they can act as barriers in processes of social inclusion and
exclusion. The complex interplay between variations in the amount and type of capital that people
possess gives rise to a large number of class ‘fractions’ positioned differently and constantly
attempting to distinguish themselves from each other. Bourdieu’s (1984) analysis of the French class
structure identifies a ‘dominant’ class with high overall levels of capital, but this category is
internally differentiated into subgroupings with different combinations of assets. The bourgeoisie
(business owners and financiers) have high economic capital but lower cultural capital, and exhibit
different lifestyles from and limited contact with intellectuals (writers, artists, university professors),
whose high social position is the result of their high cultural capital. Both are differentiated from a
third group of professionals and senior managers, who have more balanced levels of cultural and
economic capital. There are similar differentiations, or ‘fractions’, within the ‘middle class’ (those
with more modest overall levels of capital), while the ‘working class’ is defined by a relative lack of
either cultural or economic assets. Other studies, in other countries and at different times, have shown
rather different empirical configurations and class relations, but confirm Bourdieu’s general point
about the role of both economic and cultural resources in generating and differentiating complex
class‘fractions’ (Savage et al, 1992; Bennett et al, 1999, 2009).

In such approaches to class inequality, cultural tastes and lifestyles are a product of our class
backgrounds, a marker identifying our class difference from others, but also a mechanism that helps to
maintain social divisions between and within classes. From this perspective, ‘class’ continues to
shape people’s social identity (even if perceived in highly individualised ways) because class
cultures are now viewed as ‘modes of differentiation rather than as types of collectivity’ (Savage,



2000: 102). Hence,‘while collective class identities are indeed weak, people continue to define their
own individual identities in ways which inevitably involve relational comparisons with members of
various social classes’ (Savage, 2000: xii). This ‘cultural’ version of class analysis abandons the
notion of distinct class groups or cohesive class identities, and focuses instead on how class
inequalities exist in processes of individualised hierarchical differentiation, with people using
different valued resources in competitive strategies to advance or maintain their social position,
distinguishing themselves from others in the process. On this basis, Savage (2000) argues that far
from individualisation entailing the death of class, it actually represents a shift in how class
operates. Conventional class models that ‘focus on class as a collective process [have] neglected
how class identities and class processes are bound up with individualised processes’ and have
missed social changes that have led to ‘the reforming of class cultures around individualized axes’
(Savage, 2000: xii). For Savage, Bourdieu’s arguments ‘lead not to an emphasis on class as heroic
collective agency, but towards class as implicit, as encoded in people’s sense of self-worth and in
their attitudes to and awareness of others – on how they carry themselves as individuals’ (Savage,
2000: 107).

What this potentially means is that the persistence of inequality is not simply a matter of material
advantage and disadvantage; along with it goes a range of attitudes, social relationships and styles of
life, so that the persistence of inequality over time is partly about the continual reproduction of these
social relationships and styles of life. For cultural class analysts, class inequality is about more than
just the economic conditions of people’s lives, because – as a question of uneven access to a range of
valued social and cultural resources – class relations are also about how some people come to be
judged as less prestigious, less worthwhile and less valued or esteemed than others.

Cultural class analysis suggests that processes of lateral or ‘sideways’ differentiation are centrally
bound up with vertical class distinctions, as groups within the dominant and middle classes ‘are
engaging in endless though reasonably genteel battles to assert their own identities, social positions
and worth’ (Savage et al, 1992: 100). Such battles vary according to the social arenas in which they
are played out. Bourdieu argues that social relations are differentiated into a series of ‘fields’ (eg the
political field, the education field, the arts field), each with their own ‘stakes’ around which
contestants struggle and compete for position. The value of different kinds of capital partly depends
on the stakes of the field in which one is engaged (eg economic resources may be less helpful for
success in the arts field than having the right cultural knowledge or social cachet). So, class
advantage is also a question of having the right kind of resource for a given field, or else of having
the ability to convert another kind of ‘capital’ into the right kind (being able to convert economic
assets into cultural cachet or connections or vice versa).

For analysts influenced by Bourdieu, then, ‘class’ processes are not simply a question of which
groups get access to valued resources, but also reflect symbolic conflicts between groups over the
appropriate value to place on different kinds of activities and resources. For example, it is clear that
educational credentials are very significant assets in postindustrial societies, but, for Bourdieu, this is
the result of social struggles in which groups with a vested interest in education have been able to
establish qualifications as increasingly valuable and necessary in social life. A key issue in class
relations, then, is the struggles between people to establish their resources and practices as the ones
that should be recognised and socially valued within different social arenas. Bourdieu argues that the
educational success of ‘cultural’fractions of the dominant class is not simply a function of their
greater access to cultural capital (the advantage of growing up in families with ‘serious’books, or
being taken to museums as a child), but also because of their ability to ensure that the education



system enshrines their cultural practices and tastes as the legitimate ones (by placing a higher
educational value on, say, the works of Shakespeare or museum culture than on TV or football).
Cultural class analysis, then, not only goes beyond the ‘economic’ by incorporating the effects of
culture, but also explores how this is central to the making of class difference, generating new ways
of attributing value and producing new forms of exploitation (Skeggs, 2004).

Cultural class analysis sees both cultural and economic resources as central to how people are
placed in the class structure, and also redefines ‘class’ identity from explicit attachment to collective
class groups, to much more implicit processes of individualised differentiation and social distance
within class hierarchies. This represents a significant break with older, ‘conventional’ models of
class (which saw people’s ‘class’ location as a reflection of their labour-market and employment
relations) and rejects the older analytical model in which economic class structure gives rise to status
(or cultural) differences, to ‘instead focus on how cultural processes are embedded within specific
kinds of socio-economic practices’ (Devine and Savage, 2000: 194). For the newer generation of
class theorists, this helps tackle the paradox that class remains structurally important in shaping
people’s lives in postindustrial societies but often does not seem to translate into consciously
‘claimed’ cultural or political identities. Class cultures are here viewed as modes of differentiation
rather than as types of collectivity, and ‘class’ processes operate through individualised distinction
rather than in social groupings (Savage, 2000: 102).

Conclusion

The need to understand how inequality works in affluent, individualised, consumption-driven
economies has led to a range of new ways of thinking about ‘class’ in post-industrial societies. Such
‘cultural’ approaches to class have been influential, but result in a very different understanding of
how ‘class’ operates. What are the implications of this for how we think about class processes? The
focus of new class theory is on how specific cultural practices are bound up with the reproduction of
class inequalities. People do not have to explicitly recognise class issues, or identify with discrete
class groupings, for class processes to operate. The emphasis is not on the development (or not) of
class consciousness, but rather on the classed nature of a wide range of social, economic and cultural
practices.

It is also worth pointing out that not all analysts approve of this move to ‘rethink’ class analysis
into a ‘new paradigm’. Such approaches have met with significant criticisms. Chief among these is
the claim that ‘cultural class analysis’ overstates the significance of ‘cultural’ resources in class
processes. Even theorists sympathetic to Bourdieu have suggested that he underestimates the
significance of social capital (or social networks and connections) in class inequalities (Devine,
2004; Bottero, 2005, 2009). Rather more critical, however, are analysts from conventional
approaches to class analysis who argue that it is economic relations, not cultural relations, which are
central to understanding class inequalities (Goldthorpe, 2007).

Conventional class analysis continues to insist that class positions derive from social relations in
economic life, particularly from employment relations. Such approaches – often characterised as
‘employment aggregate approaches’ to class analysis (Crompton, 2006) – categorise people into
class groups according to their position in the workplace division of labour. For conventional class
theory, class locations are defined by employment conditions, which offer sharp differences in
people’s economic security, stability and prospects. For those who continue to see ‘class’ in



economic terms, while cultural assets may be significant in allocating people to employment
positions, the class locations themselves are still largely (though not entirely) generated by economic
processes (Crompton, 2006).

This, of course, is the issue that is in debate, since the avowed aim of cultural class analysis is to
reject the idea that class structures are predominantly generated by economic processes. The question
becomes the relative significance that analysts accord to economic versus other factors in explaining
class processes. Most analysts would accept that the ‘cultural turn’ in class analysis has served to
point out that ‘social classes cannot be adequately conceptualised as economic or material categories
alone, but are also characterised by cultural and normative practices that themselves serve to
maintain differentiation from other classes and to reproduce class inequalities’ (Crompton, 2006:
662). However, there are those who suggest that the ‘cultural turn’ has gone too far. The relative
weight afforded to cultural factors in cultural class analysis is criticised by those who suggest that:

an over-emphasis on the causal significance of ‘culture’ in the construction of social life …
may lead to what Fraser (2000) has described as ‘vulgar culturalism’, in which material
factors are disregarded and inequalities are seen as being largely a consequence of
misrecognised or devalued ‘identities’. (Crompton, 2006: 662)

On the other hand, proponents of cultural class analysis argue that the great advantage of their
approach is that it allows us to think more broadly about the role of different kinds of ‘capitals,
assets and resources’ in processes of inequality (Savage et al, 2005: 43). This, they suggest, allows
researchers to look in more complex detail at how class inequalities work, and, in particular, to
examine how people’s ability to convert one kind of resource or asset into another (to convert
economic assets into cultural cachet or connections, or vice versa) can be used to ‘accumulate, store
and retain advantages’ across different arenas or within periods of rapid social transformation
(Savage et al, 2005: 43).

Cultural class analysis directs our attention to how different ‘capitals, assets and resources’ come
to be seen as valuable and how this depends on the stakes of struggle in different social fields. So, for
example, there may be some social arenas in which economic assets are decisive for determining
social position and prospects, but in other social arenas, cultural assets or social connections may be
of more significance. Some resources – such as economic assets – may be more easily converted into
others, but there are often limits and restrictions on the accumulation and conversion of advantage.
This directs our attention to how processes of general social change, as well as individual social
transitions, may affect the accumulation and transmission of inequality, since the advantages that
specific assets may bring in one social arena may not translate well to others, and since our
investments in certain kinds of assets may become less relevant as their value depreciates over time.

The complicated nature of ‘class’ in affluent, rapidly changing societies raises some important
questions for how we think about the impact of class inequalities in the latter stages of the life course.
Clearly, economic resources remain very significant for class inequalities, and the question of how
material advantage (and disadvantage) accumulates over the life course and affects the experiences of
people in later life and postretirement is a crucial one. But while it is necessary to consider people’s
trajectories through occupational class positions and their access to income and wealth over the life
course, we must also remember that ‘class’ inequalities are not solely a question of economic
resources or employment relations. Lifestyle inequalities, cultural resources and social connections
are clearly very important aspects of the class inequalities in contemporary, affluent, post-industrial



societies, and people approaching retirement now will typically have spent their adult lives in
societies dominated by affluence, but also by unequal access to consumption-based lifestyles. What is
the impact of retirement, or physical ageing, on social lifestyles, and how does later life affect
people’s access to valued social assets, such as social connections and networks, or cultural
knowledge and resources? Do these forms of capital acquire more social value in later life, and how
does this depend upon the changing social arenas that people negotiate as they age? In reflecting on
the interrelationship between class and ageing, we must take into account the acquisition and
conversion of different kinds of ‘capitals, assets and resources’: in acquiring and maintaining social
position as people age; in affecting forms of social competition and differentiation among older
people; and, more broadly, in confronting the opportunities and challenges that the changes of later
life present.

This chapter started by asking what ‘class’ inequality means in an affluent, rapidly changing
society. For some, the challenge of change means that we must reframe the answer to this question,
with a new wave of analysts conceptualising ‘class’ advantage in new and more differentiated ways.
However, the central task of this new form of class analysis is not to focus on specifically cultural
forms of advantage, but rather to explore how inequality continues to be reproduced by people’s
(varying) ability to draw on a variety of valued social currencies (or ‘capitals, assets and
resources’), which can be accumulated and converted for social advantage within changing social
environments.

Note
1The slowing expansion of post-industrial economies has led to speculation that intergenerational social mobility has also slowed or
declined in the last 20 or so years. However, there is disagreement as to whether the empirical evidence on intergenerational mobility
patterns actually supports such claims (Blanden et al, 2004; Ermisch and Nicoletti, 2007; Erikson and Goldthorpe, 2010; Li and Devine,
2011). The long time frame needed to assess mobility across the lifetimes of parents and their children makes such issues difficult to
assess for very recent periods, so the jury is still out on this question (Lambert et al, 2008).
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THREE

Ageing and class in a globalised world

Chris Phillipson

Introduction

Discussions about the role of social class in the lives of older people have, it might be argued,
occupied a tenuous position in social research into ageing. This might seem a surprising statement
given the concerns of many researchers with issues focused around financial resources, inequality and
social exclusion (Scharf and Keating, 2012). Despite the importance of such themes, the tendency has
been to examine these only loosely through the lens of social class, with researchers often preferring
to emphasise individual characteristics or life histories, other major social statuses (eg gender and
ethnicity), or general features associated with the social organisation of age. In consequence, social
class has been somewhat marginal to the range of concepts deployed to understand the lives of older
people (see Formosa, 2009, for a discussion of the relevance of class analysis to ageing). This
chapter develops a number of arguments as to why this might be the case. In addition, it considers
whether it tells us anything of wider significance about the way social gerontology has developed.
Would a fuller appreciation of social class add anything to our understanding of later life?

Social class and social gerontology

Taking class out of analysis

A starting point – at least in the case of the UK – concerns the position of class analysis within the
social sciences and sociology in particular. Debates about social class were of considerable
significance in the early history of sociology, drawing upon pioneering surveys undertaken by Charles
Booth and Seebohm Rowntree in the 19th and early 20th centuries, together with the economic and
political theories of Karl Marx and Max Weber. Savage (2000: 5) argues that adoption of the
techniques associated with social class allowed the relatively new discipline of sociology access to
a ‘recognizable tradition of social scientific enquiry’. This focus served to provide legitimacy to
sociological research as well as access to a wider political debate about the social consequences of
class-based inequalities, discussions that were especially important in Britain in the 1950s and 1960s
(Sandbrook, 2005). The role of social class was an important theme running through work in the field
of social policy and was reflected in research on ageing populations during the 1950s. Class
inequalities in occupational benefits underpinned the warning from Titmuss (1958) about the likely
emergence of ‘two nations in old age’. In particular, he contrasted the majority of older people having
pensions supplemented by National Assistance with a small group of affluent older people supported



through an occupational pension – the gap between the two, he argued, growing wider over time.
Social class was a major dimension in Townsend’s (1957) The family life of old people, where the
injustices associated with class position were reflected in the problems faced by working-class men
in adjusting to life in retirement.

One can only speculate on the characteristics of social gerontology in the UK today if work on
ageing had been a major part of sociology as it developed in the 1950s and 1960s. Certainly, it is
conceivable that class analysis would have played an important role in terms of how the lives of
older people were studied (Townsend’s work was exceptional in this regard), with this research
forming a significant legacy for subsequent development in the 1970s and beyond. However, research
on social aspects of ageing (beyond that with a welfare and policy orientation) was – at least up until
the 1970s – somewhat limited and conducted mainly outside the discipline of sociology. When
research in social gerontology did start to expand – through the 1970s and beyond – class theory and
analysis was undergoing a period of crisis, gradually losing what had been its central position within
British sociology. The precise reasons for this are not the direct concern of this chapter and have in
any event been reviewed in some detail by Savage. Briefly, underpinning what Savage (2000: 19)
refers to as the ‘impasse of class theory’ was what he views as ‘the exhaustion of the classical
tradition’, with the failure of Marxist and Weberian perspectives to provide a ‘clear theoretical
explanation as to how and why class matters’. Instead, the shift in focus in sociology, as reflected in
the work of writers such as Beck (1992) and Giddens (1991), was towards what were viewed as
processes of ‘individualisation’, these undermining ascribed positions such as those associated with
social class (see also Gilleard and Higgs, 2005). This discussion contributed to ideas about the
emergence of the self as a ‘reflexive project’(Giddens, 1991:5), with the emergence of new sources
of identity reflected in social and political movements linked with women, gay and lesbian, and black
and minority ethnic groups.

Such trends were to become influential – in different ways – to social gerontology as it emerged in
the UK. Leaving aside the value and importance of these developments within sociology, they
confirmed the limited influence of class analysis within studies of ageing. But the importance of this
is less about the narrow issue of class per se and more about the wider structural debates to which
class analysis might have contributed. These were absent in much of the social gerontology of the
1970s and 1980s, as reflected in some of the concerns raised by critical gerontology in the 1990s
(Phillipson, 1998; Minkler and Estes, 1999). Ideas about class were, in any event, somewhat difficult
to assimilate within social gerontology given its focus on what was ‘defined en masse as a
“decommodified”pensioner population’(Gilleard and Higgs, 2005: 60). Despite acceptance of
differences within the older population, there was limited acknowledgement of the lifelong effects of
given class positions or, indeed, that these might become more pronounced (certainly not less) as the
individual moved into old age.

Such characteristics can be related to another important feature of social gerontology in the UK
and elsewhere. Hagestad and Dannefer (2001), in an influential essay, highlighted that while concerns
with social structure had been central to social gerontology in its early phase of development (notably
so in the US), this had become increasingly less the case. They pointed to what they described as the
‘persistent tendency towards microfication in social science approaches to aging’ (Hagestad and
Dannefer, 2001: 4), defining this process as referring:

to a trend in the substantive issues and analytical foci, what we might call the ontology of
social research in aging. Increasingly, attention has been concentrated on individuals in



micro-interactions, to the neglect of the macrolevel. Apart from population characteristics,
macrolevel phenonomena of central interest to social scientists, such as social institutions,
cohesion and conflict, norms and values, have slipped out of focus or been rendered
invisible. (Hagestad and Dannefer, 2001: 4)

Life-course analysis emerged as a major theme of work in the 1990s and into the 2000s and, in theory
at least, offered the opportunity of integration with structural issues such as social class. However,
the emphasis of much of this work – in the UK, US and elsewhere – tended to be upon individual
biographies and life histories, these often poorly integrated with broader issues of social structure
(Dannefer and Uhlenberg, 1999). Hagestad and Dannefer (2001: 15) pointed to multiple causes
behind the emphasis on ageing individuals, these including: ‘late modernity’s emphasis on individuals
and their agency, a steady medicalization of old age, [and] strong pressures from problem-orientated
professionals’. Against this, by the 1990s, critical gerontology had emerged to reassert the
importance of macro- (and meso)perspectives in the study of ageing, these seemingly bringing to the
fore new opportunities for class analysis (Minkler and Estes, 1999). It is to the contribution of
critical and related approaches that we now turn.

Bringing class back in

If gerontology (at least in the UK) was largely ‘classless’ in its assumptions, then the ‘turn’ towards
critical gerontology made some inroads into restoring the concept of class to a more central place in
studies of ageing. This was certainly the case in political economy approaches, which pointed out that
forms of stratification, such as social class, gender and ethnicity, influenced growing old in numerous
(and invariably unequal) ways. Even though older people may have left full-time employment or
previously had only a limited role in the labour market, the effects of particular work settings were
seen to endure into late old age (Walker, 1980; Phillipson, 1982; Formosa, 2009). This insight was
further developed in the cumulative advantage/disadvantage theory of ageing (Dannefer, 1988;
Crystal and Shea, 1990; Dannefer and Kelly-Moore, 2009), which highlighted the extent to which
predictable patterns of inequality developed as cohorts moved through the life course. This model
drew upon a life-course approach but emphasised the interaction between the individual life course,
the social structure, economic relations and social policy, these seen to determine the material
realities around which later life was constructed.

Following this approach, Crystal (2006) examined the issue of health inequalities and their
development over the life course. He argued that while early advantages and disadvantages, such as
parental status and formal education, have long-persisting influences,‘it is the resources and events of
midlife that are the immediate precursors to late-life economic and health status’ (Crystal, 2006:
207). He went onto suggest that:

By midlife, as well, the relationship between the economic and health domains becomes
more apparent. The cumulative consequences of differences in socio-economic status on
health are often long-term in nature; they become more marked in midlife after decades of
exposure to differential stresses and risks. Disparities are generated through multiple
pathways, including socio-economic differences in risky health behaviour; differences in
access to healthcare …; and differences in occupational stress and occupationally based
coping resources. (Crystal, 2006: 207)



Social class also re-emerged as an important variable as researchers moved towards embracing
intra- as well as inter-cohort analysis. Cohort-level analysis had been especially important in
demonstrating the extent to which patterns of ageing could vary over time, allowing researchers to
challenge ideas about later life having a ‘normative’ or ‘natural’ trajectory. Nonetheless, emphasis on
cohort experiences of ageing neglected the extent of inequalities (especially those relating to social
class) within particular birth cohorts. Here, Dannefer and Kelly-Moore (2009: 393) make the point
that:

Thus while the analytic tactic of comparing cohorts demonstrated the importance of context,
it also allowed cohorts to stand as virtually coterminous with context so that the role of
social forces operating within each context (e.g. regulating heterogeneity and homogeneity)
received little attention.

The move back to focusing on the role of the social structure within cohorts provided a way back for
recognising the importance of social class as a factor generating inequalities through the life course.
This was not, it might be argued, entirely incompatible with ideas associated with what were viewed
as trends towards ‘individualisation’ (Beck, 1992), the development of new identities associated
with what came to be characterised as ‘the third age’ (Laslett, 1989), and the importance of
consumption for groups such as the baby-boomer cohort (Gilleard and Higgs, 2011). Notwithstanding
these developments, social class has continued to play a significant role in influencing life chances in
older age – even more so given the growth of inequalities that have followed periods of economic
growth and subsequent recession in Western economies (Dorling, 2012). However, the influence of
social class in the lives of older people remains somewhat unclear, with political economy
perspectives and cumulative advantage/disadvantage theory often imprecise about the way in which
class operates in the lives of elderly people. For example, how does attachment to particular social
classes change over time? What is the intersection with gender and ethnicity? What is the role of
broader political processes such as globalisation? This is a major agenda that can only be partially
developed in this chapter. The next section, however, develops an argument about changes in the UK
context before developing some new areas where a social class analysis might be applied.

The re-emergence of social class

As already suggested in this chapter, the development of social gerontology (in the UK, but elsewhere
as well) was based around a ‘classless’ view of growing old. Clearly, some affluent elders were
encountered in studies but these were treated as an exceptional case to a general rule of pensioners
tending to share similar economic hardships and often a similar fate of isolation and loneliness. This
perspective was subsequently challenged by trends beginning in the 1980s, which suggested both
substantial variations in the incomes of older people and importantly also an overall decrease in
poverty. One conclusion from this, put forward by Gilleard and Higgs (2005: 60), was that:‘Later life
is no longer a site of conflict because of its endemic poverty’. They go further to argue that:‘There is
poverty in later life, but poverty is not a defining condition. Rather, the contemporary crisis is over a
new image of later life, a crisis of meaning that is exemplified in and by the third age’. According to
this line of argument, it is not that class is unimportant, rather, it is simply one of a number of areas of
conflict between capital and labour. Gilleard and Higgs conclude that:



Other sites [of conflict] have emerged, between the interests of global and national capital,
between the lifecourses of men and women, between economic prosperity and social
legitimation, and between the moral responsibilities of the state and the moral
responsibilities of its citizens. The issue of inequality in later life is important per se. but it
is the changing contexts affecting the (social) nature of later life that are … of principal
concern for the contemporary study of ageing. (Gilleard and Higgs, 2005: 61)

Despite the importance of these arguments, notably, in reminding us about the significance of social
and cultural change over the decades of the 1990s and 2000s, it may still be the case that social class
remains central in driving the allocation of resources and, hence, the distribution of life chances for
older people. Indeed, it could be argued that the restructuring of the life course over the past 20 years
has made class more rather than less important in respect of its influence upon later life. The reason
for this, it might be argued, lies in changes to the life course over the past three decades, these
introducing or exacerbating divisions and inequalities within and between groups of older people.
From the 1950s to the 1970s, economic prosperity and full (male) employment in Western economies
formed the basis of what Best (1980) termed the ‘three boxes’ of the life course formed around
education, work and retirement. Kohli and Rein (1991: 21) subsequently described this regime as
follows:

The modern tripartition of the life course in a period of preparation, one of ‘active’ work,
and one of retirement had become firmly established. Old age had become synonymous with
the period of retirement: a life phase structurally set apart from ‘active’ work life and with
a relatively uniform beginning defined by the retirement age limit as set by the public old-
age pension system. With the increasing labour participation of women, they too have
increasingly been incorporated into the life course regime. (Kohli and Rein, 1991: 21)

By the late 1970s and 1980s, however, the development of a stable life course was brought to an
abrupt halt by two interrelated trends: first, the spread of mass unemployment; and, second, the fiscal
crisis affecting the welfare states of industrialised countries. The former, while initially strengthening
the spread of early retirement, had the more general effect of undermining the idea of stable periods
of ‘preparation’, ‘activity’ and ‘retirement’. The latter called into question the idea of reciprocity
between generations, with governments ‘talking up’ the potential economic burden attached to ageing
populations. Both these characteristics become more pronounced with the slide into economic
recession following the banking crisis of 2008 – notably, with moves to force longer working
(through the raising of pension ages) and through predictions of intergenerational conflict around
pressures on the welfare state (Howker and Malik, 2010; Willetts, 2010).

One argument arising from these trends is that the emergence – for a short historical period – of a
‘stable’ (albeit highly gendered) life course contained (in some cases, concealed) the operation of
class forces within old age. Indeed, it was the gendered rather than class-based nature of ageing that
was probably the most striking feature of the period from 1950 to 1980 (see further Arber and Ginn,
1991; Estes, 2006). Conversely, developments since the late 1980s might be said to have
reconfigured the operation of class-based forces (intersecting with gender and ethnicity) as sites of
inequality in old age. This, it might be suggested, is a by-product of what Guillemard (1989: 177)
termed the ‘deinstitutionalisation’ of the life course. She described this process as follows:



The life course as a process is coming undone. Retirement is no longer a central means of
socialisation that determines the identities and symbolic universes of individuals. There is
less and less of a definite order to the last phase of life. The life course is being de-
institutionalised.

The sociological consequences of this process have yet to be fully appreciated or analysed within
social gerontology. In terms of social class, however, it has been highly disruptive – not least in
respect of work and retirement transitions. The changes associated with the ‘destandardisation’ of the
life course served to transform working-class and middle-class work attachments in respect of a
stable progression through the life course. In the case of the former, the demise of major branches of
manufacturing and the extractive industries undermined the idea of an orderly transition either into
work (through apprenticeships or associated routes) or into retirement (Jones, 2011). In the case of
the latter, there is what Savage (2000: 140) refers to as the ‘individualizing’ of the middle-class
‘career’, with the ‘decoupling’ of careers from their ‘anchorage in bureaucratic hierarchies’. Savage
highlights the development of a new model of the career that has now opened up:

one which is less organized around transitions across class-based thresholds. This new
model of career can be seen as breaking from older established class cultures at the same
time that it re-encodes class in new, though implicit rather than explicit, ways. While the
traditional career linked occupational movements to class thresholds and to life course
shifts, so anchoring careers in biographies, contemporary restructuring has disembedded the
career from the life course. (Savage, 2000: 139)

One implication of this development is that we are seeing not the demise, but the ‘re-encoding’, of
social class in the way that it operates across the life course and within retirement and old age in
particular. The next section provides an illustration of this process through the example of pension
provision and the potential for new class inequalities to arise from the spread of stock market-
based/defined contribution plans. It is an examination of this important area that forms the subsequent
section.

Pensions and the social construction of inequality

One argument referred to in this chapter is that the financial circumstances of pensioners have now
improved substantially in comparison with previous decades. It is certainly possible to identify
positive trends, notably, in relation to the position of older people in relation to other groups in the
population. In the UK, for example, on the standard measure of relative poverty, defined as earnings
below 60% of contemporary household income, the period over the last two decades has seen fairly
consistent falls in pensioner poverty in countries such as the UK. Using a poverty line of 60% of
median income, 1.8 million people aged 60–65 are living in poverty after housing costs (AHC) and
2.1 million before housing costs (BHC) (2009/10 figures). From these figures, Jin et al (2011: 55)
comment that:

Pensioner poverty is at its lowest level since the first half of the 1980s. In particular, the
rate of pensioner poverty has been lower in 2009–10 in only two years since the start of [a



consistent time series] in 1961 using incomes measured AHC and in only three years …
using incomes measured BHC.

Class-based inequality remains, however, a significant dimension in social ageing. Property
ownership and different sources of income continue to serve as the basis for class divisions in later
life similar to that at earlier stages in the life course, reinforced by the class-based nature of
occupational benefits. The general point is illustrated in findings on financial and health resources
around retirement age in the review by Hills et al (2010), where they demonstrate that, by age 55–64,
the top 10% of managerial and higher professionals owned on average £2.1 million in property and
pensions, while the bottom 10% of routine/semi-routine workers owned less than £13,000. The
distribution of pensioners’ incomes in the UK has in fact become wider since 1979, with the
increasing value of non-state sources of income leading to a faster growth in incomes towards the top
end of the income distribution (DWP, 2008a). As an illustration, median net income per week for
retired couples in the bottom fifth of the income distribution was £185 AHC over the three-year
period 2007–10, compared with £762 for the top fifth; equivalent figures for single retirees were £95
and £348 (DWP, 2011). The contrasts between groups narrowed somewhat over the 2000s, with a
more even distribution of occupational pensions; nonetheless, in 2008/09, 56% of income from such
pensions together with annuities were taken up by the top income quintile.

Class inequalities are also likely to grow through changes in non-state pension provision, in
particular, the decline of defined benefit (DB) and the corresponding growth of defined contribution
(DC) pension schemes. Active membership of occupational pension schemes (both public and
private) has reduced from 10.1 million in 2000 to 8.3 million in 2010 – the lowest level since the
1950s (ONS, 2011). There has been a substantial (and – in terms of rapidity – largely unforeseen)
decline in membership of DB schemes. In 2000, active members – that is, current employees accruing
new benefits – in non-government (private sector) DB schemes totalled 4.1 million; this figure had
dropped to 1.0 million by 2010 (ONS, 2011). This figure was actually below the modelling
assumptions used in the UK Pensions Commission’s (2004) first report, which suggested a long-term
floor of around 1.6–1.8 million members. Of final salary DB schemes in the private sector, 79% are
now closed to new employees (2012 figures), compared with just 17% in 2001 (Phillipson, 2013).

Stock market-based DC plans (occupational and personal) have thus become highly important in
transforming the landscape of pensions. However, there is considerable potential in this development
for creating new forms of class-based inequalities in old age. Blackburn (2006: 117) summarises the
besetting problems of DC schemes in terms of ‘uneven coverage, high charges and weak employer
commitment’. Wolff (2007) in the US highlights research linking the rise of DCs with greater wealth
inequality and limited coverage among low-wage, part-time and minority ethnic workers. Women
have particular problems with DCs, with the longevity risk transferred to individual contributors
rather than pooled among different groups. Here, Zaidi (2006: 9) observes that although:

countries have tended to legislate that gender-neutral mortality tables are utilised, there
have been practical problems of implementing these annuity regulations with insurance
companies reluctant to offer them and the market proving difficult to kick-start. Thus, the net
outcome of these reforms increases the risk that women will continue to have lower pension
incomes. (See, further, Blackburn, 2006)

Timmins (2008) highlights the views of one UK investment provider that hundreds of thousands of



employees who have been switched out of final-salary pension schemes and into money-purchase
products could be on their way to being ‘private pension paupers’ in old age – with these schemes
only replacing around 38% of current salary. This reflects the extent to which employers often
contribute fewer resources to their DC plans than is characteristic of traditional DB schemes (see,
further, ONS, 2011). Indeed, the switch to DCs is invariably accompanied by a review of
contribution levels – usually to the detriment of employees (see Timmins, 2008). DC schemes are a
particular problem given findings on the limited understanding about pensions generally – with
research in the UK reporting that two thirds of respondents claiming their knowledge as ‘very patchy’
or that they ‘know little or nothing’ about pensions (cited in DWP, 2008b). In the US, Munnell (cited
in Greenhouse, 2008: 286) observes that:

Workers have to decide whether to join the [DC] plan, how much to contribute, how much
to allocate to what plan, when to change contribution formulas, how to handle things when
they move from one job to another. The data show very clearly that many people make
mistakes every step of the way.

Zaidi (2006: 10), summarising evidence from Hungary and Poland on the switch from DB to DC
schemes, cites surveys showing how most people felt that they were well informed and that
information on pension reform was readily available, but the surveys also showed that ‘knowledge of
the pension system was limited to slogans rather than a deep understanding’. Research conducted by
the World Bank also concluded that ‘a significant proportion of people simply joined the pension of
the first agent they came across’ (cited in Zaidi, 2006: 10).

One conclusion from these examples is that instabilities in pension provision look set to introduce
new forms of inequality into old age. DC pensions introduce distinctive forms of risk in financial
planning for old age, require greater knowledge about the management of pensions and provide more
uncertainty given the likelihood of greater insecurity and volatility in employment. These elements –
interacting with factors linked to biography and human and social capital – are likely to produce
class-related distinctions in pension outcomes for people at the end of their working lives. On the one
hand, the daily reality for many groups within the older population remains that of living on a very
narrow range of income that almost certainly limits participation within the community: among
pensioner couples, 28% have no savings or less than £1,500; among single female pensioners, the
figures rises to 45% (DWP, 2011). For single retired households, expenditure on housing, fuel and
power, and household goods and services comprises around one quarter of household expenditure,
compared with one sixth for two-adult non-retired households with children (2008 figures). Fuel
poverty looms as an important issue in the context of climate change and escalating fuel costs. Over
30% of the households of single people aged 60 or over in England (1.0 million) are defined as ‘fuel-
poor’ (Department of Energy and Climate Change, 2009), with, for the very poorest households,
evidence that food expenditures in periods of very low temperatures are reduced to pay for extra
heating costs (Beatty et al, 2011).

Yet, in contrast with the foregoing, it is also the case that pensioner households – especially those
representing part of the baby boom generation of the late 1940s and early 1950s – are using their
wealth and assets to transform many aspects of growing old. Gilleard and Higgs (2011: 365) refer to
the way in which older people have become engaged in what they term‘complex’ forms of
consumption, with many retired households able to access a wide variety of domestic goods and
build leisure-based lifestyles around these. Indeed, evidence for this is compelling, with examples



such as the rise of the ‘second-home industry’, tourism and the extensive involvement of older people
in cultural and educational activities (the latter illustrated by the growth of the University of the Third
Age and associated activities).

The social distinctions introduced by complex forms of financial provision in old age underline
the point that social class will increase in importance over the coming decades. Moreover, this is
likely to be enhanced by the economic and social forces associated with globalisation, some of the
key dimensions of which are summarised in the following section.

Understanding class in later life: globalisation and economic change

The argument of this chapter has been that changes to the life course have the potential to introduce
new forms of class-based inequalities into old age. The nature of these are, in many respects, still
unclear and will almost certainly depend on the way in which economic recession and welfare state
restructuring change the lives of those entering as well as those experiencing old age. Intra- as well as
inter-cohort variation will be crucial here. Indeed, one conclusion is that understanding the dynamics
of the former will become increasingly important for drawing a comprehensive picture of the lives of
older people.

Social class must also be positioned within the context of the complex changes introduced by
globalisation and the potential of these to enhance inequalities based around class, gender and
ethnicity. Debates around the impact of globalisation on aging have been extensive both within the
social gerontology literature (see, eg, Baars et al, 2006; Dannefer and Phillipson, 2010) and in
studies of social welfare (George and Wilding, 2002; Yeates, 2001). One argument emerging from
within gerontology concerns the extent to which globalisation has itself become an influential factor
in the construction of old age, notably, in the design of policies aimed at regulating and managing
population aging. Although the impact of globalisation remains ‘highly contested’ (Diamond, 2010),
there seems no question that an interdependent world such as that associated with more fluid labour
markets and transnational forms of governance creates distinctive pressures and influences across the
life course. Much work has still to be done in working out more precisely what these might be and the
relative influences on the particular policies of national and global actors. Yeates (2001: 2), for
example, suggests that the relationship between globalisation and social policy is best conceived as
‘dialectical’ or ‘reciprocal’ and that ‘far from states, welfare states and populations passively
“receiving” [and] adapting to globalisation … they are active participants in its development’ (see,
further, Diamond, 2010). This may be especially the case in the context of the present economic
recession, where the role of nation states in managing the crisis, over and against global bodies,
appears to have been enhanced.

The processes associated with globalisation have assisted the development of a new approach to
ageing societies, based around what Ferge (1997) refers to as the ‘individualization of the social’. On
the one side, ageing is presented as a global problem and concern; on the other side, the focus has
moved towards individualising the various risks attached to growing old. In this context, Young
(1999: 6) has interpreted such developments as part of a wider shift from an:

inclusive to an exclusive society. That is from a society whose accent was on assimilation
and incorporation to one that separates and excludes. This erosion of the inclusive world …
involved processes of disaggregation both in the sphere of community (the rise of



individualism) and the sphere of work (transformation of … labour markets). Both
processes are the result of market forces and their transformation by the human actors
involved.

From a sociological perspective, however, writers such as Bauman (1998) have presented the
‘human consequences’ of globalisation in terms of new forms of exclusion and segregation, especially
affecting those in deprived and peripheral communities. Furthermore, Sennett (2006) linked aspects
of globalisation – for example the rise of flexible labour markets – to the ‘erosion of social
capitalism’, with older workers increasingly disadvantaged within corporations that emphasise low-
wage and low-skill work environments.

All of the preceding carries significant implications for understanding the landscape of social
class in later life. The impact of globalisation, alongside and interacting with a transformed life
course, has redefined the social context of ageing. The trajectories set by membership of a given
social class now have the potential to determine significant areas of life in old age. Population ageing
now has to be ‘managed’ within what has been described as a fluid and deregulated social order
(Elliott and Lemert, 2006), opening the possibility for class inequalities to find new forms of
expression. Risks once carried by social institutions have now been displaced onto the shoulders of
individuals and/or their families. Dannefer (2000: 270) summarises this process in the following
way:

Corporate and state uncertainties are transferred to citizens – protecting large institutions
while exposing individuals to possible catastrophe in the domains of health care and
personal finances, justified to the public by the claim that the pensioner can do better on his
or her own.

At the same time, the evidence suggests the widening of inequalities within and between different
countries, produced as a consequence of global forces. Rather than leading inexorably to minimum
levels of social protection (Moseley, 2007), globalisation has been implicated in the rise in income
inequality produced as a consequence of falling relative demand for unskilled labour and the
weakened power of labour organisations (Glyn, 2007). The increase in incomes at the very top of the
income distribution has been a feature of advanced industrial societies throughout the 1990s and
2000s (Judt, 2009; Dorling, 2012). For those less fortunate, however, there has been the growth of
what Sennett (2006) refers to as ‘underemployment’, this coming alongside constraints on wages and
salaries, and both these coming alongside the contraction of jobs accompanying economic
globalisation (see, further, Blossfield et al, 2006).

Conclusion

The arguments put forward in the preceding section suggest that globalisation is having a profound
impact on the landscape of ageing, not least in terms of influencing new forms of inequality in the
structure of daily life. Class, it would appear, along with the other factors identified in this chapter,
has returned to play a major role in the experience of ageing. Settersten and Trauten go so far as to
suggest that:



In the future, social class will almost certainly become the most powerful factor in
determining aging and life course experiences and in creating ‘cleavages’ within
societies…. Disparities related to social class are growing on indicators of all kinds;
inequalities generated by social class will likely trump inequalities that stem from gender,
race, and ethnicity and will yield additional power through these other statuses. Individuals
with adequate resources early in life often accumulate resources over time and those with
few or no resources stay the course at best…. This results in significant disparities in
financial, social and other resources by old age. The chasm between those who do and those
who do not have resources leaves people in positions and experiences that are worlds
apart. This chasm is likely to persist – and even grow – in the future. (Settersten and
Trauten, 2009: 459)

All of this suggests an important research agenda in terms of assessing the way in which social class
will influence the quality of life in old age. Some key questions here include: how far will different
class trajectories affect patterns of care and support in old age (likely to be a key area given the crisis
in funding for residential and social care; for evidence on this point, see Forder and Fernández,
2010). To what extent will class position influence patterns of consumption and access to different
forms of leisure? Will the increased role for stock market-based pensions widen inequalities in old
age? Will the attempt to extend working life (supported by the raising of pension ages) itself generate
new class inequalities based around differential access to remunerative employment? These and many
other questions will be important for researchers to address over the coming years. They indicate that
we are moving some distance beyond the ‘classless’ social gerontology that developed over the
course of the 1970s and 1980s. Social class has returned to transform daily life in old age; equally, it
looks set to change many of the theoretical and policy debates within gerontology itself.
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Measuring social class in later life

Alexandra Lopes

Introduction
The interaction between later life and social class has been measured from two opposite standpoints.
The first tends to place ‘old age’ on the side of the independent variables and highlights how
retirement arises as a trigger of loss and a factor of downward social mobility. This loss is
substantiated in different aspects, not only the loss of income and material security as a direct result
of exiting the labour market, but also loss as an indirect result of: growing unmet needs for material
resources; declining health and needs for care; rising costs of living coupled with the deterioration of
pension systems; loss of social status as a result of the weakening of social networks and social
participation; loss of energy and enthusiasm, often as a result of deteriorating health; as well as
dissolution of workplace-based networks, leading to isolation. The second approach to how later life
intersects with social class tends to place the latter on the dependent variable side. It highlights the
social trajectories of becoming ‘old’ and is more focused on how past class trajectories become
determining factors of the way individuals experience the ageing process. This view is more
concerned with analysing how the material and social conditions associated with different class
positions act as significant discriminators in retirement, and explaining inequalities and differences in
a variety of aspects of individual and group life. Irrespective of the functional role assigned to social
class in social theory on ageing, most scholars tend to base their operational definitions of the
concept in the well-established typologies of social class, and without taking into consideration the
need to assess how well those typologies perform when applied to older groups. The starting
question of this chapter is:‘How can we measure social class in later life?’. It is a question worth
asking at the current stage of development of social theories on ageing, even though we do not have a
straightforward answer.

The goal of this chapter is to discuss the concept of social class in its appropriateness to analyse
inequalities and social divisions with the specific goal of clarifying how well existing empirical
measurement tools of the concept perform when addressing older people’s lives. We are fully aware
of the ideological baggage carried by the concept of social class and the contentious vocabulary that
marks deep divides among social class scholars. We will not take sides in such disputes, but instead
try and work with different approaches to the conceptualisation of class in an effort to identify what
dimensions of analysis perform better when analysing social class dynamics in later life. This chapter
is organised into three sections. It starts with a general overview of how the concept of social class
has been used in the field of ageing studies and a summary about the schools of thought that have been
more influential in the way the concept of social class has been called into the analysis of inequalities
in old age. The second section of the chapter takes us to a discussion about the main difficulties and



paradoxes one finds in the way traditional social class typologies perform when used to measure the
class position of older people, and the structural reasons underlying such choices. The third and last
section opens up to alternative ways of thinking about social class measurement in old age. It puts
forward calls for a multidimensional approach to the measurement of social class in old age, one that
remains faithful to the main theories on social class analysis while expanding the empirical analysis
of class to accommodate two key operational elements. The first captures the relationship between
social class and well-being, and, therefore, tackles the material dimension of social class. The
second highlights the relationship between social class and social participation, and, hence, is more
related to viewing social class as power and prestige.

The concept of social class in ageing studies

The foundational theories of social class and stratification that developed in the early 20th century
were motivated by the problems of new modern societies emerging from industrial capitalism. Not
surprisingly, they restricted their empirical universe to workers and capitalists, agents actively
engaged in production, and therefore the population of individuals of active age. Other groups, such
as the older, but also the physically impaired or the mentally disabled, were left to the margins of
social class analysis, either because they had a meagre weight in the overall demographic
composition of the population or because they were excluded from the labour market. In the specific
case of older people, and considering the disproportional weight of women in this group of the
population, the traditional difficulties of social class theories to accommodate the gender issue have
further contributed to a general lack of interest from scholars in older people as an object for social
class analysis and development.

Despite this age-aversion in its foundational moment, the concept of social class remains a
resilient leading concept in the broad field of ageing studies (Formosa, 2009). Indeed, we can easily
spot it playing a central role in many studies even outside the scope of sociological analysis.
However, and even though everybody acknowledges that contemporary societies have been
experiencing dramatic changes in their demographic composition, namely, with the intensification of
demographic ageing (and all that entails for the broad social system), social class theorists have not
felt challenged by the need to improve the performance of the concept of social class to revise it to
accommodate the specificities of growing shares of older people in the population. On the contrary,
what we have been witnessing in the broad scope of social theory is a rather uncritical use of the
concept of social class. This can be seen in research carried out in disciplines such as gerontology,
social policy, health policy and even sociology of ageing, where researchers have been
systematically bringing on board the research designs of the mainstream formats of social class
typologies and analysis.

A large number of scholars, namely, those closer to the North-American school of thought, have
been using the Marxist-inspired typologies of class, with a clear dominance of the proposals of Olin
Wright (Krieger et al, 1999). Herein, social classes are conceptualised as stable positions in the
social space that are structurally determined by the sphere of social relationships of production. This
means that measuring the class position of older people, namely, of those that are already out of the
labour market, involves the identification of the last registered situation in the labour market. It also
means that the empirical indicators with which one works are those that classify the relation each
individual had with the means of production, and with the instruments of control and authority, while



actively engaged in the labour market. On the other hand, among authors that are more influenced by
the European tradition, we more often see the use of typologies of class inspired by the Weberian
view, although with some Marxist influence as well, as is the case with the so widely used
Goldthorpe scale (Matthews et al, 2006). Herein, social class is mainly derived from classifications
of professions and is often labelled as socioeconomic status. The assumption is, of course, that
modern societies are hierarchical systems of power and prestige that determine to a very large extent
the conditions of existence of individuals. Yet, similar to the typologies influenced by the work of
Olin Wright (1979), these occupational scales are also translated into last recorded job when the
measurement of social class is done among older people.

It is not the aim of this chapter to go into much depth in the discussion about the roots and the
doctrinal implications of all these different theories, and even less to go into the more specific issue
of how these theories have been incorporated into research taking place in different national contexts.
The argument put forward in this chapter is that the use of social class typologies as they were
originally developed, considering that they were conceived by reference to the active age population
and the blooming period of industrial capitalism, is replete with paradoxes and difficulties that
necessitate some theoretical and methodological revision of the concept of social class itself. The
next section addresses some of these challenges and paradoxes.

Paradoxes in social class typologies as applied to older groups

One of the first questions that needs to be asked if we are to discuss what is so specific about
measuring social class in later life is the following: what is the rationale of measuring social class
from a set of indicators that are directly related to trajectories and positions in the labour market,
even after the individual has left the labour market? Social class measurement is grounded in the
assumption that individuals are connected in distinct manners to mechanisms of income and power
creation as a result of their place in the sphere of economic production. These different manners in
turn translate, objectively and subjectively, into different economic opportunities and/or into different
levels of control over resources, material and immaterial. It is in these opportunities and resources
that rest the origins of differences in living conditions, in ways of social participation, in interests and
so on. The last registered occupation as an indicator to classify the social class position of retired
older people is argued to be the best proxy to capture the set of opportunities each individual had (or
did not have) to acquire control over a set of resources (material and immaterial) originated in the
sphere of economic production. Therefore, this almost quintessential tie between social class and
relationships of social production/professions applied to the older population draws on a critical
premise, namely, the reproduction of the conditions that describe the moment when the individual
exits the labour market throughout the rest of his/her life, irrespective of how long that last phase of
life lasts and irrespective of what happens to the individual throughout that period of time. It is this
premise that we want to question in this chapter. Three main reasons motivate us to do so.

The first reason concerns the growing tensions in labour-market dynamics that impose radical
changes on the traditional mechanisms of labour-market exit for older workers. Up to the middle of
the 1990s, we could identify across the majority of the developed nations three main exit trajectories
for older workers: unemployment social benefits, disability social benefits and early retirement
benefits. These different mechanisms, isolated or combined, were frequently used as a strategy for a
smooth move from the labour market to the status of pensioner with access to full pension



entitlements. In the last two decades, and despite some contradicting political discourses, we have
been experiencing, especially at the European level, a significant pressure to put an end to this ‘exit
culture’, which ends up translating into a growing diversity of ways of exiting the labour market,
especially among older workers (Conen et al, 2012). Measuring social class from the last recorded
position in the labour market becomes, as a result, a risky exercise. In times where the changes in
labour-market dynamics are so profound and when traditional notions of career and professional
trajectory are being questioned (both being traditionally taken as stable in nature by classic
typologies of social class), it is expected that the last recorded position in the labour market will
show a weak discriminatory capacity to identify in a satisfactory manner the core characteristics of
the ties each individual had with the labour market throughout the life course and the paths of
opportunities and disadvantages that were accumulated throughout.

This brings us to a second line of questioning. Changes in labour-market dynamics are strongly
associated with another type of changes, the ones taking place as a result of the general movement
towards the retrenchment of social policies and the welfare state. This has prompted some
researchers to estimate the impacts that will be felt by the older population as a result of the
weakening of the traditional systems of social protection, and of pension systems in particular, all
evidence suggesting that the ability of older groups to adapt to the withdrawal of social benefits will
largely depend of their ability to generate resources outside the framework of public social protection
(Rosnick and Baker, 2012). The traditional social class typologies were firmly grounded in the
premise that the institutional framework of social protection systems, themselves forged in the milieu
of social relations of production, guarantees to a large extent the reproduction of the conditions that
characterise the place of individuals in the labour market even after their exit from the labour market
due to mandatory retirement policies. The changes that have been accumulating in the traditional
mechanisms of social protection across Europe suggest that older people will be asked to shoulder
more responsibilities for their income and well-being, accommodating to lower benefits and
generating resources outside the social protection framework. To fully grasp the relative position of
older people in the social class hierarchy, it is increasingly important to bring on board the concept of
the degree of ability individuals hold to protect their status outside the framework of public social
protection.

A third issue concerns the structural changes experienced by contemporary societies, and, more
specifically, changes in family dynamics. Underlying most typologies of social class is an ideal-type
of family structure – that is, the stable married couple (mother and father) with dependent children – a
model of family formation that remains very important statistically but that one can hardly argue
remains the norm. If anything, scholars interested in analysing family dynamics have been showing
how things have changed in the field of family formation, with the emergence of a plurality of family
models. Classic social class analysis has always been grounded in the premise that social class
defined throughout the life course is reproduced in old age via stable family structures, a premise that
will hold with increasing difficulty for growing shares of the older population.

On the basis of the aforementioned three issues, one must ask: how can we enrich the concept of
social class to describe the relative position of older people in the hierarchical systems of
inequalities of contemporary societies? Attempting to come to terms with such a query is the goal of
the remaining sections in this chapter.

A multidimensional approach to measuring social class in old age



To formulate alternative operational definitions of social class that take into consideration the
challenges of using the concept applied to older persons, it is important to start by asking what could
be considered the foundational question for the entire debate on social class analysis – ‘Why do we
want to measure social class?’–a candid but, nevertheless, complex question to counter.

One possible solution is to research the distribution of inequality in later life, with a strong
emphasis on material disparities. This involves measuring social class as a gradient that translates
into resources that are unevenly distributed. Underlying this approach is the belief that social class is
a building block of the opportunities individuals have (or do not have) throughout the life course and
the premise that the trajectories of accumulation of advantages/disadvantages that social class embeds
are essentially determined by individual trajectories in the labour market. Researchers call for the
concept of social class in their research designs by looking for a measurement of the degree of control
over resources older individuals display using as a proxy the trajectories of accumulation of
advantages and/or disadvantages associated with previous positions in the labour market. However,
we argue that if that is the purpose of measuring social class, then the concept has to evolve to
measuring more objectively and directly the degree of control over resources. Indeed, the
conceptualisation of social classes as paths of opportunities forged in the labour market measured as
last recorded job does not allow to measure directly the amount, composition and durability of the
material and social resources each individual controls.

A better, and more comprehensive, solution as to why gerontologists may want to measure social
class is to develop an operational definition of social class that combines a dynamic approach to
trajectories in the labour market with indicators of control over resources, material and immaterial.
The rationale is to extend the underlying assumptions of classic social class analysis and look for
functional equivalents in old age to what individuals collect from their status as active members of
the labour market when they are younger. In order to illustrate our arguments we have run some
empirical demonstrations using data from the European Quality of Life Survey (EQLS) for the year
2007 (Eurofound, 2009).1 Considering the overall purpose of this chapter, the empirical material
introduced in the next paragraphs serves the exclusive goal of illustrating some theoretical and
methodological arguments, and at no point can be used to identify trends in the composition of the
European older population.

Material resources: measuring financial vulnerability

The indicator we suggest to measure material-built capacity and financial vulnerability is to combine
last recorded job with mechanisms of income protection. The underlying argument for this can be
stated in the following manner: if it is true that the place of individuals in the social spectrum defined
as professions determines to a large extent the opportunities and strategies they have at their disposal
to accumulate and control resources, it is also true that the extent to which those opportunities actually
materialise into objective conditions is unaccounted for if one rests the measurement solely on the
identification of the profession. More than the subjective scenarios of opportunities that are created
within the universe of professional groups, it is the material expression of those opportunities that
will determine living conditions in old age and the ability of individuals to protect their status
throughout the increasing number of years that they are expected to live outside the labour market. The
purpose is not to include the individual drivers that may influence behaviours or any effect of
professional socialisation in the decisions individuals make throughout life (although one could easily
accept this approach as a promising one). The argument is of a different nature and aims at



highlighting the way professional status is embedded in institutional frameworks of social protection
that are very important to describe in a satisfactory manner the resources older people actually
control. We suggest considering in particular the material capacity that has been built using two
indicators: income from savings/investments to top up pension income and home-ownership.

The EQLS2007 data set we have analysed shows a distribution of income sources of older people
and shows that pensions rank high as the main source of income (87.7% of respondents declared that
they are the main source of income for the household). Moreover, some 21% of the respondents
declared that they also have income from savings/investments to top up pension income. Looking in
particular at these 21% (see Table 4.1), the relatively clear matching with the distribution of last job
recorded along trends that follow what could be considered the expected direction for the statistical
association is noticeable (with a peak of 63.5% among employed professionals and a low of around
11% among manual workers, both skilled and unskilled). This certainly reinforces the idea that
different statuses in the labour market translate into different income opportunities. The same holds
for home-ownership, which, as several authors have already demonstrated, is a very important asset
that can be mobilised to cushion for age-related demands, namely, in the field of care servicing
(Elsinga and Mandic, 2010). In times of retrenchment of welfare benefits, it is a statement that bears
additional relevance.

Generally, the data for the two indicators provide evidence for the general hypothesis of positive
association between socio-economic status in the labour market and the capacity to build mechanisms
of income protection and wealth. A more detailed analysis, though, points to some elements worth
considering. On the one hand, overall, there is a high dependence of older people who were
‘employees’ on public mechanisms of income protection. It is among those that were either
proprietors or liberal professionals that we see significant shares of income coming from savings
and/or investments. On the other hand, the relative high weight of home-ownership across the
different professional groups is noticeable, differences across groups most likely stemming from
differences in terms of type and market value of properties. This is an indicator to use with some
caution and that should be complemented by information on the value of property in terms of potential
to turn into an active resource. In the absence of that information, we suggest combining the indicators
on built material capacity with the assessment of the financial capacity of the individual in terms of
liquidity.

Table 4.1: Proportion of older people who own their homes and have additional sources of income,
defined by last recorded job

Last recorded job
% who have additional
sources of income from

savings/interests

% who are home-
owners

Business proprietor 46.88 87.70
General management 45.06 78.90
Professionals 37.21 74.40
Employed professionals 63.49 84.10
Middle management 30.71 73.10
Self-employed 33.33 89.40



Employed position at a desk 24.40 71.60
Employed position, not at a desk, but travelling 17.50 63.30
Employed position, not at a desk, but in a service 17.50 69.60
Supervisor 24.75 78.20
Skilled manual worker 11.05 72.20
Other (unskilled) manual worker, servant 11.34 58.60
Total 21.00 74.40

Source: Author’s calculations based on data from EEQLS, 2007, in Eurofound, 2009.

Following arguments previously introduced (Lopes, 2011), we also contend that social class analysis
should find ways to include in its empirical formulations a series of indicators of financial material
support, in line with the proposals of Townsend (1987). These indicators also represent trajectories
of opportunities (or lack of them) to accumulate resources, but they provide a more clear
measurement given that they are observed at the arrival point of those trajectories. We have argued
before and maintain that there is a wide potential for cross-fertilisation between social class theories
and the social indicators approach (Lopes, 2011). If there is some underdevelopment in terms of
empirically oriented tools to the first, there is some frailty in the theoretical foundations of the
second. Combined, they can provide a clearer picture about the depth and social origins of the
inequalities that can be observed in the material conditions of the lives of individuals.

Table 4.2: Proportion of individuals in extreme positions on deprivation index in each social group,
defined by last recorded job

Last recorded job % with no essential item
missing

% with five or six
items missing

Business proprietor 92.30 0.50
General management 91.30 1.30
Professionals 86.00 0.90
Employed professionals 84.40 –
Middle management 85.70 1.20
Self-employed 75.40 2.50
Employed position at a desk 77.50 2.00
Employed position, not at a desk, but travelling 68.10 1.80
Employed position, not at a desk, but in a service 67.20 2.50
Supervisor 79.00 0.20
Skilled manual worker 61.30 4.40
Other (unskilled) manual worker, servant 48.30 2.90
Total 70.50 2.40

Source: Author’s calculations based on data from EEQLS, 2007, in Eurofound, 2009.



From a more detailed reading of the results displayed in Table 4.2, we would pinpoint one element
that we find particularly meaningful. It should be noticed that it is among ‘employees’ (manual
workers in general and employed positions) that we find the lowest shares of non-deprivation,
pointing to a more likely state of financial vulnerability of some sort. This means that the
discrimination operated by professional group will inflate the social differentials that in fact exist
among individuals at the lowest quadrant of the social scale, which are otherwise much more similar
if classified according to their financial vulnerability.

All empirical trends in the selected indicators seem to converge on the belief that some social
groups are better equipped than others in terms of the material resources individuals control, which
one could argue reinforces the validity of traditional social class typologies. Our argument is
complementary rather than opposing this. We propose measuring directly the built material capacity
and the financial vulnerability that professional trajectories have made available in an attempt to
provide for a better operational predictor of how social class positions influence a series of aspects
of the lives of older people. This approach, however, will remain incomplete if it is not combined
with the assessment of the immaterial resources that individuals build up throughout their lives and
that can operate as important cushions for the material vulnerabilities associated with old age.

Social and symbolic capital: measuring social deprivation

It is particularly relevant to include in the concept of social class some considerations about the
density of the available social networks (family, neighbourhood, former work colleagues) that
individuals may activate in pursuit of answers to their needs and objectives. Additionally, the concept
of social class should also find room to accommodate indicators of participation in the community,
for example, participation in voluntary organisations. This is a critical dimension of differentiation
among individuals that are no longer integrated in the labour market but not entirely deprived from the
possibility to invest in creating opportunities to generate resources (although of an immaterial
character) that may translate into opportunities.

To illustrate this argument, and using the indicators available in the EQLS2007 data set, we
suggest composing an index of social capital that involves the consideration of three layers of social
networking: the close family network (children in particular); the proximity network of friends and
neighbours; and the community network understood in terms of participation in community
organisations (Table 4.3). Contrary to what resulted from the distributional inequalities in material
assets, which are highly aligned with the hierarchy of socio-economic status as measured by
occupational status, the distributions of relational capital seem more even when it comes to close
family and proximity networks. This confirms the general argument about the importance of family
and a close network of friends and neighbours in people’s lives irrespective of their social class, but
less so when it comes to the indicator of participation in community/voluntary organisations, where
the reproduction of the occupational divide is more clear.

Hence, our proposal involves plotting social life conditions to understand outcomes in old age as
social class differentials. It is, we believe, a methodologically promising approach that adds
multidimensionality to material indicators of social class. It is in this multidimensionality that rests
the explanation for the full discrimination potential of social class in old age rests: older people have
their life chances defined by the path of accumulation of (dis)advantages that characterise their social
trajectories in a social-occupational group, but the materialisation of those (dis)advantages will have
different compositions and durability and therefore offer different opportunities in their ability to



protect the socio-economic status of the individual as age progresses.

Table 4.3: Descriptives for dimensions of social networks within social groups, defined by last
recorded job

Source: Author’s calculations based on data from Eurofound (2009).

Multidimensional predictors

The argument that we have been trying to sustain consists of two main points. On the one hand, we
argue that social class in old age, understood as material opportunity, is very helpful to unravel how
some individuals become trapped in a pathway of accumulation of disadvantage (if considering those
in weaker positions in terms of the resources over which they have some control), and how little
room they have to improve their situation and deal with the age-specific hazards that may occur. On
the other hand, we contend that material opportunity needs to have its impacts controlled by non-
material opportunity. This last factor can either diminish or increase the vulnerability of the older
person and therefore becomes a building block of the relative position the individual holds in the
hierarchical community. This argument, however, will only hold if this multidimensionality proves
efficient as a predictor in fields where traditional typologies of social class have been somehow
fuzzy.



For the purpose of demonstration, we have adjusted three logistic regression models to explain the
likelihood of three conditions being observed: the older person declaring chronic illness or
disability; the older person declaring having difficulty paying for medical care; and the older person
declaring feeling happy about life (Table 4.4). For each outcome variable, the same set of
independent indicators were considered: age; social group defined from last recorded job; social
capital; built material capacity; and financial vulnerability.2 The hypothesis to be tested concerns the
performance of each of the indicators of control over resources we have presented (built material
capacity, financial vulnerability and social capital) when controlled among them, but also when
controlled by occupational group as last job recorded.

The results show that the classification produced by last job recorded bears no statistical
significance when controlled by the alternative indicators we have suggested. In other words, the
assumption that the last recorded job is a good enough proxy for past trajectories that translate into
different levels of control over resources in old age does not fully hold. As a matter of fact, if
anything, we conclude from the results that the impact of how past trajectories translate into real
control over resources can operate in varied ways within the same occupational group. The most
significant impact comes from the material dimension of social class positions measured as built
capacity (assets) and financial vulnerability (financial capacity to keep up with the standard
lifestyle). These are the variables that show the highest impact in all outcome indicators. Social
capital, on the other hand, does not perform well as a discriminator in all the three events considered.
Although the notion of social capital itself is ambiguous (and these results may be just the side effect
of a bad operational approach to social capital), these results can very well be pointing to the critical
role of material resources in old age. Additional investment may be required if we are to capture the
importance of social capital in old age as a discriminator of relative positions in the social hierarchy,
but, for now, the conclusion to be drawn suggests that social classes in old age should be seen
primarily as trajectories of accumulation of material advantage/disadvantage.

Table 4.4: Logistic regression models for the impact of different measurements of social class on:
having a chronic illness or disability; having difficulties paying for care from a medical doctor; and
feeling happy



Notes: ** Significant at .01; * significant at .05; + significant at .10.
Source: Author’s estimates based on data from EQLS2007.

Conclusions

Analysing social classes understood as hierarchical systems of inequalities involves a starting
assumption: individuals can be differentiated in a hierarchical manner, according to one or several
criteria, into classes or strata. Irrespective of the theoretical streams one brings to their research, the
central goal for all scholars interested in social class analysis is to discriminate in a satisfactory way
the conditions of existence that have a social origin and that turn into opportunities and inequalities.
Following that, the challenge social class analysis faces at this stage is that of finding ways to
develop the concept of social class to make it more sensitive to the specific factors that produce
effects of the same nature and magnitude as those traditionally understood as effects of position in
social relationships of production and that are particularly central in the lives of older people who
have already left the labour market.

The classic measurements of social class draw on the assumption that individuals sharing the same
profession will most likely share or display similarities in terms of their objective, subjective and



symbolic conditions of existence, which will also make it more likely that they will show similarities
in the way they behave and perform in the social space. We have contended that extending this
approach to the measurement of social class after retirement poses validity problems, especially
given the changes that have been experienced in the structural assumptions of labour-market dynamics
and the increasing number of years individuals are expected to live after retirement. The premise that
the end point of trajectories in the labour market captured as last recorded job will be durable to the
point of sustaining a static measurement of social class among older people is far too stretched.

Our proposal was inspired by an understanding of the social space as a multidimensional space,
where each individual takes a position with coordinates defined by the amount and combination of
resources that are effectively controlled at each point in time. This means that there is room for social
mobility in old age, depending on how durable the resources are and how effectively they perform
when it comes to protecting the status of the individual in face of a series of hazards that are likely to
come with old age. It involved measuring two types of resources. The first concerned the material
dimension of resources and translated into the financial capacity to keep up with the standard lifestyle
(allowing for the identification of different social positions according to different levels of access to
the standard lifestyle of developed societies). We have named that as ‘financial vulnerability’. It also
translated into what we have labelled as ‘built material capacity’, resulting from investments and
savings that were made throughout the life course and that can give some leverage to the individual.
The second type of resources took us to the space of social relations and networks in an attempt to
assess how effectively networks of proximity can introduce some leverage that compensates for or
reinforces unequal positions in the social space. Contrary to our initial hypothesis, and under the
format we have chosen to empirically assess social capital, the level of control of immaterial/social
network resources did not show any discriminatory effect.

The main conclusion to be drawn from our discussion seems to be that material deprivation
indicators bring to social class analysis in old age a more accurate measurement of the extent of the
social class differentials built throughout the life course as a result of employment trajectories.
Measuring the possession of and control over material resources discloses pathways of accumulation
that are certainly related to labour-market dynamics but that bear consequences in terms of their
capacity to protect the status of the older individual. That capacity may be more resilient or less
durable and therefore able to produce effects that go beyond what would be expected at the moment
when the individual exited the labour market. The erosion of the resources the individual controls
over the years after reaching old age can in fact be an interesting approach to discuss social class
changes among older people.

Notes
1The EQLS has been carried out every four years since 2003 by Eurofound and offers a wide-ranging view of the diverse social realities
in the 27 member states of the EU, as well as covering Norway and the candidate countries of Turkey, Macedonia and Croatia. It
includes 35,000 respondents aged 18 years or older who were interviewed in most countries in face-to-face interviews. For most
countries, the sample size is around 1,000, with the exception of the UK (1,500) and Germany and Turkey (2,000 each). Random samples
were drawn to represent adult persons who were living in private households during the fieldwork period in each of the countries
covered. In most countries, the EQLS sample followed a multi-stage, stratified and clustered design with a ‘random walk’ procedure for
the selection of the households at the last stage. Only one person from the same household was interviewed. Sample data were re-
weighted by age, sex and region to conform to national population patterns. Fieldwork for the 2007 data set was carried out in the last
four months of 2007. The overall response rate was 57.9%, although there are significant country variations (a low of 33.5% in the UK
and a high of 88% in Romania). For our empirical analysis, we have retained data for the EU15 group of countries and for individuals
aged 65 or more at the time of the interview. The final data set comprises 4,001 cases, which were weighted for EU15 population
patterns.



2 Ordinal indicators were computed from the original variables. Social capital combined data from intensity of contacts with children and
friends/neighbours as well as from participation in community organisations (none = very low; no children/proximity networks = low; one
close/proximity network = moderate; both close/proximity networks = strong; all three dimensions = very strong). Built material capacity
combined data for income from savings/investments and home-ownership (none = low; one = moderate; both = strong). Financial
vulnerability was computed following the methodology of EQLS2007 (no items missing = very low; one or two items missing = low; three
or four items missing = moderate; five or six items missing = high) (Eurofound, 2009).
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FIVE

Social class, age and identity in later life

Martin Hyde and Ian Rees Jones

Introduction

This chapter will examine social class identity and age identity in later life in the context of social
change. As previously noted in the introductory chapter, it is important for research to be sensitive to
the subjective as well as the objective elements of social class in later life. Thus, while it is critical
to look at how the material structures of class can impact on the life chances and living conditions of
those in later life, as has been done by the other contributors to this volume, it is equally important to
see whether older people themselves see class as a meaningful source of identity in later life. Much
gerontological research has operated with a materialist definition of class. This approach has been
criticised for not giving sufficient consideration to how older people themselves relate to or identify
with class as a salient source of their own identity (Gubrium and Holstein, 2000). Thus, there is an
argument that research that focuses on social class inequalities in later life would benefit from being
supplemented by research that takes a more culturalist approach and that explores class as part of an
‘individual’s self-concept and subjective understanding’ (O’Rand and Henretta, 1999: 35). This issue
is not specific to gerontological research, but resonates with wider issues within sociology around
the meaning and materiality of class in contemporary, late-modern, society (Bourdieu, 1984; Beck
and Beck-Gernsheim, 2002; Savage et al, 2010).

Class identity in late modernity

Although there is no agreement over the precise starting point of late modernity, those scholars that
have described, evaluated and attempted to explain the social, economic and political transformations
of the last 40 years agree that there have been profound changes in individuals’ lives and social
relations. Key aspects of late modernity and its accompanying transformations have been identified in
terms of increasing individualisation (Beck and Beck-Gernsheim, 2002), cosmopolitanism (Beck,
2002), risk and uncertainty (Giddens, 1990), and liquidity (Bauman, 2000).A striking feature of these
social changes is that individual and social identities become more contingent, changeable and fluid.
Social class identities in particular have been subject to much theorising and empirical research as a
consequence; with some authors referring to the ‘death of class’(Pakulski and Waters, 1996) and
Ulrich Beck (2007), for one, arguing that class has become a ‘zombie category’ devoid of
sociological and social meaning. In response, some scholars have developed critiques of the
individualisation thesis, providing alternative interpretations of social change that highlight changes
in forms of class identity and class expression but emphasise the continued salience of class and



forms of class distinction (Skeggs, 2004; Atkinson, 2010). Here, class has not disappeared, but is
present in emotional frames, albeit increasingly expressed at individualised levels (Savage, 2000).
Indeed, there remain deep and long-standing moral dimensions to class and class relations permeating
the fabric of individual lives. Yet, much theoretical and empirical work remains to be done in this
area (Sayer, 2011).

Evidence from the US indicates that individuals recognise and can locate class labels and class
categories clearly and that these have meaning for individual lives (Gilbert, 2003). However, studies
have also shown that self-reported class position is not a good indicator of objective class position
(Oddsson, 2010). Crudely, in the US, there is a tendency for people to identify as middle class, with
both working-class and upper-class individuals aligning with the middle (Evans and Kelley, 2004).
In the UK, there appears to be a phenomenon of not identifying with a social class category at all or at
least there is a tendency towards ‘dis-identification’. Ethnographic research has shown that working-
class people tend to refer to themselves as ‘ordinary’ rather than explicitly referring to a class
position (Skeggs, 2004). Further testing of this ‘disidentification’ thesis has thrown up ambivalent and
varying accounts of class position. But the evidence also suggests that this goes hand-inhand with a
wider recognition of the cultural aspects of class, including forms of distinction based on snobbery
and elitism that are implied in the use of class idioms (Savage et al, 2010).

While acknowledging that there have been radical changes to social life, we need to recognise that
this is also an area of profound disagreement among social theorists and researchers. In particular,
disputes have revolved around the role of individual agency and consequent changes in modes of
reflexivity (Archer, 2007, 2010). Contra the individualisation thesis, Archer has argued that we have
entered a period of morphogenesis characterised by radical structural transformations at social and
cultural levels. In such conditions, social life becomes more contingent, and individuals are faced
with shifting temporal and institutional conditions. These conditions include new modes of
connectivity, mobility and technological change and changes in political and social rights and to
family structures, to name but a few. One consequence of this is that diversity becomes the norm; in
effect, variety engenders more variety and the individual is faced with a reflexive imperative
(Archer, 2012). This has implications for how identities (including class identities and age identities)
are formed and reproduced. Building on this work, Pierpaolo Donati (2011) distinguishes between
three semantic codes that define changes in the ways in which identity is formed. First, there is a
classical symbolic code, where identity is understood as an essential, immediate unity; identity is
monistic. Second, there is a modern symbolic code, where identity is formed in a process of negation
or opposition to what it is not; identity is dualistic. Finally, there is an after-modern symbolic code,
where identity is defined through and by social relations; identity is relational. If we are to
understand the social phenomena that accompany late modernity, Donati argues, we need to view and
study identity in relational terms. Thus, he sees the rise of new forms of multiple citizenship, post-
secularism, conflict over environmental and human relations (including intergenerational relations),
new forms of community and association, and the demise of traditional cultural identities (including
class identities) as better understood within a relational paradigm. From this perspective, one of the
interesting aspects of identity in later life is the extent to which different forms of identity arise as a
consequence of changes in social relations that are themselves related to profound changes in life
expectancy, well-being in later life and the demographic structure of late-modern societies. It seems
that class identities and age identities may be related and that changes to both may reflect wider
social change.

In what follows, we provide an overview of gerontological approaches to class and later life,



consider key theoretical approaches to identity and social change, and examine evidence at national
and cross-national levels for the relationship between class identity and age identity. In so doing, we
discuss the methodological and data issues associated with cross-national research before presenting
an analysis of global comparative data from the International Social Survey Programme (ISSP) and
also analysis of changes in identity over time using the UK Citizenship Survey.

Gerontological approaches to class and age in later life

Social class occupies an ambiguous position within social gerontology. On the one hand, there is an
abundance of empirical research on how social class location (earlier in life) impacts on mortality
and morbidity in later life. On the other hand, attempts to develop a class-based theory of old age
have, arguably, been less successful. A number of writers have sought to integrate old age into a
general, Marxist, theory of class and capitalism. This is perhaps most obvious in Phillipson’s (1982)
Capitalism and the construction of old age, in which he argued that labour-market participation
rates of older workers are dependent on the demands of capital and, therefore, in the early part of the
20th century at least, highly variable. During periods of lower labour-market supply, like war, older
workers will be retained or rehired to fill gaps in the workforce. During times of economic
constraint, such as a recession, companies will seek to lay older workers off to maintain their rate of
profit. Other writers from the political economy approach have also pointed to the link between early
retirement policies, such as the Job Release Scheme introduced in the UK in 1977, and mass
unemployment (Dex and Phillipson, 1986; Maule, 1995; Desmond, 2000; Taylor, 2002, 2003).
Hence, the demands of (international) capitalism are seen as a threat to the labour-market position of
older people in the UK. From this perspective, older workers are seen very much as a reserve army
of labour who appear to occupy a special position within the class system based on their age. Some
writers have extended these analyses further to argue that the interests of older people and those of the
working classes are essentially the same:

The only way old people can keep pace with rising prices is by aligning themselves with
the workers, who in turn can only benefit if they align themselves with pensioners and
espouse their cause…. Otherwise organised workers will eventually find themselves in the
same position as today’s pensioners. (Elder, 1977: 123)

According to such arguments, not only does class remain an important determinant of life chances in
later life, but also older people should self-consciously identify with the working class to promote
their collective interests. However, attempts to establish a class analysis of old age are inherently
problematic as most measures of class are occupationally based and the majority of older people are
no longer in the labour market.

Ironically, perhaps, age itself has also become a much more problematic term in the study of later
life. Chronological age, in later life at least, has become a very unstable measure of a person’s health,
labour-market position or social activity. Instead, it must compete against an ever-growing number of
other temporal schema, such as emotional age (Bain, 1945), biological age (Jackson et al, 2003),
functional age (Sharkey, 1987; Graham et al, 1999) and cognitive age (Barak and Gould, 1985;
Barak, 1987). Moreover, current cohorts of retirees appear to reject ‘old age’ as an identity.
Increasingly, writers argue that subjective age is a more meaningful concept for understanding how



older people see themselves (Barak, 2009). This is supported by empirical studies which show that
age identity appears to be related to well-being. A youthful outlook has been shown to be a predictor
of ‘successful’ ageing and, among women at least, older age identity is associated with a more
pessimistic outlook towards cognitive ageing (Schafer and Shippee, 2010). Studies of life-course
transitions and age-related identity have shown that conceptions of the timing of old age are related to
chronological age, gender, health and social roles (Kaufman and Elder, 2002). Subjective life
expectancy, for example, has been found to be associated with social class, with people in lower
socio-economic groups being found to perceive an earlier end to middle age and having shorter
subjective life expectancies and older identities (Barrett, 2003; Toothman and Barrett, 2011).
Furthermore, studies addressing people’s sense of the ideal ages for life-course transitions also show
that these vary by age, gender, race and socio-economic status (Bowling et al, 2005). Subjective age
also appears to be related to life events and transitions into social roles across the life course
(Mathur and Moschis, 2005). Research indicates that age identities may be related to generational
effects, particularly associated with the rise of the so-called ‘baby boomer’ generation, and the
increasing emphasis on youthfulness as a driver of consumption in late modernity. It is further
suggested that there are differences between countries that can be measured in cross-cultural studies
(Barak, 2009).

Theories of identity change

One of the ways in which researchers have tried to explain and understand changes in human values
and identities is by relating these to the extent to which human needs are met in modern societies. The
post-materialist thesis (Inglehart, 1987) is based on the idea that in modern and late-modern societies,
there is a decline in conditions of scarcity (where people tend to place greater value on materialist
goals) and an increase in conditions of prosperity (where people tend to prioritise values that
emphasise self-expression). Thus, it is argued, social class identities become diminished in
importance because of improvements in living standards and rising affluence. The thesis, however, is
based around more complex processes than a simple correspondence between development and
values. Inglehart’s socialisation hypothesis proposes that individual values form as a result of the
environment and social interaction in early life, and although values can change as people age, the
likelihood of change decreases as we move towards later life. There are, therefore, potentially
important generational effects, as a sustained period of prosperity and economic development would
lead one to expect differences in values and identity formation between younger and older cohorts.
Indeed, Inglehart has pointed to stronger post-materialist values among generational groups born in
the golden age of welfare capitalism compared to older groups (people born before 1950) and
younger groups (people born after 1975) (Inglehart and Welzel, 2005).

It is important to have comparative studies to address the question of what factors influence
perceptions of class interest and class identity. To date, comparative studies have presented differing
results. Some studies have found class consciousness at similar levels in different countries (Wright,
1989), while others have found cross-national differences (Robinson and Kelley, 1979; Wright,
1997). Economic prosperity appears to strengthen upper-class identity (Evans and Kelley, 2004).A
recent analysis of the World Values Survey covering 44 countries found household income to be
positively correlated with class identity, with significant variations between countries (Andersen and
Curtis, 2012). Lower levels of class identity were found in poorer countries. The study also found



that the relationship between household income and class identity was stronger in countries with high
income inequality. In contrast to commentators who have argued that class identities are dead, these
researchers argue that people do locate their class positions on the basis of income. Thus, they argue,
increasing income inequality may have a polarising effect.

To date, therefore, the literature appears to indicate that there are significant changes in class and
age identities over time and that these changes may be related to economic development and
generational or cohort effects. The evidence also suggests that class identities may present in different
ways in different contexts – cross-culturally and across different social locations. Finally, we should
not exclude the possibility that changes in identity forms may also be related to individual life-course
transitions.

Issues in cross-national research

As this chapter is based on cross-sectional and time series data on how older people construct their
identities, it is important to note a number of methodological issues. Comparing and contrasting any
phenomena across time and/or space raises a number of challenges. These range from the abstract,
conceptual level to the more practical and applied level.

An often-noted problem in cross-national research is the lack of precision in defining the basis of
the comparisons. There can be conceptual and methodological slippage between cross-national and
cross-cultural research. These terms are frequently and wrongly seen as synonymous, when, in fact,
there is often a poor fit between culture(s) and nation(s) (Denton, 2007; Tung, 2008). The conflation
of these terms can lead to an inappropriate generalisation from the unit of observation (that which is
measured) to the unit of analysis (that which forms the theoretical basis of the research). It is,
therefore, important that the unit of analysis in any comparative research is both theoretically
grounded and matches the unit of observation. The approach taken in the following analyses is to
compare nations, rather than cultures. This is for both practical reasons – for example, Gross
Domestic Product (GDP) per capita is only available at the national level – and conceptual reasons –
for example, nation-states set policies, such as the retirement age, which are likely to impact on the
sense of identity for older people.

Another central issue in this type of comparative analysis relates not to what is being compared,
per se, but to what is being measured, or ought to be measured, within each country. It is possible to
identify two broad approaches to, or clusters within, cross-national research. The first of these is
concerned with particular/local/internal/subjective knowledge, while the other seeks to identify
universal/ global/external/objective social phenomena. This distinction has been (re-conceptualised
as ‘emic’ and ‘etic’ perspectives (Spiers, 2000; Higgins and Bhatt, 2001; Karasawa, 2002). This
typology derives from Pike’s work on linguistics (Pike, 1954; Helfrich, 1999) and provides a useful
model for exploring some of the methodological challenges associated with this type of research.
According to this distinction, an emic account is a description of behaviour or beliefs in terms that
are, consciously or unconsciously, meaningful to the actor. Emic accounts are, therefore, seen as
particular, internal and culture-specific (Helfrich, 1999). For researchers who adopt such a
perspective, it is impossible to impose meanings from one culture on to the next. Writing
questionnaire items, for example, is a cultural practice and the final product, the question and/or the
questionnaire, will bear the imprint of the writer’s culture (Miller et al, 1981). Thus, one cannot
simply transfer or translate a question or concept derived from one culture to another and expect it to



carry the same meaning. This is what Berry (1999) defines as an ‘imposed etic’. Even the most
rigorous translation and back-translation process cannot overcome the problem that meanings are
relational. In contrast, etic accounts aim to describe behaviour or beliefs in terms that can be applied
to other cultures. Hence, etic accounts are seen as universal and culturally neutral. Researchers from
this perspective hold that with proper methodological procedures, it is possible to control for these
cultural differences, termed measurement (in)variance or differential item functioning, and therefore
produce comparable, objective, data (Sharma and Weathers, 2003). Nonetheless, the principle focus
of emic research is question validity. In order to ensure that the answers that are given are
meaningful, researchers need to ensure that the question wording or phrases used are understood
within the cultural context in which the research takes place. The principal concerns of etic
researchers, on the other hand, are item, construct and sample comparability. Inter-individual
variation in responses to, say, a questionnaire item is seen, from an etic perspective, to come from
three sources: real differences between individuals; differences in cultural norms or values; and
measurement error. Thus, in order to truly be able to compare like with like and make international
comparisons, the latter two sources of variation need to be reduced or removed. In the context of the
data presented in the following, these debates force us to question whether class or age mean the
same thing to people in different national contexts or at different points in time. It is arguable that
within Europe, with its history of class politics, notions of class are broadly similar. However, it is
debatable whether American or Japanese respondents, who have had a different political and social
history, would understand this term in the same fashion. Likewise, age is open to multiple
interpretations. One could see it as time since birth, how old/young you feel or in generational terms,
as a parent or grandparent.

A final, more technical, set of issues relates to sample comparability when making international
comparisons. It is important to ensure that the sampling methods employed in different national
surveys are the same. A lack of sample comparability and/or the misapplication of sample weights
could again lead to erroneous estimates (Kiecolt and Nathan, 1985; Lee and Forhofer, 2006). These
issues are more commonly associated with research that employs data collected in independent
studies in different countries where the sampling methods are not standardised a priori. The way to
avoid such issues is to ensure that, whenever possible, data are taken from truly cross-national
studies with universally applied sampling techniques within the participating countries and to ensure
that study weights are applied to correct for the unequal probability of selection where stratified
sampling methods are used (Lee and Forhofer, 2006). This is an issue to bear in mind when
examining the results, as there is no uniform approach to sampling in the ISSP, whence some of the
data are drawn.

Data and analyses

In the following sections, we present an analysis of data from the ISSP for 2003 and for four waves of
the Citizenship Survey in the UK. The ISSP is a continuous programme of cross-national
collaboration running annual surveys on topics important for the social sciences. The 2003 survey
addressed issues of identity (ISSP Research Group, 2007). These data provide an unequalled
opportunity to explore these issues cross-nationally. However, they tell us little about how retirees’
sense of identity might have changed over time. To this end, we use time-series data from the
Citizenship Survey in the UK (Department for Communities and Local Government, 2012).



Our aim was to address the importance of social class identity and age group identity among
retired populations. We also wanted to examine differences in identity among different countries and
to look in more detail at these patterns in the British case. A further step was to look at the
relationship between GDP per capita and the proportion of those who say class or age is important –
to test the post-materialist hypothesis – and the proportion aged 65 and over – to test the ‘third age’
hypothesis.

Age identity and class identity in later life: a global view

To get a global perspective on the salience of class and age for identity in later life, the initial
analyses are based on the pooled data from all the countries in the ISSP. In order to directly test the
hypothesis that class and/or age are more or less important sources of identity in a post-working
population, we restricted the analyses to those respondents who said that they were retired.
Notwithstanding concerns about the (in)comparability of concepts in cross-national research, we feel
that retirement is commonly understood in most countries as the withdrawal from the labour market in
later life (see Back, 1977). As such, these respondents should not have an occupation and, in line
with the hypothesis advanced earlier, should therefore have a weaker attachment to (occupationally
based) social class. Conversely, as they identify themselves as retirees, which is an age-based status,
we ought to expect to see higher levels of identification with age or ‘life stage’. Respondents were
asked to choose from a list of around 12 different dimensions, including family, gender, local area
and so on, and say which were important for their sense of identity. They were able select up to three
different dimensions and rank them in order of most important, second most important and third most
important. In these analyses, we have focused solely on those respondents who said that social class
and age or life stage were important.

The data presented in Figure 5.1 show the proportion of retirees from all the ISSP countries
combined who rank either social class or age as important. This is broken down by the relative
importance, that is, first, second or third, and finally whether either was mentioned at all. Overall, the
data show that age appears to be more important for retirees’ sense of identity than class. Just over a
quarter mentioned age as at all important whereas just under a fifth said that class was at all
important. However, it is clear from closer inspection that neither age nor class feature predominantly
in the identities of the retirees. Only 7% of the sample said that their age was the most important
source of their identity and just 2% identified class as the most important. The proportions for both do
rise somewhat when looking at the second and third most important features of identity and the gap
between class and age narrows considerably. This suggests that class still lurks in the background of
people’s sense of who they are, perhaps related to a habitus that informs or influences other more
proximal factors, such as family and friends. Unfortunately, it is not possible to directly test these
arguments in these data. We do not have information on their social networks or cultural practices and
because the data are cross-sectional, we cannot see whether attachment to class has weakened upon
retirement. Class may never have been a dominant feature of their identity or class identity may have
declined sharply with retirement.

The data in Figure 5.2 explore the interrelations between class and age identities among the
retirees. Whereas the previous analyses looked at the two separately by using the data from all the
rankings, it is possible to construct combinations of age and class identities. Based on whether the
respondent said that age or class was at all important (regardless of order), one could report that



neither was important, only one factor was important or that both were important.1 The results show
three things: (1) that the overwhelming majority of the sample see neither age nor class as important;
(2) that age and class are considered as largely separate factors and only a very small proportion
identify with both (4%); and (3) that there is a greater proportion of people (21%) who say that age
alone is important compared to those who say that class alone is important (13%).

Figure 5.1: Importance of social class and age group for retirees’ identity throughout the world

Source: ISSP (2007).

Figure 5.2: The relative importance of age and class for retirees’ identity throughout the world

Source: ISSP (2007).



Cross-national comparisons of age and class identity

Thus far, the analyses have been based on the pooled data from the whole ISSP sample. However,
while this gives us a rough insight into the ‘global’ picture of the salience of age and class for the
identity of retirees, it masks any, potentially interesting, cross-national differences. In order to
explore whether there were any such international differences, respondents from a number of
countries were selected from the sample. Nationalities, for example, Russians, were picked if there
were 100 or more retired respondents from that nationality with valid responses on any of the
‘identity’ questions. However, a number of other countries with fewer than 100 retired respondents,
such as the US, the UK and Japan, which have around 90 valid respondents, were also included as
these are important countries in terms of their international position and ageing populations.

The data presented in Figure 5.3 show a wide range in the proportions who report that class, age
or both are salient factors in their identity. In Taiwan, over 60% say that at least one of these factors
is important, while in Finland, only around one fifth report that they are important. The pattern for the
relative importance of age and class separately or in combination is also rather varied. In some
countries, such as Spain, age is clearly much more important than class. However, in others, such as
Uruguay and the Netherlands, class appears to be more important than age. Nonetheless, age appears
to be more important in more countries, 15 of the 22, than class. What is much clearer is that very few
people in any country, with the possible exception of Taiwan (14%), say that both age and class are
important. In fact, in Austria and South Africa, none of the respondents reported this combination.
These analyses suggest that there might be macro-level factors, at the national level, that influence
these differences. Thus, it could be that some countries have a greater level of ‘age consciousness’ or
‘class consciousness’ than other countries. This could be due to a number of potential factors, such as
the degree of attention paid to these issues in the media or the type of party that is in power.
However, we will focus here on two very basic sets of analyses that reflect key indicators of the
post-materialist and third age theories. These are GDP per capita, as a measure of the general level of
material well-being in a country, and the proportion of the population aged 65 and over, as a measure
of the demographic critical mass of an ageing population. These analyses are presented in Figures 5.4
and 5.5 using data from the World Bank (2012) published online in 2012.

Figure 5.3: The relative importance of age and class for identity for retirees from selected countries



Source: ISSP (2007).

Figure 5.4 shows the proportion of retirees in the previously selected countries2 reporting class as
important for their identity by the GDP per capita for that country in 2003. The data show some
interesting patterns. Overall, for the sample as a whole, there is no clearly identifiable relationship
between the two measures.3 However, there appear to be two clusters of countries, those below
US$10,000 per capita, where there is no relation whatsoever, and those countries where GDP per
capita is around US$15,000 and over. In this second group, there appears to be a strong relationship.
But it is in the opposite direction to that which one would expect if the ‘post-materialist’ hypothesis
were true. What these data seem to show is that (within Europe at least) the greater the degree of
economic development, the greater the proportion of retirees who say that class is important for their
sense of identity.

Figure 5.4: The relationship between GDP per capita and the proportion of retirees who say that class is important for their identity



Turning to the ‘third age’ hypothesis, the data in Figure 5.5 show the relationship between
population ageing and the degree of age identification among the retired population. As with the
previous analysis, the data fail to show a clear pattern. Even when the data for South Africa are
removed, as a clear outlier, no discernible relationship emerges.4

Comparisons of age and class identity over time

While the results from the ISSP give an important ‘global’ view of the salience of age and class for
identity in later life, they were collected a decade ago and, as this question will not be asked again
until 2014, they do not allow us to look at the development of this issue over time. Thus, to address
this, we turn to the final set of analyses, which cover 10 years of the Citizenship Survey in the UK.
This is important as not only do the data cover a sufficiently long period to detect any changes, but
they also capture the ‘credit crunch’ and the beginning of the global recession. To some extent,
therefore, they act like a natural experiment and ought to allow us to see whether the accompanying
financial hardship felt by many and the austerity measures that were introduced post-2007 led to a
return of materialist concerns and a heightened sense of class identification among British retirees.

Figure 5.5: The relationship between the proportion of the population that is aged 65+ and the proportion of retirees who say that age is
important for their identity



On a practical note, unfortunately, the questions on ‘importance for identity’ were not asked in the
2003 or 2005 waves. Also, it is worth repeating that the data are cross-sectional, not longitudinal.
Hence, it is not possible to look at how the relative importance of class and age for identity changes
as a person ages. The data do show that from 2001, there has been an increase in the proportions of
those in retirement who say that neither class nor age are important for their sense of identity.

In 2001, around 45% of retirees did not feel that either of these was important for their identity.
By 2010, this had risen to 55%. Beyond this, the data appear to show a number of interesting things.
First, at all time points, the proportion of retirees who say that class alone is important to their sense
of identity is much smaller than those for whom age alone is important. At its highest in 2008/09,
around 9% of retirees felt that class alone was important. However, this compares to just under a
quarter of retirees in the same year who thought that age alone was important. Although within each
year, age seems to be more important than class, the proportion of retirees who say that age is
important has declined most sharply over the period, notably, between 2001 and 2007. Conversely,
the proportion for whom class alone is important has remained remarkably stable. Another interesting
feature of these data, compared to the ISSP data, is the much larger proportion of retirees who say
that both age and class are important. This ranges from 12% in 2001 to 16% in 2007. There are a
number of possible methodological reasons for this difference. The questions were somewhat
different in the two surveys. In the ISSP, respondents were simply given a list and asked to identify
the first, second and third most important thing for their sense of identity. In the Citizenship Survey,
respondents were asked about each facet individually and invited to say whether they were very
important, quite important, not very important or not at all important.

Figure 5.6: The relative importance of age and class for the identity of British retirees from 2001 to 2010



Source: Citizenship Survey, selected years.

Discussion and conclusion

This chapter has discussed the relationship between social class identities and age identity in later
life. We have illustrated our discussion with an analysis of global comparative data at national state
level and compared data sets over time in the UK context. We have highlighted some of the
methodological issues relating to cross-national comparative work, and the limitations of the data and
the methods used here mean that caution should be applied to any wider interpretations. There are,
however, some interesting points that arise from these simple analyses that can be related to the
literature on class identity and later life as well as some of the attempts to explain variations in class
identity. Overall, the analyses presented in this chapter indicate that neither class nor age are salient
features of identity in later life. While there is no evidence here of the ‘death of class’, there may be
some support for elements of dis-identification, both of class and age. Moreover, there is some
support for Gilleard and Higgs’ (2005) argument that current cohorts of older people are actively
rejecting age-based labels as they enter later life. Age and class identities appear to operate
independently of each other, suggesting, from a relational sociology perspective, that other forms of
identity and identification need to be examined. There is some evidence (in Europe at least) of a
relationship between GDP and class identity, although this appears complex, but there is no evidence
of a generational effect (although the data do not allow us to fully explore this question). Analysis of
UK data suggests higher levels of class and age identity among this sample of retirees, raising both
methodological questions and the possibility of greater variation within samples. Here, the possibility
does arise of a decline in the salience of class and age identities over the last decade of the 20th
century. More detailed work is required to examine which other forms of identification may have
increased or whether there is a general trend towards more fragmented identities. In addition, there is
scope for addressing questions relating different forms of identity in later life to political allegiances,
civic participation and forms of engagement. If, as we believe, the changes associated with late
modernity have led to a social context that is characterised by contingency and individual biographies
driven by a reflexive imperative, the relatively low levels of class and age identity merit further



exploration. It is important that social researchers study the experiences of older people in this
respect and give consideration to the forms of identity (including class and age identities) that they
take with them into later life or adopt in old age. After all, they in particular have lived through the
key events that have led to conditions of nascent globalisation, the growth of consumer capitalism and
its current crisis.

Notes
1It is worth noting here that these analyses include any respondent who had at least one valid answer on any of the three ‘important for
identity’ questions. For example, if they said that family was the most important but then refused to give an answer for the second and
third most important, they are still included in the ‘neither age nor class’ group.

2These analyses do not include Taiwan as the World Bank does not report national-level data for this area.

3A Pearson’s correlation was used to test whether this was statistically significant. The result was r = .06 and p > .05.

4The result was r = .34 and p > .05.
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SIX

Class, pensions and old-age security

Elizangela Storelli and John B.Williamson

Introduction
Public old-age pension systems were originally introduced to reduce the risk of poverty and income
insecurity in old age.Today, most elders in high-income countries 1 are covered by public pensions,
and, as a result, in many high-income countries, older adults are less likely than the general
population to be living below the national poverty line (Vos et al, 2008).Additionally, old-age
inequality rates are significantly lower in countries with well-developed and resourced pensions
systems (Barrientos, 2006; ILO, 2010). Such data support the ageingas-leveller hypothesis, with
public programmes ‘rising the tide’ of older adults to a more equal playing field with a narrowed
distribution of income (Crystal and Shea, 1990). Other researchers have documented life-course
continuities, suggesting post-retirement status maintenance, where inequalities remain stable with
age (eg Henretta and Campbell, 1976; Hardy, 2009).Alternatively, the cumulative
advantage/disadvantage hypothesis posits that social class origins have enduring positive and
negative effects that accumulate over time, resulting in increased inequality with age (Dannefer, 2003;
O’Rand et al, 2010).These three hypotheses are important to consider, as recent cross-cultural
research has demonstrated the extent to which formal pension schemes provide income security and
its effect on post-retirement inequality varies significantly among nations (Disney and Whitehouse,
2003). First, there are large disparities in terms of pension coverage.While high-income countries in
North America and Western Europe have coverage ratios that range between 50% and 90%, large
parts of Africa,Asia and Latin America have substantially lower coverage rates, often less than 20%
of the elderly population (see Figure 6.1) (ILO, 2010). Coverage ratios also vary within countries,
with disproportionate numbers of low-wage workers and other vulnerable groups being without
coverage (Vos et al, 2008). Second, there are large disparities in benefit adequacy. Benefits are often
tied to contributions and mirror the adequacy of pre-retirement income. Pensions in themselves do not
guarantee old-age security. In addition to problems linked to coverage and adequacy, demographic
changes are also contributing to the problem of pension system sustainability. In high-income
countries, 21% of the population is aged 60 years or older (United Nations, 2009). By 2050, almost
33% of the population will be aged 60 or older and 26% will be aged 65 or older. Whereas middle-
and low-income countries have had comparatively lower proportions of older adults, only 8% in
2009, by 2050, the proportion of the population aged 60 or older will reach 22%. Rapid population
ageing is adding sustainability to the pressing issue of low coverage already facing many middle- and
low-income countries.

Figure 6.1: Percentage of the working-age population effectively covered by old-age contributory



pension programmes

Source: Adapted from ILO (2010).

Such demographic and associated economic pressures have forced reforms that in many countries
have reduced coverage and pension security while increasing inequality among older adults
(Barrientos, 2006; Stewart and Yermo, 2009). The outcomes of these reforms, however, are not all
negative: there have been both winners and losers, with variations depending largely on gender and
class differences (Williamson, 2011). The political economy of ageing perspective can be used to
argue that variations in the treatment of the elderly can be better understood by looking at country
differences in social welfare policies, ideologies and social-structural factors, including power
differences between class groups (Estes et al,1996).Whether a country chooses a pension system that
emphasises income replacement versus poverty prevention, or equal treatment versus equal outcomes,
depends largely on the social values and ideals reflected in their political and welfare legacies
(Kohli and Arza, 2010). In this way, class and income security outcomes also coincide with each
country’s social welfare political legacy. Different pension models emphasise different policies that
reduce, maintain or exacerbate class differences in line with their political welfare legacies.

Pension models

Although there is great diversity among countries with respect to pension design, four basic public
pension models are particularly relevant to the discussion presented in this chapter: (1) the pay-
asyou-go defined benefit (PAYG-DB) model; (2) the funded defined contribution (FDC) model; (3)
the notional defined contribution (NDC) model; and (4) the social pension model. These models vary
in many ways, including funding, guaranteed benefits and risk outcomes. In the following, we discuss
these important variations.

Table 6.1: Comparison of old-age pension schemes



Source: Adapted from Calvo et al (2010).

Pension benefits can be financed on a PAYG basis, where contributions of active workers are used to
pay for the benefits of present pensioners. As funds do not accumulate in these systems, they are
referred to as ‘unfunded’. In public, or government-managed, PAYG-DB models, pension benefits are
usually funded by payroll taxes on the current working population and their employers. Benefits
received at retirement are typically based on a pre-established formula using the number of years of
contributions and a measure of average or final earnings.

As opposed to PAYG schemes, pension models where each generation finances its own pensions
are described as ‘funded’ models. FDC models provide old-age security based on individual
accounts typically funded by mandatory contributions from covered workers and/or their employers
(James, 2005). Contribution levels are generally set by the government and benefits are based on
accumulated funds and net annual returns of investment, minus the fees charged to manage account
investments. FDC funds are usually invested by private sector money management organisations and
are thus referred to as FDC private pensions, though, in reality, governments are still largely involved
in supervisory and regulatory roles. Similar to the FDC model, with the NDC model, workers (and
sometimes employers) make payroll tax contributions that are credited to their individual notional
(unfunded) accounts, with their actual contributions going to the government, which, in turn, uses the
money to pay pensions to current retirees. The eventual pension benefits are based on the total amount
credited to the account over the working years. It is also based on the life expectancy of the worker’s
age cohort at the time of retirement (Börcsh-Supan, 2006).

As opposed to the other three schemes, old-age social pensions are not based on the contributions
of individual workers. They are described as being non-contributory and are usually funded by the
government’s general tax revenues and provide flat-rate benefits. Social pensions can be ‘universal’,
providing benefits to all residents (or citizens) of a certain age or industry, such as rural or
agricultural workers, or ‘means-tested’, where coverage is provided only for those whose income
falls below a specified level (Palacios and Sluchynsky, 2006).

Pension policy and old-age security

The structure of pension systems influences the exposure to and distribution of individual risk and,
consequently, the degree of income security in old age. Pension models fall on a spectrum of high to
low individual risk, coinciding with lower to higher degrees of income security (see Figure 6.2).



Figure 6.2: Individual risk and income security pension spectrum

Funded defined contribution plans

At one end of the spectrum are FDC privatised pensions, where funds are usually invested by private
money management organisations in stocks, bonds and other securities.While FDC schemes are meant
to encourage workforce participation, personal saving and individual redistribution (income
smoothing) over the life course, they cannot guarantee income security in old age (Kingson and
Williamson, 1999). Due to the connection between eventual benefits and individual contributions,
those with low wages and infrequent contributions typically end up with inadequate benefits in old
age (reflecting cumulative disadvantage). Contributions tied to employment in the formal sector lead
to coverage problems for those working in informal sectors. The FDC model works best for workers
who are fully employed in steady and well-paying jobs in the formal labour market, and it primarily
benefits high-wage male workers (reflecting cumulative advantage) (Vos et al, 2008). Reliance on
financial markets means that FDC schemes are subject to dramatic swings, leading to unpredictable
and often inadequate benefits during retirement (Burtless, 2003). Current evidence suggests that
shifting to an FDC scheme from PAYG-DB schemes reduces coverage rates (ILO, 2010). In general,
FDC schemes are limited in their ability to provide poverty alleviation. In addition, they tend to
foster increased inequality and decreased income security for older adults (Williamson, 2011). More
than 20 pension schemes around the world include an FDC component (James, 2005).

Since NDC plans are also defined contribution schemes, they have many similar outcomes as FDC
systems, though with less individual risk.As benefits depend on accumulated individual credit for
payroll taxes paid in connection with formal employment, NDC schemes tend to favour higher-income
and long-term workers and tend to penalise the frequently unemployed and low-income, temporary
and informal workers (Fultz, 2006).Without redistributive elements, the distribution of income after
retirement becomes a function of the combined inequalities of pre-retirement income and post-
retirement pension adequacy, generally leading to greater inequalities among older adults than among
younger workers (Arza, 2007).

However,unlike FDC plans,the ‘interest’earned on NDC accounts is based on non-financial
indexing mechanisms (eg changes in average wage levels). Thus, outcomes are less volatile than
those in private markets. Further, some countries include measures that grant notional credit to certain
groups of workers for time spent out of the paid labour force. For example, some countries grant
credit to those who are receiving unemployment insurance benefits or mothers who are caring for
small children. In such cases, the government contributes to the NDC system out of general revenue on
behalf of the worker, whose NDC account is, in turn, credited for those contributions.Which groups
are covered, as well as the size of the credit and the number of years a worker can receive credit, can
vary from country to country, accommodating varied welfare preferences (Börcsh-Supan, 2006; Fultz,
2006).Although relatively new, NDC schemes have been introduced in several countries, including
Sweden, Italy, Poland, Russia, Latvia, Slovakia, Croatia, Kyrgyzstan, Kazakhstan and Mongolia
(Williamson et al, 2011).

Pay-as-you-go defined benefit plans



As defined benefit plans, PAYG-DB schemes guarantee certain benefits based on pre-established
conditions, such as certain wage replacement levels, and thus do better at guaranteeing minimum
pensions. However, as benefits are still tied to employment histories, pre-retirement status is
generally maintained: low-income, temporary workers and those not in the formal workforce will
have lower benefits than those with higher wages and full employment histories (Herd, 2009). In
many cases, PAYG-DB models incorporate modest redistribution by providing greater replacement
rates for lower-income individuals, though well-off individuals still receive greater absolute
benefits. PAYG-DB systems are better at guaranteeing certain benefits than defined contribution
systems, such as FDC and NDC pensions, but are less efficient than social pensions in terms of
providing income security to the poor (Kingson and Williamson, 2001).

Social pensions

Social pensions are designed to redistribute income across population groups, with the goal of
reducing poverty among the older population (Kohli and Arza, 2010). Since they are not based on
contributions tied to employment, social pensions are able to increase coverage to include informal
and irregular workers and the unemployed,and generally ‘rise the tide’, leading to reduced inequality
and greater income security for poor older adults (Palacios and Sluchynsky, 2006). However, the
effectiveness of social pensions in reducing old-age poverty depends on whether benefits are set
above the poverty line. Typically, social pension benefits are set below the poverty line and are not
sufficient to take older adults without other sources of income out of poverty (Barrientos, 2006).

Social pensions can be used as a country’s primary pension system, or as a supplementary pension
serving as a safety net to those who may have inadequate benefits from contributory pensions. For
example, countries with NDC plans (which are generally not redistributive) often have a separate
non-contributory social pension component (that is redistributive). Social pensions are generally
funded in part or entirely from general government revenues and act as income insurance for
individuals who would otherwise receive inadequate benefits due to low wages and/or irregular
work histories. In such cases, the social pension is typically means-tested and, in many countries,
eligibility requires payroll tax contributions for a specified period of time, ranging from five to 20
years.The effectiveness of social pensions in providing income security usually depends on both the
eligibility requirements and the generosity of the benefit.

Although, in theory, universal social pensions have the potential to provide substantial income
security in old age, in practice, the benefits are generally very low. In most poor countries, there is a
lack of political support or the financial base needed to sustain social pensions at the level needed to
bring poor elders up to the poverty line (Vos et al, 2008). Well-targeted, means-tested social
pensions can have wide-ranging benefits, but are often limited by the lack of the administrative
infrastructure needed to determine who qualifies (Holzmann and Hinz, 2005).Aside from cost and
effectiveness, the choice between universal or targeted social pensions often reflects differences in
underlying ideological values and the intended goals of each country’s pension system (Barrientos,
2006).

Old-age security in high-income countries

FDC pensions, NDC pensions, PAYG-DB pensions and social pensions each favour different



segments of the population.As such, a country’s national pension system typically involves multiple
pillars (tiers), and the distinct emphasis of each pillar is shaped in large part by welfare policy
legacies that reflect societal preferences concerning the redistribution of resources within and among
generations.

After the Second World War, several Anglo-Saxon and Scandinavian countries modified pensions
that had originally been means-tested, making them universal.This group has been labelled ‘the
Beveridgean family’, in recognition of William Beveridge’s role in shaping the British welfare state
at that time. During that same period, Continental and Southern European countries formed the
‘Bismarckian family’ of pension policy following the German model consisting of work-based
earnings-related pensions (Kohli and Arza, 2010). By the end of the 20th century, it became common
to group most of the pensions systems in the high-income nations into one of three groups using a
typology outlined by Esping-Anderson (1990). Scandinavian countries had ‘social-democratic’
regimes characterised by high universal public benefits; Continental European countries had
‘conservative’ regimes, with public benefits aimed at preserving the status differentiation of the
labour market; and Anglo-Saxon countries had ‘liberal’ regimes characterised by low public benefits
coupled with private occupational schemes for many workers (Kohli and Arza, 2010). Although some
argue that this typology is outdated today (Rhodes, 1996; Gough and Wood, 2004), recent analysis
suggests that most high-income countries are still adopting social policies that align quite well with
these three institutional and political legacies, especially during times of crises (Chung and
Thewissen, 2011; Haynes, 2011).As outlined later, Esping-Anderson’s threefold typology remains
useful for categorising pension regimes in high-income countries.

Social-democratic countries

Countries with social-democratic regimes, such as Scandinavian countries, originally labelled as
such for providing high public benefits, continue to choose a mix of pension policies that provide
relatively high levels of income security and low levels of inequality. For example, though not
generally associated with greater income security, the NDC scheme in Sweden includes benefit
credits for those who are unemployed or temporarily out of the labour market, as well as a generous
minimum benefit (Cichon, 1999; Williamson, 2011). By supplementing the NDC pillar with
redistributive policy elements and a social pension pillar, income security among older adults in
Sweden remains high and inequality remains low. In general, high levels of social benefits in
Scandinavian countries have been associated with greater income replacement and lower levels of
poverty and inequality among older adults throughout the region, especially when compared to
countries with liberal (Anglo-Saxon) welfare regimes (ILO, 2010; Haynes, 2011).

Conservative countries

Countries with conservative regime legacies, such as those in Western Europe, have pension schemes
that tend to maintain pre-retirement status. For example, in contrast to Sweden, Italy’s NDC system
provides generous benefits to contributors without generous minimum benefits (Cichon, 1999).
Germany’s pension system includes a large PAYG-DB pillar that closely ties benefits to individual
contribution histories but, as opposed to the more social-democratic regime of Sweden, does not
provide credits for periods of unemployment (Kohli and Arza, 2010). A distinction is sometimes
made between the pension systems found in Southern Europe (Portugal, Italy, Greece and Spain),



countries that put greater reliance on families for social assistance, the so-called Mediterranean
model, and those in Germany and other Continental countries (Rhodes, 1996).

Liberal countries

Liberal regimes, typical of Anglo-Saxon countries, tend to emphasise a limited role for the state and a
greater role for the market, including low public benefits topped with occupational and private
schemes; a policy mix that tends to limit income security and exacerbate the effects of cumulative
advantage and disadvantage in old age. For example, the US social security system (PAYG-DB),
though slightly redistributive – replacing a higher rate of pre-retirement income for low-wage
workers – provides relatively low replacement rates relative to the Scandinavian countries (ILO,
2010).When social security was first introduced, it significantly reduced poverty among older adults.
However, stagnant benefits and an increased emphasis on employer-sponsored pensions (defined
benefit and defined contribution pensions) and individual private pensions (voluntary FDC pensions)
have led to increasing inequality among older adults in recent years (Engelhardt and Gruber, 2006).
Legislated tax breaks used to encourage personal savings in individual pension accounts tend to
benefit those with higher incomes,and employer-sponsored pensions are largely segregated by job
and industry, disproportionately benefiting middle- and higher-income groups (Munnell and Sundén,
2004; Butrica et al, 2010).

As another example, the UK has recently passed new legislation mandating that as of 2012, every
new employee earning over a specified amount must be automatically enrolled in either their
employer’s occupational pension plan or one of the new privatised account plans called ‘personal
accounts’ (Williamson, 2011). This is just the most recent of a number of prior private sector
individual account schemes promoted by the British government since the 1986 legislation that
provided incentives for workers to opt out of the public PAYG-DB pension scheme in favour of
privatised FDC personal accounts. Greater reliance on these private FDC pensions means that older
adults in the UK face increased risks of inadequate benefits due to volatile markets and/or low
contribution rates.

Although the tactic of limiting government involvement and using tax breaks to encourage
supplementary employer and private pensions tends to absorb almost as much public revenue as the
welfare policies of more conservative regimes, such as Germany and France, the outcomes tend to be
less efficient and egalitarian (Kohli and Arza,2010).Evidence suggests that old-age poverty is
strongly associated with resources spent on social transfers.The poverty rates of older adults in the
US are twice as high as those in Germany or France and four times as high as those in the
Scandinavian countries, which spend an average of nearly 50% more on social transfers than do
Anglo-Saxon countries (OECD, 2009; ILO, 2011).While outcomes are not necessarily uniform across
countries, pension systems are effective in reducing income inequality and poverty among older
adults when sufficiently endowed with resources.

In general, high-income countries have pension systems that affect income/class inequality and
financial security in accordance with their political welfare legacies. Countries with social-
democratic legacies have a policy mix that minimises income inequality and promotes retirement
security for all. Countries with a conservative legacy tend to have policies that maintain pre-
retirement class structures. Lastly, countries with liberal legacies have policy mixes that tend to
exacerbate income inequalities and provide comparatively low retirement security.



Old-age security in middle- and low-income countries

Old-age security and pension outcomes in middle- and low-income countries are especially important
to consider, as over 60% of the world’s elderly population now live in these countries, a proportion
that will reach nearly 80% by 2050 (United Nations, 2009). In most high-income countries,
population ageing did not become an issue until economic and welfare structures were generally
well-developed. Current middle- and low-income countries, on the other hand, are being forced to
contend with population ageing in the midst of fragile economies, low levels of economic
development and fierce economic globalisation (Vos et al, 2008). Pension programmes in lower-
income countries are typically plagued by coverage rate problems, with mean coverage rates among
the poorest countries generally under 20% (ILO, 2010). Although initially establishing pension
systems that largely mirrored the European PAYG-DB schemes, faced with simultaneous population
ageing and the need to promote economic development, many middle- and low-income countries have
adopted developmentalist approaches to pension welfare. The developmental welfare approach
regards economic development as the more essential element of social and economic advancement,
and tries to use social policy as an agent to foster economic development (Ye, 2011).At early stages
of development, the logic of the developmentalist approach suggests that pension policies should
serve the most productive sectors of society,such as workers in large firms and urban areas or
government employees.

The developmentalist welfare approach has generally resulted in poor outcomes, such as
increased inequality between rich and poor or between urban and rural citizens (Kwon, 2009).
Evidence from middle-and low-income countries suggests that developmentalist pension reforms –
such as shifting from defined benefit to private defined contribution systems – generally failed to
achieve their economic development objectives, and tend to reduce income security for both current
and future retirees (Fultz, 2006;Arza, 2007; ILO, 2010). Disillusioned by the outcomes of privatised
pensions, many middle- and low-income countries are now reviewing and reconsidering the role of
income security in national development. Increasingly, income security among older adults is
perceived as an effective and important means to facilitate and safeguard long-term economic growth
and, rather than the developmentalist approach, many countries are now adopting reforms and
policies that facilitate and encourage ‘growth with equity’ or ‘pro-poor growth’ (OECD, 2009; ILO,
2011).To this end, many middle- and low-income countries are enacting or considering a new wave
of reforms aimed at increasing income security for older adults. For example, Chile has recently
implemented social pension reforms designed to increase benefits for both low-income contributors
and non-contributors (Calvo et al,2010).Argentina and Bolivia have reversed their reforms based on
funded individual accounts, and Croatia, Hungary and Poland are debating whether or not to reduce
the size of the private tier of their pension systems (ILO, 2010).There have also been successful
efforts to introduce universal and means-tested social pensions in several countries. In Botswana,
Namibia and South Africa, for example, basic social pension schemes have had positive effects on
poverty alleviation (Johnson and Williamson, 2006), and targeted rural social pensions in Brazil
have also been very successful at reducing old-age poverty (Lloyd-Sherlock, 2006; Stewart and
Yermo, 2009).We now discuss two country case studies to illustrate what may in the years ahead
become a trend away from the prior developmentalist approach to pension policy reform in lower-
income nations.

China



As in many middle- and low-income countries, the welfare system in China has gone through radical
changes during the past few decades. Prior to 1995, China’s pension system was a PAYG-DB scheme
designed primarily to cover urban workers, particularly those employed in state-owned enterprises
(Williamson et al, 2011). Under the developmentalist stage of its pension reform efforts, a number of
changes were made (Ye, 2011). Between 1997 and 2005, China began the transition to a multi-pillar
scheme by adding a substantial FDC pillar (Impavido et al, 2009).The urban system now includes a
PAYG-DB pillar and a mandatory individual FDC pillar. In addition, there is a new government-
regulated FDC occupational pillar available for workers in some of the most profitable large firms.
Despite these reforms, as of 2008, only an estimated 33% of the Chinese labour force was covered by
pension programmes (Impavido et al, 2009), including only about half of urban workers, but efforts
are underway to greatly increase this coverage with a new social pension scheme for urban residents
(Fang, 2012). China’s rural population has historically had very little pension coverage (only 7% as
of 2008; see Impavido et al, 2009); however, that will be changing rapidly as the government is
making a major effort to extend pension coverage to the rural population (Williamson et al,
2011).With the goals of ‘basic benefit’ and ‘broad coverage’ the New Rural Social Pension
Insurance (NRSPI), adopted in 2009, aims to cover all rural areas by 2020 (Ye, 2011: 688). NRSPI
is a voluntary programme that combines a social pension financed by both local and central
government with an FDC account financed by individual contributors. Older adults who contribute to
the FDC part of the pension for a specified number of years become eligible for benefits that
supplement the modest social pension component.

Although the establishment of the NRSPI demonstrates the Chinese government’s new efforts
towards sustainable ‘development with equity’ (Ye, 2011), there are a number of important
limitations that may impact income security outcomes for older adults. Since the scheme is voluntary,
it is unclear how well it is going to work with respect to both coverage rates and benefit levels.
Further, many of the poorest workers may be unable or unwilling to contribute to the FDC component,
and thus those most in need may not benefit. Lastly, central and particularly local (provincial)
governments may not have enough tax revenue over the long run to make good on the pension benefits
currently being promised (Williamson et al, 2011).Yet, despite these limitations, the NRSPI is crucial
to bridging the urban–rural divide among older Chinese and has already increased income security
for millions of older adults in rural China.

Chile

Chile’s first pension system mirrored European PAYG-DB schemes based on employment
contributions. With large agricultural and informal labour markets, coverage remained limited to
government and urban workers and benefits were high (Barrientos, 2002). Due to increasing
demographic pressures and pension system deficits, as well as the strong influence of
developmentalist policy preferences from the World Bank and other economic consultants, in 1981,
Chile began a transition from its old PAYG-DB system to a new scheme based on privately managed
individual FDC accounts,making it the first country to implement a mandated FDC privatised pension
system. Following the Chilean reform, 11 more countries in Latin America, as well as 13 countries in
Central and Eastern Europe and Central Asia, have reformed their pensions systems to include full or
partially privatised FDC plans (ILO, 2010).

The mandated individual contributions of the FDC plan pushed individuals into the informal sector
and overall pension coverage declined (Arza, 2007).Additionally, the new privatised FDC plan had
problems due to insufficient asset accumulation to pay adequate pensions at retirement to low-wage



workers. Despite the high administration fees, the FDC pension plan worked quite well for high-
income, steadily employed workers, but it has increased income inequality and has had a detrimental
effect on income security, particularly among low-income older adults. Disillusioned with
developmentalist welfare policy, Chile has recently introduced reforms designed to put greater
emphasis on providing universal and equitable pension benefits. In 2008, the country passed
comprehensive pension reforms that provide a non-contributory social pension, paid to the poorest
60% of the elderly population, and a supplementary pension benefit for those who are eligible for
private pensions, but have inadequate benefits (Calvo et al, 2010).The reform also provides a tax
credit for voluntary savings targeted specifically at low-income workers.

Beginning with PAYG-DB models, both Chile and China subsequently implemented
developmentalist reforms that prioritised economic development and focused pension benefits on
high-income and urban formal sector workers. Overall, these reforms had detrimental effects on
coverage and benefit levels, reducing old-age income security in each country. In recent years, both
countries have made policy shifts from a prior emphasis on developmentalist goals towards a new
‘growth with equity’ approach (ILO, 2011). Both have enacted social pension policies that aim to
increase coverage and benefit adequacy for low-income and rural older adults.Although there are
marked differences in pension policies and development trajectories among middle- and low-income
countries, the examples of Chile and China illustrate how pension reforms can show functionally
similar trends in different parts of the world while at the same time maintaining major structural
differences reflecting country-specific policy legacies and differences in class, demographic,
economic and political structures.

Looking to the future

Our analysis suggests that in the high-income countries, pension systems consist of a mix of policies
that affect inequality and income security in accordance with their social welfare policy legacies. In
middle- and lower-income countries, poverty, inequality and class-related pension outcomes have
recently been shaped by policies designed more to foster rapid economic development than to deal
with the current financial security needs of their economically vulnerable older citizens. We expect
important, but relatively modest, policy changes over the next couple of decades in the high-income
countries.While these countries will be experiencing rapid population ageing and increased pressures
due to further economic globalisation, their welfare state cultures are likely to remain relatively
stable, albeit with reforms tending towards less generous benefits.

Our conclusions are different, but necessarily more tentative, for the middle- and low-income
nations. Their welfare states are emerging at a different point in history, and will be facing serious
pressures due to dramatic population ageing and the exigencies of economic globalisation.The
welfare state models that emerge in many of these countries may not fit well within any of the three
categories of Esping-Anderson’s typology. These countries each have their own class, cultural and
institutional legacies that are likely to influence the shape of the pension policy institutions that
emerge. It may be that different models will emerge in different parts of the world (Gough and Wood,
2004). It is possible that we will eventually see a degree of convergence around three new models: a
Latin American model (greatly influenced by Chile) (Aspalter, 2011); an East/South East Asian
model (greatly influenced by China) (Lee and Ku, 2007); and possibly an African model (greatly
influenced by South Africa, or possibly Namibia).Yet, regardless of whether these three models



converge, what seems most likely is that there will be an eventual shift away from the recent focus on
developmentalist models promoted by the World Bank, towards new pension models that are more
responsive to the immediate social welfare needs of the older populations in emerging economies
around the world.

Note
1 In this chapter, the differentiation of countries into low-, middle- and high-income is based on the World Bank’s (2012) country
classification system, which uses Gross National Income (GNI) per capita as its main criterion.
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SEVEN

Class and health inequalities in later life

Ian Rees Jones and Paul Higgs

Introduction

For over 60 years, significant research activity has addressed the extent to which the effects of social
class over the life course have determined or contributed to an individual’s economic and social fate
in old age. This has led to the elaboration and discussion of a whole host of conceptual and
measurement issues among a growing body of epidemiological and social researchers. In light of the
social changes and accompanying theoretical developments over the same period, to these issues we
must add questions about the viability of class as a means of understanding social relations and social
inequality in contemporary society. In this chapter, we will interrogate these issues as they relate to
the role of class in later life using the prism of health inequalities. We will seek to show how the
relationship between class and later life, in terms of health inequalities, is more complex than would
be expected. Furthermore, we will argue that this complexity demands that we need to think more
creatively about how such relationships can work and whether the nature of contemporary retirement
creates a more ‘individualised’ context for the operation of social class in all its different
manifestations.

A major driver of our argument is that when examined in the round, much research on health
inequalities in later life in North America and Western Europe has produced remarkably ambiguous
results. While some studies have demonstrated a convergence in the health of those from different
socio-economic positions as they enter old age, other studies have shown that class-related
inequalities in mortality, morbidity and health behaviours continue deep into later life (Breeze et al,
2001). Researchers have focused on two competing hypotheses to explain these patterns: the
cumulated disadvantage thesis, which suggests that the level of health inequality related to socio-
economic status (SES) in a cohort increases as a cohort ages (Dannefer, 2003; Prus, 2007); and the
‘divergence/convergence’, or ‘age as leveller’, hypothesis, which suggests a widening of inequalities
up to early old age but with a decrease in inequalities thereafter (Beckett, 2000). To date, much
socioepidemiological research interrogating these hypotheses has treated social class as a variable
within standard log linear models. This has led to two key areas of difficulty emerging: first,
technical questions about the utility of occupational class and other indicators of socio-economic
position to study health statuses in a post-working population; and, second, theoretical questions
about the role of social class in the lives of both working and retired people. In respect of the former,
studies of later life have focused on a range of different measures of SES, incorporating indicators of
class, status, income, wealth and deprivation and how these interact with other important factors such
as retirement status, gender and ethnicity. Almost as a consequence of this, there has been a relative
neglect of wider theoretical debates about class and class culture and how these might relate to the



changing nature of later life. One effect of this is that the wider implications of the emergence of a
relatively lengthy post-working life have not been fully incorporated into studies of class and health
in old age. This is a major lacuna given that the generations entering retirement today in affluent
countries are precisely those who have experienced the social changes that have seen both increased
prosperity and the questioning of the salience of class in wider society. We therefore need to address
two questions. First, how is it best to describe and explain patterns of social class inequalities in
health over the life course? Second, what does class mean in later life and how can it be
conceptualised in relation to a population that may have been out of the workforce for many decades?

Health inequality and the role of social class

Despite continued increases in life expectancy, there is now a large and overwhelming body of
research that highlights the persistence of health inequalities across the life course (Marmot, 2010).
Health gradients have been identified by SES (Marmot, 2006), geographic indicators of area and
place (Dorling, 2012), race and ethnicity (Nazroo et al, 2009), income (Wilkinson, 2005), education
(Eikemo et al, 2008), IQ (Batty and Deary, 2004), and, not least, social class (Muntaner and Lynch,
1999). The general recognition that inequalities persist and are deepening has not led to any general
agreement over their cause or, indeed, over the nature of the interventions necessary to address them
(Pickett and Dorling, 2010). However, it has pointed out the need to go beyond the simple collection
of the facts of inequality and towards explanation. One particular challenge reoccurs, which is how
do the relationships between social class, geography, lifestyle and behaviour interact to produce the
well-adumbrated statistics that populate epidemiological journals (Higgs et al, 2004)? Rather than
trying to identify one key factor, it is likely that explanations are to be found in the complex
interactions between individual, group and environmental factors.

Hall and Taylor (2009) have argued that social relations are structured by collective
representations (or social imaginaries) that foster social trust, give meaning to individual action,
provide a sense of belonging to a community and inform what is expected from other members of that
community. Such relations contribute to social cohesion and influence people’s capabilities and
potential for resilience at both individual and population levels. By doing so, they set the range of
behaviours that are seen to be appropriate in different contexts and promote (or damage) the health of
communities (Gatens, 2004). In these formulations, social relations structured by organisations, social
networks and social hierarchies all play a role in the construction of health inequalities. Some notable
writers have taken the lead from these approaches and emphasised either social hierarchies and status
(Marmot, 2006) or the concomitant psychosocial mechanisms that follow on from the stresses of
living in unequal societies (Wilkinson and Pickett, 2009). Others have continued to argue for the
continued salience of occupational class (Goldthorpe, 2009; Muntaner et al, 2010) in providing an
overarching context for understanding health inequalities. To this group needs to be added those
researchers drawing on the non-reductive work of Bourdieu (1984) to focus on the impact of class
relations on the production and reproduction of advantage (Atkinson, 2010). For this latter group,
class position is constructed and maintained through accumulation of different forms of economic,
cultural and social capital over the life course (Le Roux et al, 2008; Jones et al, 2011). How this is
then transformed into inequality is therefore not simple, nor is it inevitable. Given the increasing
sophistication of these arguments, it is odd that the more complex and contextualised understandings
of class relations are not fully incorporated into research addressing inequalities in health in later



life.

Health inequality and later life

As we pointed out earlier, in respect of the understanding of health inequalities in later life, research
has produced ambiguous results. Although rates of disability and illness in older populations have
fallen over the last 40 years, inequalities in health can be found both in the young old and at very old
ages. But, in equal measure, researchers have found evidence for declining levels of inequality in the
case of some health conditions. Some early studies suggested that the health status of different socio-
economic groups in old age was becoming more equal (Fox and Goldblatt, 1982; Townsend et al,
1988; Arber and Ginn, 1993; Arber and Lahelma, 1993). This convergence has been generally
explained in terms of mortality selection or survivor effects. Indeed, data from the UK shows life
expectancy seemingly growing more equal for people from manual and non-manual occupational
backgrounds, suggesting that differential survivorship in old age may have lessened (Office for
National Statistics, 2007). Some studies do show that socio-economic inequalities remain as people
age (Marmot et al, 2003) and that inequalities in morbidity appear to continue into later life (Grundy
and Glaser, 2000; Breeze et al, 2001; Grundy and Sloggett, 2003). Analysis of Scottish data suggests
that, taking account of selective mortality, inequalities persist in old age (Benzeval et al, 2011).
Analysis of the British Regional Heart Survey has also shown that inequalities in coronary heart
disease incidence persist in later life (Ramsay et al, 2008). Importantly, the same data show that
almost a third of all deaths occurring during middle and older age can be attributed to the excess risks
experienced by manual men over non-manual men, with over half of this accounted for by adult
coronary risk factors, including smoking, alcohol and physical activity (Emberson et al, 2004). In
contrast, analysis of the Health Survey for England (Asthana et al, 2004) found substantial variation
in the relative importance of the age and class distributions of different diseases. The authors argued
that age effects may be important even in conditions where an apparently strong social class gradient
exists.

In comparative work, Bowling (2004) examined evidence across 11 European countries and found
that absolute and relative inequalities in mortality by measures of housing tenure and education
persist into old age, even in the oldest old. Pooled data show that absolute socioeconomic mortality
inequalities increased with age, while relative socioeconomic mortality inequalities decreased with
age. However, different measures of socio-economic location appear to behave differently with
respect to health status. For example, in Germany, income was found to be the best predictor of health
status in a 60+ population, while education, occupational prestige and wealth were not consistently
related to health (Von Dem Knesebeck et al, 2003). Analysis of the Survey of Health, Ageing and
Retirement in Europe (SHARE) data found quality of life in old age (as measured by the CASP-19) to
be associated with socio-economic position (SEP) (measured by income, education, home-
ownership, net worth and car ownership), but this association varied in strength between countries,
with high variation in Germany and low variation in Switzerland (Von Dem Knesebeck et al, 2007).
Once again, we are left with ambiguous results, which makes the task of addressing the role of social
class in later life all the more difficult.

Class as a variable and other indicators



Occupational class as a variable is a problematic entity, which has important implications for the
conduct of research into health inequalities. As Muntaner et al (2010) show, measures of employment
relations as the basis for formulations of social class follow two basic frameworks: neo-Weberian
(drawing on the National Statistics Socio-economic Classification (NS-SEC) and neo-Marxist
(Wright, 1997). Their review of studies utilising these approaches found that associations between
employment relations and health do not always follow a graded relationship. For example, small
employers can show poorer health than skilled workers and supervisors can sometimes have worse
health than front-line workers. The studies provide important support for Wright’s (1978) theory of
contradictory class locations. Such findings, based as they are on a relational approach to class,
differ considerably from approaches based on stratification according to income or status. They
consequently buttress critiques of the later work of Goldthorpe (2009) and have important
implications for any policy recommendations, specifically, the extent to which policies should focus
on the redistribution of income and wealth or on changes in workplace conditions and the provision
of education and welfare services.

In the past, later life was often ignored or at least neglected by researchers undertaking class
analysis, primarily because researchers needed to concentrate on adult working populations in order
to operationalise their analyses of inequality. In recent years, however, the number of studies of
ageing and inequality has rapidly grown given the greater availability of large high-quality studies
and longitudinal data, such as the English Longitudinal Study of Ageing (ELSA) the Berlin Ageing
studies and SHARE. Aratzcoz and Rueda (2007) have noted the neglect of older people in research
on health inequalities and, in particular, in research on class and later life. Crucially, one of the
explanations for this neglect has been that there has been no agreement on the best measure of SEP for
older people among social epidemiologists. Using the past occupational status of individuals was
seen as problematic for a number of reasons, including the time elapsed since exiting the labour
market, the ambivalent nature of last occupation and differences in the extent and depth of the
relationship between occupation and material resources in old age. As Hyde and Jones (2007)
showed, time since labour-market exit appears to affect the strength of the association between SEP
measures (largely derived for use in working-age populations) and measures of health status. Gender
differences appear to become more important in later life and so family roles, household
compositions and the household division of labour may also be important determinants of (ill) health
in later life. Grundy (2005), in addressing status, highlights a number of measurement problems that
occur at older ages. Status can be different for both men and women, reflecting different life courses.
Factors associated with health include marital status, lack of social support, education, low income,
housing tenure, adverse life events, social networks, loneliness, self-assessed age, frequency of
contact with children and receiving help from and giving help to children. Grundy found different
levels and directions of associations with different health indicators (self-reported health,
cardiovascular disease (CVD), chronic illness, mental illness, use of services).

In an analysis of the Health Survey for England, Grundy and Sloggett (2003) used receipt of
income support as a marker of poverty and housing tenure as a measure of socio-economic resources.
They found a strong link between poverty in old age and poor health after controlling for other
factors, including smoking. They found that marital status and perceived social support (their
measures of social resources) had the largest effect on their indicator of health (the General Health
Questionnaire (GHQ)). But they also found counter-intuitive associations between marital status and
health indicators, particularly a lack of health advantage for married older women. One of the key
findings of this research was the possible bias of older people in institutions being excluded from



private household surveys, thus distorting the explanation of inequalities among older people.
It is perhaps understandable that because the retired are not in an occupational grouping, it has

been assumed in many studies that class becomes less salient. A contrary argument is that the ‘long
shadow of work’ ensures that work environment over the life course has effects on health in later life.
This latter argument, however, needs a standardised or at least stable employment history to be
plausible. The transformations in work relations since the 1980s make such an assumption
increasingly doubtful. The last occupation prior to retirement may be an unreliable data point because
of potential downward mobility prior to retirement. Furthermore, gender differences in employment
histories may have profound effects on gender inequalities in material circumstances in later life
(Arber and Ginn, 1993). Income is related to employment and, therefore, also becomes problematic
as a measure of SES in old age. In relation to health studies, the added problem of people with
disability/ill health being in receipt of income from benefits additionally makes causal analysis
difficult. Income data in old age, given the variety of sources and methods of payment, also make it a
complex variable to interpret. Many researchers use education as a proxy variable because it has the
advantage of avoiding some problems of reverse causation (because it tends to be fixed in early life),
but education may be a crude indicator because the percentage leaving school with no qualifications
in the mid-20th century does not capture the fine grain of social hierarchies and is subject to
periodisation effects that lead to generational differences. Some researchers opt for using household-
based indicators as against individual indicators (eg access to a car, housing tenure, ownership of
resources), but, once again, there are potential problems in terms of reverse causation and health,
with, for example, increasing disability leading to decreasing car ownership.

Grundy and Holt (2001) compared different indicators of SES either singly or in combination to
investigate their use in studies of health inequalities in older people. Using two waves of the
Retirement and Retirement Plans Survey, they compared seven indicators of SES in terms of
predictive power in relation to self-reported health. These were the Registrar General occupation
classification, equivalised income, educational qualifications, household tenure, household resources
(car and others) and the Townsend deprivation indicator. They found that all indicators were
significantly associated. The highest predictive power was found in education and social class when
paired with a deprivation indicator. They concluded that measures need to be theoretically grounded.
They also emphasised the importance of generational effects. For example, home-ownership as an
indicator is sensitive to the effect of ‘right to buy’ for certain cohorts so that for those in retirement,
housing tenure becomes less sensitive as an indicator of a social gradient. Thus, indicators need to be
seen as contextdependent. The utility of indicators may also vary with the explanatory approach used.
For those looking for material explanations of health inequality, income and wealth may be important;
for those looking at behavioural explanations, education may be considered significant; while
psychosocial explanations may look for indicators of status.

Connolly, O’Reilly and Rosato (2010) argue that the ideal indicator of SES in older populations
should be a measure of lifetime SEP. This, they suggest, could be wealth as measured by the value of
the individual’s house. Their analysis of census data for Northern Ireland constructed an indicator of
accumulated wealth based on a combination of housing tenure and house value and they found that it
was a good predictor of ill health as measured by current subjective health status and future mortality
risk. Their indicator correlated strongly with other indicators of SEP, such as social class (NS-SEC)
and educational level. The relationship was found to be strong after adjusting for other indicators,
such as social support and indicators of environmental quality. House value may provide an
indication of the accumulation of resources over the life course, thus providing a strong indicator of



SEP for studies of older groups. Work by McMunn, Nazroo and Breeze (2009) throws light on the
view that a declining relationship between SEP and health may demonstrate survivor effects. Using
data from the first two waves of ELSA, where individuals were healthy at baseline, they found that
wealth predicted functional impairment but that the wealth gradient declined with age for self-
reported health, and selective mortality appeared to contribute to this. In their study, wealth was the
value of property net of debt, savings and assets. Pension wealth was excluded as it was considered
as income. They concluded that patterns of socioeconomic inequality persisted for impairment but not
for heart disease, so that while selective mortality is present, it may only explain some of the decline
in health indicators. The size of the effect of selective mortality is not clear. For example, selection
does not fully explain the diminishing relationship between education level and health in old age
(Becket, 2000). Common variables used in studies of old age or retirement are class, income and
education. Accumulated wealth may be a better indicator of lifetime economic status than income in
retirement, past occupation or past education. So, McMunn and colleagues (2009) focus on wealth as
a means of capturing financial and other resources in old age as opposed to class or education.
Following their argument that the variable ‘previous occupation class’ was not considered to
correspond with class per se but was used as a measure of financial and other resources, it is
therefore not surprising that it does not perform well compared to a measure of wealth.

In response to such problems, many social epidemiologists have argued for multiple indicators of
SEP in old age as a means of addressing the complexities involved. Reflecting the issues discussed
earlier, Aratzcoz and Rueda (2007) have called for more theoretically informed analysis of the social
determinants of health in old age, greater clarity over the best indicators of SEP, health status and
household forms, as well as greater attention to individuals living in residential settings in studies of
older people. However, although all of these are to be welcomed, they cannot address the more
troubling question of what changes have occurred to the social and cultural aspects of class.

Class culture and the death of class?

It is now well recognised that in the most affluent nations, the proportion of those over retirement age
has increased and will continue to increase. Furthermore, the proportion of people’s lives spent in
this post-work life stage is increasing. Within social gerontology, both structured dependency and
political economy approaches to old age sought to make their approaches directly link with social
class. This was done by means of drawing a direct line between the individual (or household) social
position as defined by the individual’s working life. Irwin (1999), among others, has argued that there
has been a tendency within gerontology to construct older people as an essentialised marginalised
group constituting ‘the elderly’. She argued that later life should not be seen as a post-employment
category, but as one influenced by the changing nature of welfare claims over the life course. Still
defined by social policy, for Irwin, it is the continuities in class and gender over the life course that
comprise the nature of the inequalities experienced by older people. However, we would argue that it
is the connections (or lack of them) between work and post-work that are key to the understanding of
how social class and inequalities in later life are linked.

To develop this argument, we must examine two concurrent and interconnected phenomena. One is
that transformations in economic and social life have led to class positions, class cultures and class
identities becoming more contingent and unstable. The other is the ‘deinstitutionalisation’ of the life
course, which has transformed the ascribed status of old age into the more agentic and less



homogeneous category of later life. Previous conceptions of the role of old age as a form of economic
redundancy had led to the ignoring of class in old age (Gilleard and Higgs, 2005). The former has
been memorably described as ‘the death of class’ (Pakulski and Waters, 1996) and similar ideas have
been put forward by a number of theorists who have seen a steady decline in class identities. This has
been seen as the consequence of the transformations associated with increasing uncertainty and risk
(Lash and Urry, 1987; Giddens, 1990), the emergence of liquid biographies within post-modernity
(Bauman, 1998), or the effect of increasing reflexivity eating away at class identity and class
solidarity (Beck and Beck-Gernsheim, 2002). This is not to say that these approaches are unaware of
inequality, but that they see it as a more multifaceted process. These views are echoed among writers
working within the ‘employment aggregate’ approach, who identify occupational class-related
unequal access to economic, social and cultural resources at individual and family levels
(Goldthorpe, 1996, 2009). Chan and Goldthorpe (2007), for instance, argue that while an individual’s
position within the class structure (as defined by employment relations) has a strong influence on
one’s life chances (lifetime risk of unemployment and earnings), status is of key importance in terms
of one’s lifestyle and cultural consumption. This leads them to argue that studies of outcomes (health,
education, well-being, etc) should be based on the recognition that stratification is multidimensional.

In a similar fashion, the neo-Marxist Wright (2009) appears to advocate a pragmatic realist
approach, identifying classes with the attributes and material life conditions of individuals whose
social positions facilitate control of resources and opportunity hoarding but work in the context of
wider mechanisms of domination and exploitation. This has parallels with Tilley’s work on
categorical forms of inequality, which are established through primary mechanisms of exploitation
and opportunity hoarding and then generalised through emulation and institutionalised through
adaptation (Tilley, 1998). Other writers see class retaining its importance but nevertheless view it as
a social category that now needs rethinking and re-theorising (Savage, 2000). Here, the wider
transformations in social class in the last 40 years have led to greater engagement with the work of
Bourdieu (1984) and, in particular, his focus on practices of distinction, habitus and field. This has
meant a turn towards examining the role of cultural practices and consumption patterns in reproducing
forms of social distinction and division (Bennett et al, 2009). In contrast to the employment aggregate
approach, class is seen more in terms of personal trajectories and biographies; an important feature of
which is the identification with ordinariness in everyday lives of individuals (Crompton, 1998). As
Skeggs (2004) demonstrates, narratives of the ‘everyday’ are an important way in which class
inequalities are maintained, reproduced and naturalised. Social stratification and inequality, in turn,
has been increasingly linked to modes of consumer behaviour (Bauman, 2011). Such arguments have
therefore emphasised lifestyles as the nexus of class distinction, with working-class lifestyles
changing in response to the need to maintain distinctions within the social hierarchy (Scott, 1996).
Consequently, there is an emphasis on the reproduction of social class through individual and group
access to different forms of capital – what has been described as the Capitals, Assets and Resources
(CARs) model (Savage et al, 2005). Here, the argument is that forms of capital are not just aspects of
antagonistic relations of exploitation, but have the potential to be accumulated over time and to be
converted into other valuable resources:‘it is not the fact that some people may exploit others that is
fundamental; it is the potential of certain CARs to accumulate, store, and retain advantages that allow
us to distinguish the most important causes of stratification’ (Savage et al, 2005: 43).

The incorporation of these approaches within health inequality research might help us better
understand the persistence of forms of stratification by class and status related to health and lifestyles
(Blaxter, 2004). For example, recent work in respect to lifestyles and cultural capital among older



men indicates that lifestyles may be an important form of class distinction in later life, which has
effects on people’s health (Jones et al, 2011). Significantly, however, these ideas are underdeveloped
in relation to later life and while they may have much to offer, particularly in terms of explaining
people’s capacity to respond to changing circumstances as they age (to adapt, accumulate and convert
CARs, so to speak), there is still much work to be done.

What, then, can be said about the new circumstances of class and how do they relate to later life?
One answer could be that the death of class might be premature but that how it is now constituted
demands that we take more notice of its new contexts, which seem to be much more multifactorial and
contingent. If employment relationships and cultural forms are no longer so clear-cut, then it is not
surprising that their outcomes are more complicated. This can be seen in the review of the field of
health inequalities that we have just undertaken. It is, therefore, going to be even more complicated
when we seek to address how these processes play out at older ages. It is for these reasons that we
turn to explanations that counter-intuitively focus on the processes of individualisation in locating
modern social relationships.

Nascent globalisation and individualised class conflict without classes

The conditions of modernity were ones of clearer institutional boundaries, a standardised life course,
combined with clear ascribed statuses of class and gender. These concrete and fixed institutional
forms provided the bases for identity formation. In contrast, under the conditions of what Ulrich Beck
(2007) has termed ‘second modernity’, individuals face institutional frameworks that increasingly
assume a fluid and contingent nature. These frameworks assume reflexivity on the part of the
individual ‘quasi-subject’, who is expected to produce his or her own identity, networks and
boundaries. For Beck, the collective successes of class struggle based upon organised labour also
contributed to institutionalised individualisation. The most obvious example of this is the creation of
welfare states to overcome the pernicious effects of social inequality. By intervening across a whole
swathe of social locations, from employment through education to social welfare, the welfare state
placed more emphasis on the individuality of the citizen than on their collective membership of a
social class. The consequence of this is the dissolving of classes and class conflict within
contemporary society. Indeed, according to Beck, the normative dimension of second modernity is
centred on the acceptance of diversity and difference at the institutional level (Jones and Higgs,
2010). In arguing that social processes have become individualised, Beck (2000; Beck and Beck-
Gernsheim, 2002) appears to view class as a redundant concept, a ‘zombie category’. In his
formulation, individualisation uncouples class culture from class positions, with the effect that
conflicts are no longer primarily collective in nature. Instead, he argues that there are multiple
individualised class conflicts without classes – a process in which the loss of significance of classes
coincides with the categorical transformation and radicalisation of social inequalities (Beck, 2007:
686). Beck makes a crucial and often-misunderstood distinction between class and inequality. In
arguing that the social transformations of second modernity have resulted in the end of classes, he
also suggests that this is accompanied by the beginning of radicalised inequalities.

Contrary to earlier arguments about the death of class, the end of classes is not the result of a
levelling of class differences, but a crisis of individualisation, where the institutions of first
modernity, including trade unions, welfare states, the family and social classes, are challenged,
questioned and undermined by the transnationalisation of social inequalities. To paraphrase Marx’s



dictum: collective class struggle created the welfare state, but not in conditions of the levelling of
access to resources and opportunities. In a globalised economy, this gives rise to radicalised
inequalities, where all of the contingent factors that make up an individual’s social context come into
play in ways that might not have been expected or controlled for. There are voices of dissent to this
formulation, of course. Will Atkinson (2010) takes issue with Beck’s thesis, arguing that it is based
on a caricature of class and class analysis and utilises a thin understanding of processes of
individualisation. Drawing on the work of Bourdieu, he argues that his own empirical work reveals a
both/and situation, where individualist and class accounts coexist and intertwine. Margaret Archer
(2007) also questions Beck’s view of individualisation as the social structure of second modernity
itself and Bourdieu’s notion of habitus as a structured and structuring framework. Her criticisms,
however, are based on an acceptance that reflexivity plays an increasing role in contemporary social
processes. Indeed, for Archer, the conditions of nascent globalisation are such that there have been
unprecedented levels of social change (morphogenesis), a key feature of which is for ‘variety to
spawn more variety’ (Archer, 2010: 284). While there are important theoretical distinctions here,
there seems to be a consensus that as we enter a phase of second modernity where structural
inequalities increase, individual capacities to perceive and challenge these inequalities in class terms
decline and weaken (Nollmann and Strasser, 2007).

Implications for inequalities in later life

With respect to later life, it is possible to argue that many of the generation who participated in and
benefited from the class-based structures and stability of first modernity have found their
circumstances in later life subject to greater uncertainty and contingency. For many, this has not been
a necessarily negative experience. Living standards in later life have improved massively when
compared with the circumstances of those retiring in the 1960s and 1970s. Similarly, the connection
with occupation and the world of work may have become less determining as other factors, such as
property, have increased in value in ways that could not have been foreseen in the years when these
assets were first purchased. Also, the institutional arrangements enjoyed by many of those in
retirement now seem very favourable when compared with much younger cohorts. While some
writers have sought to use these developments to fan the flames of intergenerational conflict (see
Higgs and Gilleard, 2010), the same contingencies of nascent globalisation are faced by individuals
from different cohorts. The clearest example of this is the ongoing global financial crisis, where
dramatic changes in the value of financial instruments and investments have undermined the finances
not only of corporations and nation states, but also of individuals trying to plan for the future, be they
aged 30 or 70. These uncertainties have implications for theories of inequalities in old age. The
picture is now one of a much more complex relationship between income, wealth, social-economic
status and location, and health in old age. Both the accumulation of disadvantage and age as leveller
hypotheses have to be rethought as, increasingly, researchers need to consider the extent to which
different health outcomes in later life may be influenced by both distal and proximal influences. It is
on the ways in which the individualised contingencies of a later life reproduce class inequalities
without those affected being seen simply as cyphers of those larger classes that we should focus
future research.



Conclusion

While arguments rage over the extent to which class culture has changed and institutionalised
individualism can be said to be a key feature of second modernity, it is important to try to relate these
ideas to health inequalities in later life. If class is still important for understanding the broad outlines
of social relations at earlier points in the life course, it may still be the case that it is less salient in
old age. There is now strong evidence to show that ageing has been transformed from a residual
category of the economy and social policy, to an important cultural field in which practices of
distinction are enacted and where inequalities can take root. These practices and inequalities will
probably reflect the nature of the various capitals (social, financial and health) that are valorised by
the third age. How these relate to the ideas of ‘successful’ and ‘unsuccessful’ ageing has become part
of the research view of gerontology. These factors need to be integrated into the study of how social
class interrelates with health inequalities and how this constructs the new generational field of
ageing, where not only it is necessary to look good in order to feel good, but looking young can
seemingly keep the status of being identified as a passive older person away. Social gerontology
needs to reflect on how categories of ‘successful ageing’ may be being constructed on the basis of
class-related forms of distinction and taste. This context to contemporary ageing also shifts our focus
away from the notion that it is only distal processes that matter. The emergence of later life as a
distinct part of the life course also raises the possibility of contestation and resistance. Struggles and
resistance to the inevitability of ageing are conditioned by cultural narratives and these narratives
have their roots in social processes and inequalities. There is a danger that the study of social class-
based inequalities in health at older ages acts as if this context is not important. All of the key
processes have occurred and it matters little what the lives of older people are now like; what
happened decades ago is more important.

The very fact that the conclusions of this research tradition have been ambiguous is not seen to be
a problem. Consequently, the connection between social class and later life becomes one of
‘requiring more research to refine the variable’ rather than an arena of examining the effects of social
change in the context of a social group whose experiences and lives have also been radically
transformed. The individualisation of the determining processes that lead to inequalities in the health
experienced by older people may make the task of identifying such causes more difficult but it does
have the advantage of starting with the reality of later life today rather than implying that older people
are primarily outcome measures of an elusive variable.
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EIGHT

Class, care and caring

Christina Victor

Introduction

Not all older people enjoy equal chances to experience positive health levels. It remains the case that
persons aged 65 years and over experience a variety of chronic conditions, ranging from physical
ailments, such as arthritis, respiratory diseases and circulatory problems, to mental health issues,
such as anxiety, depression and dementia (Victor, 2010). The prevalence of these conditions and
multiple pathologies experienced by older individuals is largely age-related. One consequence of this
increase in morbidity with age is that, singly or in combination, these chronic conditions can
challenge the ability of older people to live independently in the community by compromising their
performance of essential activities of daily living. Older people in middle- and high-income countries
who need care to maintain their independence at home in later life have three potential sources of
help and support, namely, the formal services provided by statutory/voluntary agencies, paid services
and informal care provided ‘free’ by family members. However, within the UK context, it is
acknowledged that the boundaries between formal, semi-formal and informal caring systems are
becoming increasingly blurred with the implementation of personalised care and individual budgets.
This chapter focuses upon the role of the ‘informal’ network in supporting older people to live
independently within the community. The first part briefly outlines the definition of ‘care’ and caring
by enumerating the types of care needs presented by older people by examining problems encountered
in performing essential activities of daily living. The subsequent parts consider the emergence of
research examining the role of ‘carers’, while also discussing who cares, and their location within the
broader care economy. Interwoven within such an analysis is the examination of the importance of
class, gender and ethnicity for the provision and receipt of care in later life.

Care and caring

There is an extensive body of work looking at the definition of both care and caring, and this work
needs to be located within broader debates about policies for older people (Fine, 2013). In terms of
informal family based-care, this is clearly evident in the early studies of Sheldon (1948), who notes
that of the 90% of older people who needed help with domestic matters, only 10% were aided by
persons outside of the immediate family. Feminist concerns about the essentially sexist and
exploitative nature of family care, together with policymakers’ concerns about the demographic
challenges of an ageing population due to decreasing family size, combined to stimulate research into
this previously neglected area. There is now an extensive body of research that examines not just the



basic epidemiology of caring, but also the links between paid and unpaid care, the development of
home as a place of care work, and the issues arising from the development of foreign care workers.
The focus upon informal care in this chapter covers one of the three key debates concerning the care
of older people within the UK, the others being the enumeration of care needs, and the classification
and evaluation of who provides care and the locations of care (Phillips, 2007).

There are a number of different conceptualisations of the notions of care and caring (Victor,
2005). Informal care may be defined as that provided by family, friends and neighbours – unpaid and
deriving from family/friendship bonds of reciprocity, obligation or duty – and which is not organised
via a statutory or voluntary agency, although this definition is being challenged by the
personalisation/individual budgets agenda. One also locates a range of typologies of care that
differentiate ‘caring about’ (concerned about individual provision of care, such as emotional support)
and ‘caring for’ (which focuses upon direct provision of practical support, the organisational and
managerial components of care, the relationship between the givers and receivers of care, and the
relationships between carers and the formal sector) (see Victor, 2005, 2010). Recently, one
witnesses other formulations of notions of caring that include not just the ‘giving’ of care, but also the
‘receiving’ of care, as well as the changing global context and national contexts in which caring
occurs. Zechner (2008), for example, developed a typology of caring that differentiates between
‘caring about’,‘taking care’,‘care giving’ and ‘care receiving’, so as to encompass the diverse
emotional/affective dimensions in late-life caring. In this context, care is broadly conceptualised as
both ‘caring for’ (ie providing help with activities of daily living, personal care and other forms of
direct practical support) and ‘caring about’ (ie providing emotional, material and practical help as
required). Hence, although there are a range of typologies concerning the conceptualisation of caring,
there is always a task-oriented perspective that, in effect, provides a tally of activities that would
need to be absorbed by the state/voluntary bodies if families were not providing them.

Who needs care?

Following Ian Rees Jones and Paul Higgs’ comprehensive overview of class health inequalities in
later life (Chapter Seven, this volume), it is clear that, at least within the UK context, those from the
most privileged backgrounds are most likely both to survive to old age and to enjoy the ‘best’ health
in later life. However, we also know that gender and, increasingly, ethnicity are also linked with
health inequalities and that these factors intersect with social class, so that the experience of health
and the need for care in later life is dynamic. As a context to understanding the issues of care and
caring, one needs to translate the health statistics presented in Chapter Seven into a format that
enables us to quantify the ‘need’ for care by older people (and, indeed, other groups). We cannot
simply transform details of the prevalence of, for example, arthritis or a measure such as long-
standing limiting disability into an estimate of the number of people who need care or the type of care
that they require. Typically, one has to try to enumerate (or quantify) the need for help with specific
tasks considered necessary for the maintenance of independent community living expressed by older
people. The tasks and activities considered essential to independence include those related to
personal care, such as housework and shopping (often characterised as instrumental activities of daily
living), and mobility. These types of measures originated with the classic works of Sheldon (1948)
and Townsend (1961, cited in Victor, 2010) and, therefore, reflect the socio-temporal cultural context
of Britain in the 1950s. For example, the index devised by Townsend focuses upon public transport,



asking about difficulties getting on and off buses. More recent versions of these types of checklists,
such as that included in the 2006 and 2008 waves of the English Longitudinal Study of Ageing
(ELSA), have been updated to include activities such as using the phone, managing finances, finding
one’s whereabouts in unfamiliar locations and taking medications, as well as ‘traditional’ self-care
activities, such as washing, dressing, shopping and cooking (Banks et al, 2008).

These questions and scales include items that relate directly to issues that are emblematic of a
direct need for care and support – such as the inability to bathe, dress or go shopping – others are
indicative of specific needs (eg taking medication). Yet, others are indirect proxies of need, such as,
for example, tying a knot in a piece of string or picking up a small coin, which reflect problems with
manual dexterity. Despite their theoretical usefulness, it is more problematic to link such scales to the
need for care.

Table 8.1: Reported difficulties with selected activities of daily living, England

Source: Banks et al (2008).

There is a hierarchy in terms of the prevalence of the types of problems just mentioned. Difficulties
using medication are experienced by around 3% of those aged 65 and over, compared with around
10% for cooking, and 20% for shopping/housework (see Table 8.1). Reported rates of difficulty
increase with age, and are greater for women as compared with men. When considering how these
data translate into the need for care, two factors need to be borne in mind. These data describe
difficulties in performing tasks, and do not indicate if individuals are unable to perform the task, or if
they actually need care to deliver the activity. If one focuses upon eating and preparing a meal, 5% of
those aged 65+ are unable to do this, compared with approximately 10% who have difficulty with this
activity. Therefore, the prevalence of those unable to perform activities (and who clearly need an
intervention from formal or informal care to sustain them) is approximately half of those who report
difficulties completing activities (Victor, 2010). Moreover, even an activity where the relative
percentage of people unable to perform them is small translates into a substantial number of people:
the 5% of people with difficulty in taking their medication represents almost half a million people
who may need help. Thus, when comparing across studies in order to examine changes in prevalence
rates over time, there are methodological issues relating to how the activity limitation question suites
are asked (eg self-completion versus direct interview, the use of filter questions, etc) (Vlachantoni et
al, 2011). Taking the examples of people aged 65 and over needing help with bathing or dressing, and
three data sets – the General Household Survey (GHS), the ELSA and the British Household Panel
Survey (BHPS) – academics report the following prevalence rates for difficulties with bathing:
15.3% (GHS), 9.7% (ELSA) and 16.2% (BHPS). For difficulties with dressing, prevalence was as
follows: 10.8% (GHS), 6.5% (ELSA) and 6.7% (BHPS). Hence, in any discussion of who needs



care, there in no ‘right’ answer. Estimates will inevitably lack some degree of precision and will
vary across studies and populations, making cross-national research especially challenging (Chan et
al, 2012).

Is the need for care equally distributed?

The need for care, as measured by limitations in activities of daily living, increases with age and is
broadly greater among women as compared to men. Changes in disability and disability prevalence
among older people are strongly associated with socio-economic position, as measured by a range of
variables (education, income and housing tenure) (Grundy and Glaser, 2000). Therefore, those from
the least privileged socioeconomic position demonstrate higher levels of difficulties with key
activities of daily living. Taking men aged 65 and over as a single group, Victor (2010) reports that
there is a 9% difference in reported rates of long-standing limiting illness between those in social
classes 1 and 2 (36%) and the unskilled and semi-skilled occupational groups (45%). Similar
differentials have been observed for women. The majority of the major causes of long-standing
limiting illness – the exceptions being heart disease in the case of men and nervous system disorders
in the case of women – show a similar socio-economic class differential in distribution, and these
differences are significant (Glaser and Grundy, 2002). These differentials are far from trivial. For
musculo-skeletal diseases, the differences by social class are 30% for men and 22% for women;
while for respiratory diseases, the differentials are 52% and 32%, respectively. When one focuses
upon the severe category of disability, results demonstrate strong differentials between different
social groups. Bowling (2005) reports that severe disability (as measured by her 15 Activities of
Daily Living and Instrumental Activities of Daily Living items) was higher among females than males
(25% vs 17%), persons aged 75 years and older (31% vs 15%) and even by socio-economic status,
where 3% of those in the highest social grouping were classified as having severe difficulties
compared with 12% of those at the bottom of the class hierarchy. This pattern is consistent for other
measures of social status, namely, education, income and housing tenure. Such is the magnitude of the
differentials in disability that Melzer and colleagues (2000) consider that the eradication of these
would ensure that the ageing of the population would not pose any additional demands on services.
While this may be something of an overstatement, it highlights the magnitude of class-based
inequalities in health status among older people in the UK, and serves as a testament to the enduring
nature of class in shaping the experience of health across the life course.

Within a UK context, one finds limited empirical data on the health status and need for care among
minority ethnic elders, predominantly among those who migrated to the UK from the Caribbean and
South Asian from the 1950s onwards. The only available data are on the prevalence of disability,
problems with activities of daily living and chronic health problems. Data from the 2001 census
shows that for those aged 65 and over, the population from Asian countries have the highest rates of
long-tem limiting illness at 60%, compared with 54% of black African/Caribbean groups, and 51%
of the white British population. With the exception of the Bangladeshi group, women demonstrate
higher reported rates of long-term limiting illness, with the Indian group showing the highest
difference (22%), and the white British group the lowest (8%) (Victor, 2010). Taken at face value,
these data suggest that chronic health problems are indeed greater among minority ethnic populations
and that women are especially disadvantaged. However, one needs to be cautious in drawing this
inference, so as to ensure that these differences do not reflect gendered and cultural variations in how



these questions are answered, rather than ‘real’ differences in health status across populations (Chan
et al, 2012).

The presence of clear class, ethnicity and gender differentials – within an overall gradient of age-
related increases in chronic illness, disability and difficulties with activities of daily living – serves
to draw attention to the importance of socio-demographic factors in the experience of health and
illness. While there is no doubt that genetics and biology play a key part in shaping the health
experience of older people, key dimensions of social structure – gender, class and ethnicity – remain
important in influencing both the need for care and the resources we can access to respond to these
needs. Due to a lack of multi- and inter-disciplinary data, this chapter could only consider each of
these factors separately and independently of each other. This is problematic, as individuals do not
experience these separately. Rather, age, class, gender and ethnicity all interact and link together, and
are played out within an integrative socio-environmental and biological context.

Who provides care?

Wanless (2006) reports that if they needed care due to old age or disability, 62% of adults would
prefer to receive this in their own home with support from family and friends (56% reported the same
care location preference but to receive care from state/trained care workers), with only 14% opting
to move in with their children. Therefore, central to the research and policy literature in the field of
‘informal’ care is the identification and classification of who provides this type of care. In this
context, informal care is ‘unpaid’, unregulated and monitored, and provided by a ‘workforce’ that is
recruited because of filial or social obligations and responsibilities, rather than being professionally
trained. The notion of ‘tending’–caring for individuals or providing help with specific activities of
daily living tasks – has been central to the ways that surveys of the provision of informal care within
the UK have been conducted. The first such survey was conducted in 1985 as part the GHS and
constituted an attempt to undertake a large-scale nationally representative survey of the provision of
informal care. This exercise was repeated in 1990, 1995 and 2000, while the central question on the
provision of care was subsequently included in the 2001 and 2011 censuses. The 2001 and 2011
censuses asked the following question: ‘Do you look after, or give any help or support to family
members, friends, neighbours or others because of: (a) long-term physical or mental ill-health or
disability, or (b) problems related to old age?’ The GHS surveys asked about extra responsibilities
resulting from the care of someone that was ‘elderly’ (or sick or disabled), and then differentiates
between those who lived with the person they cared for and those who did not. This question required
respondents to compare what they do against some hypothetical norm of family/friendship
relationships and define whether this was ‘abnormal’ or outside of normal family/friendship roles
and functions. Concerns, however, have been raised about this definition in that specific subgroups
may systematically ‘over-’ (or under-)report their family responsibilities as caring. It has also been
proposed that this definition is ‘gender-biased’: women will under-report what they do as caring,
while, for men, the opposite case may hold. There may well be biases in how this question is
answered in terms of age, class or ethnicity, but we do not have any evidence in either direction, and
we may also presume that responses to such questions are also temporally and culturally situated.

Table 8.2: Prevalence of informal care (% caring 20 hours a week), 1985–2001



Source: Adapted from Victor (2010) and Young et al (2005).

Consistently, 13–16% of adults report that they are carers, and this has remained roughly stable
over time (see Table 8.2). Given all of the conceptual and operational issues involved, it seems
unlikely that there is a ‘right’ answer to the question of how many carers there are at a given time.
Caring, like chronic disease and disability, probably forms a continuum of relationships between an
individual and their family/social network, and where the line is drawn reflects a range of factors that
are temporally, socially and historically contextualised. Women are more likely to report that they are
carers than men, and the 45–64 age group has the highest reported prevalence of caring and caring for
someone who lives in the same residence. However, one must remember that, for example, the
balance between co-resident and extra-resident carers reflects many factors, including expectations of
living arrangements in later life, house stock and policy incentives that support the establishment and
maintenance of their own homes for older people, the nature of the relationship (spouse or parent),
and class (Glaser and Grundy, 2002). The 2001 census provided important information on caring
among minority ethnic communities and revealed that rates of caring for 20 hours or more a week are
highest among Bangladeshi and Pakistani populations. Given the differing age profiles of minority
ethnic groups, this is difficult to interpret. Young and colleagues (2005) calculated an age–sex
standardised caring ratio (reference group of all carers is equal to 1) for those providing care for 20
hours a week. For the black Caribbean group, this index was 0.77 – hence indicating lower than
expected levels of caring – while higher levels of caring were demonstrated by the Indian (1.36) and
Bangladeshi/Pakistani groups (2.11). The white population had an index of 1.02. Therefore, it
certainly seems the case that there is some prima facie evidence that informal caring is greater among
those from South Asian backgrounds than the general population. However, it is not clear if this
reflects elevated levels of need for care, lack of access to formal services, socio-cultural norms and
expectations, or some combination of all of these.

Normative priorities governing who gives care for older people in the family have been
demonstrated for the general population (Grundy, 2005), and reveal the complexity of how kinship



responsibilities are negotiated in specific situations and across/between generations and places
(Phillips, 2007). Socio-cultural norms are especially important within this context. The concept of
care implicit within the census/GHS questions emphasises the ‘exceptionality’ of caring, while
focusing upon responsibilities over and above what is ‘normal’. This may well fail to fully capture
the extent to which caring activities form part of daily life within minority ethnic communities, where
family care is both ‘expected’ and normal. However, one notes some empirical studies of how family
obligations operate in minority ethnic families. Research in this area tends to be qualitative in nature
(eg Merrell et al, 2006), has focused upon individual Asian minority ethnic groups and tends to look
at ‘theoretical’ dimensions of support and/or service access issues (Stopes-Roe and Cochrane, 1990;
Ahmed and Jones, 2008). Nevertheless, one must admit that we possess limited insight into current
(and future) views about the care of older people from our ‘minority ethnic communities’, especially
from younger and second-generation adult children. Preliminary data from Victor et al (2012)
illustrate very strong expectations of family care, as expressed by older people from Bangladeshi and
Pakistani backgrounds:

“I have finished my duty of looking after my children and now my children have a duty
towards me…. If I need care I believe my children will look after me when I cannot do
things on my own…. I hope my children will look after me when I am old and dependent.”
(Informants, cited in Victor et al, 2012)

However, it remains unclear whether younger generations share these expectations as strongly as their
(grand)parents (Butt and Moriarty, 2004). Another important perspective regards the examination of
the socio-demographic characteristics of the population who self-identify themselves as carers. This
analysis demonstrates that the majority (60%) of carers are women, with the highest levels of caring
responsibilities reported by persons in the 45–64 age bracket (48%). As many as 20% of carers are
aged 65 and over. The 2008 wave of the ELSA shows that 25% of men and 20% of women aged 65+
with at least one limitation in activities of daily living are receiving help from their spouse (Breeze
and Stafford, 2010). Another 11% of men and 20% of women, also experiencing at least one
limitation in activities of daily living, receive help from their children (Breeze and Stafford, 2010).
However, one must not overlook other older people receiving care from friends and neighbours (53%
of those aged between 65 and 74, and 35% of those aged 75+) (Breeze and Stafford, 2010). This
reinforces the earlier point that older people are major sources of carers as well as being care
recipients.

So far, this chapter has demonstrated that the study of caring in later life is intimately intertwined
with a number of demographic characteristics, most notably, age, but also social class and ethnicity.
The link with gender is more complex and linked to the relationship between carer and dependant.
Where care is being provided to someone in the same household, carers are almost equally divided
between males and females (approximately 50%), as these situations generally characterise the
situation where a spouse is caring for their marital partner. In cross-generational care, however,
where the carer is typically an adult child looking after their parent(-in-law), the majority of carers
are women (approximately 60%) (Victor, 2010). The relationship with socio-economic status is
unclear. Unfortunately, data from the GHS has failed to demonstrate any significant difference in the
reported prevalence of informal caring by socio-economic position, although Grundy and Glaser
(2002) demonstrate that there are class differences in spouse care. While those from manual
backgrounds demonstrate higher levels of spouse care, which reflect class differences in disability,



the ELSA data demonstrate a socio-economic gradient in terms of wealth in the percentage of older
people providing care to others ranging from 43% (poorest quartile) to 53% (wealthiest quartile).
Interpreting this differential is somewhat problematic, as it may represent the influence of material
resources and/or better health status, thereby enabling more affluent older persons to provide care,
rather than any differentials across social classes to provide care.

As regards what types of care informal carers are providing, the available evidence is framed by
the questions asked in the specific surveys. Again, the most extensive data derive from the suite of
GHS surveys, which reveal that ‘other practical help’ was the most frequently cited caring activity
(reported by 71% in 2000),‘keeping company’ and ‘taking out’ were activities reported by
approximately 50% of carers, and with ‘help with finances and paperwork’ being undertaken by
around 40% of carers. At the same time, help with physical mobility tasks was reported by 35% of
carers, help with medication by 22% of carers and personal care tasks by about a quarter. This shows
that informal carers perform a range of activities and that these are nuanced according to the type of
caring context, especially the co-resident versus non-resident caring typology. Same generational
caring relationships, as indicated by co-residence of carer and dependant, are characterised by high
levels of provision of personal care (approximately 50% of carers provide this), with approximately
50% being predominantly ‘sole’ carers, which forces them to perform a significant amount of hours of
care-giving (an average of 53 hours per week, with 60% caring for a minimum of 20 hours per week)
(Victor, 2005). With the exception of the highly gendered nature of non-resident caring, which is a
predominantly female activity, it is unclear as to how patterns of caring in terms of tasks, hours and
care networks vary with ethnicity and socio-economic position.

The results also show that there is a significant subgroup of older people who do not receive help
with identified problematic tasks. However, estimating the extent of this ‘unmet need’ from existing
survey data is problematic because of differences in the way that questions are asked across different
surveys. Vlachantoni and colleagues (2011) used three different sources and types of tasks to estimate
unmet need for care. Focusing upon those who needed help with both bathing and dressing, they
report that 32% of those who had ‘difficulties’ with this task in the ELSA survey reported receiving
no help, compared with 39% of those who needed help with these tasks in the GHS survey. The
BHPS did not include family-based care and reported that only 9% of those who needed help with
these tasks did not receive it. Unfortunately, no finer-grained analysis is presented of the
characteristics of those who report unmet need or of their sociodemographic profile. However, it is
likely that, following Tudor Hart’s (1971) ‘inverse care laws’, it is the least privileged members of
the population who are more likely to be included in this category, but this requires verification by
robust research.

Who receives care?

There has been much less attention focused upon who ‘receives’ care than who ‘provides’ care. The
question here is: who is being cared for and what are their characteristics? The available evidence is
that in the vast majority of cases, the person being cared for is a close relative or spouse (72%),
either parents(-in-law), who represent 43% of this group, or spouses (19% of care recipients).
Approximately a quarter of those receiving care are ‘other relatives’ (14%) and neighbours (14%).
This reinforces the observations of Finch (1989) on the ‘hierarchy’ of caring responsibilities within
families, which highlight the importance of the marital and filial relationships in the giving and



receiving of care. One can stress this in another way by looking at ‘hours of care’ provided rather
than simple prevalence. Although 22% of care-givers are looking after a friend/neighbour, this
represents only 7% of total time spent caring, as compared with 81% for close family members (30%
for a spouse, 40% for a parent and 11% for a parent-in-law) (Arber and Ginn, 1991). This again
highlights that the provision of informal care outside of the family/kinship obligations is,
comparatively, rare and probably confined to less ‘personal’ tasks.

As noted at the start of this chapter, informal care is only one component out of a number of
potential sources of care and support, which also include paid help arranged privately and
state/statutory services. In addition, it is highly likely that there are older people who require help
with key activities of daily living that do not, for whatever reason, receive the appropriate care. Data
from the 2008 ELSA help us to put the relative contribution of these three (potential) sources of care
into perspective. Focusing upon those who report a limitation in at least one activity of daily living,
approximately 35% receive help from informal sources, 5% from ‘paid help’ and 7% from state
sources (Breeze and Stafford, 2010). These data also suggest that 25% are not receiving help, but
given the nature of the question asked, this may be entirely appropriate. One can, of course, look at
this in another way and evaluate the characteristics of the groups who receive no help and only help
from the three main surveys. If we look at who receives state help, then approximately 60% of this
group are aged 75 and older, 30% have a spouse and around 55% are in the poorest wealth quintile.
The most wealthy participants are most likely to use paid help as compared with state or informal
care, while 60% of those using informal care only are in the bottom two quintiles of the income
distribution (Breeze and Stafford, 2010). This concentration of state and informal help among the
poorest pensioners is not just a UK phenomenon. Similar results surfaced in a comparative study of
four different countries, which demonstrated that those from the lowest socio-economic groups were
more likely to receive informal care than their more affluent peers (in Great Britain, 21% and 7%,
respectively) (Broese van Groenou et al, 2006). The steepest socio-economic status gradient in the
use of formal help was found in the Netherlands. However, it is not clear if this relationship reflects a
greater sense of filial obligation among poorer older people or the lack of alternatives (or some
combination of the two). It is also noteworthy to look at the relative contribution of the informal, state
and private sectors in terms of particular activities that older people have difficulties with. As
regards ‘technical’ care tasks, such as cutting toenails, the majority of these activities are undertaken
by practitioners. Informal care only substitutes in part for these professional activities. The results
also show that for (Instrumental) Activities of Daily Living tasks of older persons living at home, the
role of the informal sector is paramount, with 90% of help with domestic tasks, such as shopping,
cooking and house care, and 70% of help with personal care being provided by the informal sector.
Thus, family and informal care is not marginal to older people living at home, but quite clearly both
essential and central to their ability to remain living within the community.

Conclusion

A substantial proportion of the research evidence concerned with informal care is rooted in the
‘apocalyptic’ demography context of ‘auditing’ the activities undertaken by informal carers. This
emphasis reflects the policy concerns of successive governments, who are troubled by the
implications of family reconfigurations for the ‘supply’ of informal care. There are other areas where
the research base is more limited. While one finds some evidence for the experience of potential



gender inequalities in caring, there is much less evidence focusing upon social class and ethnicity.
Furthermore, there is little research that integrates class, gender and ethnicity perspectives to provide
a more realistic evaluation of the complexities of caring. It is clear that there are class, gender and
ethnicity dimensions to the need for care, receipt of care and provision of care, but how these
intersect remains unclear and problematic. It is also apparent that those with the greatest needs are
from the least privileged groups, who tend to be more reliant upon family-based care (and state care)
than their more affluent contemporaries. However, the derivation of these differential patterns is
unclear, and determining which groups receive the ‘best’ care or have the best outcomes is unclear.
One may make assumptions about the quality of care being received by older people from their
family, state services and private providers, but evaluating differentials in both quality and outcomes
of care remains a challenging research agenda. Furthermore, as Fine (2013) notes, the systems for
providing care and support to older people are dynamic and under pressure from both the
contemporary motif of austerity and the ‘demographic’ imperative. Within the UK, the landscape of
care is subject to significant organisational change as well as philosophical changes in the principles
underlying care delivery within the emergence of the personalisation agenda. This policy change has
many implications for both the givers and receivers of care, including the shifting of ‘risk’ for the
quality and provision of care to the family/individuals, and, potentially, the payment of families for
what they currently provide ‘free’. Will these policies differentially affect different subgroups of
older people? Will they secure or undermine the complex web of family obligations and
responsibilities that have been the bedrock of family care for older people? These are all legitimate
and urgent questions that future research on the relationships between class and caring should
undertake.
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NINE

Social work, class and later life

Trish Hafford-Letchfield

Introduction

Social work with older people in the UK has only relatively recently emerged as a separate and
distinct area of expert practice and provision, mostly in response to government reforms, which, in
the 1990s, laid the foundations of contemporary policy and practice following the implementation of
the National Health and Community Care Act (DH, 1990). This led to the creation of specialist
systems of assessment and care management, prior to which older people accessed a wide range of
generic social care services. While this gave rise to new optimism and belief that social work could
make a positive contribution to the lives of vulnerable people within a community-based framework,
significant debates have since drawn attention to the increasing complexity and uncertainty about the
direction of travel being taken in social work with older people. This has been influenced by
wholesale structural change, the unquestioning acceptance of the free market, neo-liberalism, as well
as the universal adoption of economic rationalism, managerialism and fiscal restraint. Not least, a
notable change in the retreat of government from its traditional role of provider and funder of care has
led to greater promotion of individualisation within care provision while, at the same time, reducing
eligibility for services (Ferguson, 2007). These developments pose enormous challenges, tensions
and ambiguities for the orientation of social work with older people, where evidence is beginning to
emerge of ever-widening inequalities and social exclusion (Grenier and Guberman, 2009). Both Ian
Rees Jones and Paul Higgs (see Chapter Seven, this volume) and Christina Victor (see Chapter Eight,
this volume) have already provided analyses that document the importance of socio-demographic
factors in the experience of health and illness, the relationship between class health inequalities in
later life, and the use of social work services. Those from less privileged backgrounds are more
likely to be subject to the assessment and instrumental measurement of tasks and activities considered
essential to their independence and the inequities and hierarchies of resource allocation involved.
Victor further documented the strong association between the prevalence of disabilities and socio-
economic position, as measured by a range of variables such as education, income and housing
tenure. How social work has contributed and engaged with debates about these differentials, many of
which also highlight the continuing significance of class within access to social care services, and the
subsequent position and roles taken up by social work within these debates, are key thematic issues
tackled in this chapter.

The status of social work with older people has to some extent been reflected by the status of the
service-user group itself and the relative prestige given to this area of practice. Within social care,
older people are often conceptualised as a problem of demography (Townsend, 2006) and practice
has become focused on the challenges associated with supporting those living with disabilities and



long-term conditions. Attention has been given to the growing incidence of dementia (DH, 2009) and
the need to develop and sustain realistic alternatives to institutional care (HMG, 2009). Further,
globalisation and structural influences continue to disadvantage older people as the ideologies of
economic rationalism have radically shaped the organisational and professional landscape of social
work practice. In their introduction, Formosa and Higgs noted how both these ‘structured
dependency’ and ‘political economy’ approaches to old age make direct links to conceptualising
social class, particularly in later life. Social work, however, has unique insight into the genuine
connection of class to current circumstances and illuminates a more nuanced understanding of the
socio-economic factors that underpin the connections between consumption, lifestyle and class
identity currently obscuring the trajectories of those using social care but which are more than likely
structured by previous opportunities in earlier life. As these political-economic environments take
hold, they have served to slowly move social work away from a structural analysis or critical
exploration of the social problems that people face in later life, such as those associated with a range
of structural factors, for example, race, gender and class. Instead, practice has tended to become more
preoccupied with delivering services against increasingly detailed government guidance. Within
statutory provision for older people, some have asserted that social workers are merely working to a
policy rhetoric that focuses on helping people to adjust to personal and social circumstances in a
reductionist approach, thus reducing complex socio-economic factors to pathology or individual
failings (Ferguson, 2007; Lymbery, 2010).

The move towards ‘personalisation’, ‘individualised budgets’ and ‘self-directed care’ within UK
social policy, in which the older person is allocated resources up front to meet their needs and given
options for how they might direct these resources, is now expected to become embedded in social
work’s role with adults (HMG, 2007; Law Commission, 2011). This policy directive has sought to
promote a discourse of user engagement and co-production. The latter ‘relates to the generation of
social capital, the reciprocal relationships that build trust, peer support and social activism within
communities’ (Needham and Carr, 2009:1). On the surface, this potentially gives more weight to the
quality of partnerships between social workers and service users at the practice level by focusing on
outcomes that are capable of bridging policy, administration and accountability with the aspirations,
goals and priorities identified by older people themselves. These may include the commissioning of
services with attention to leisure, learning and opportunities for community cohesion, where older
people might be more active participants. The current state of consumerism with social care,
however, rests on an uneasy synergy between a highly influential, articulate, ‘bottom-up’ movement
from service users themselves and the ‘top-down’ ambitions of successive governments to increase
the penetration of market-related mechanisms into the support and care for older people (Glendinning,
2009). One of the key concerns has been the financial levels being set for direct payments and
individual budgets, with evidence to suggest that some local authorities have taken the opportunity to
cut costs behind the mask of personalisation.

Such tensions are quickly picked up by front-line staff, who can sometimes feel trapped between
its empowering rhetoric and the severely constrained nature of how this is actually being
operationalised. Social work has yet to firmly grapple with these competing tensions by taking a stand
or playing it safe. A number of questions have been raised as to how far social work is able to
maintain its social justice orientation with older people within these specific policy and practice
environments. The literature is beginning to document how the changing nature and characteristics of
social policy is impacting on older people by taking into account their cultural capital and their
potential for purchase in this new field of care provision. From a life-course approach, there are



clear associations between the backgrounds of people and how they go on to interact with social care
in later life, and the different identities taken up in relation to acting as consumers and co-producers.
As we will see in the following section, specific factors in relation to class, identity or lifestyle tend
to have a direct relationship with the roles expected from both service users in later life when using
social care services and their subsequent relationships with social work professionals. These raise
questions as to how social workers themselves might continue to work proactively and positively
with issues associated with poverty and class alongside active promotion of the principles of choice,
control and well-being.

Social work and its position to structural determinants in later life

Relatively little is known about the effect of socio-economic status on the take-up of social work
services as, unlike other equality and diversity characteristics,‘class’ is not routinely conceptualised
or evaluated and so remains relatively unexplored in relation to social care. The regulations under the
Health and Social Care Act (HMG, 2008) require providers to have ‘due regard’ to the needs of
people using their services in relation to their age, sex, religion, sexual orientation, ethnicity, cultural
and linguistic background, and disability. These equality and diversity characteristics are usually
captured during information-gathering at the point at which older people access social care services
and by those commissioners and providers when reporting on and evaluating trends in contracted
provision. Conceptualising and analysing class in social care has been explored to some extent
through research that explores associations between the use of formal and informal help and
socioeconomic status (Broese van Groenou et al, 2006). Given that health status appears to be a
strong predictor of the potential for older people using social care, examination of health inequalities
and other proxies, such as education and home-ownership, in relation to age alongside other
demographic factors has provided further sources of evidence. Socio-economic status is particularly
relevant when social workers are considering the older person’s ability to pay for care during the
process of assessment and provision. For example, there has been a growing concern about the
impact of statutory charging policies on the take-up of care provision of older people (Keen, 2008),
and these challenges have become more imperative since the introduction of and reliance on the
computerised resource allocation systems (RAS). These have been developed to support the setting
of personal budgets, in which older people are told their financial allocation and decide afterwards
what level of control they then wish to take over their budget.

Insights about prejudice, discrimination and privilege have always been given importance within
social work practice, which strives to recognise and respond to extremely divergent life experiences.
However, despite a growing awareness of the importance of poverty issues (Becker, 1997), social
work has yet to develop a significant antipoverty perspective. It is well known that gender, race,
ethnicity and social class are crucial factors that structure different experiences of ageing and its
relationship with social care services. Even within a wide range of social work knowledge, research
and practice on discrimination and oppression, significant gaps remain on some of the other issues
faced by marginalised communities and hard-to-reach groups (Mantle and Backwith, 2010). For
instance, most of the literature rarely makes sexual orientation and heterosexism explicit or addresses
it specifically. Among older people, lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender service users still have
very low expectations of social care services, based on both individual and institutional prejudice,
stereotyping and invisibility (Cocker and Hafford-Letchfield, 2010).



Research by Stoller and Gibson (2000) has illustrated discernible patterns in the different
experiences of older service users from diverse backgrounds that reflect social-structural
arrangements and cultural blueprints in relation to the use of care services. Debates about the future of
social welfare, such as universalism versus targeting, the concept of fairness and, particularly,
intergenerational fairness, have questioned the role and stance social workers are expected to take up
in the administration of policy. Social work traditionally comes from a radical position. Indeed, the
International Federation of Social Work, in its statement on the purpose of social work, asserts that:

The social work profession promotes social change, problem solving in human
relationships and the empowerment and liberation of people to enhance well-being.
Utilising theories of human behaviour and social systems, social work intervenes at the
points where people interact with their environments. Principles of human rights and social
justice are fundamental. (International Federation of Social Work, 2012)

In practice, however, this explicit focus on challenging both the structure and its systems around the
older person, rather than focusing on the individual, has been difficult to achieve within mainstream
social work thus far. According to Strier and Binyamin (2010), this requires giving concerted
attention to long-term strategies associated with lobbying, advocacy, coalition-building, increasing
social awareness and supporting social movements that increase community participation in political
processes. They also refer to the different perceptions that social workers and service users might
hold about their social problems, which is fundamental to the types of assessment undertaken,
interventions offered and outcomes expected. Research by Hafford-Letchfield (2011) into the
experiences of older people using social care services and their perception of opportunities for self-
directed care identified that service users generally felt disengaged from high-level policy and had
minimal knowledge of, or understanding about, the government’s policy objectives for ageing and
their own roles within it. They also expressed a strong perception of age discrimination in society,
which was sometimes internalised by participants themselves and accompanied by reduced optimism
about their potential engagement and participation at both the individual and collective level. As
Higgs and Formosa will remind us in the concluding chapter of this book, achieving change is also
about the capacity of older people to participate in a social and cultural world where such
participation in the construction of lifestyles is both expected and used as a form of distinction. This
is not just about capitalising on physical resources, which cumulative disadvantage contributes to, but
also about the richness afforded in the capacity to choose how to use them when locked into an
institutionalised approach often featured in social care.

This potential ‘dumbing down’ of more activist approaches within social work is also discernible
in more recent reviews of its role in society and subsequent efforts to reform the profession in
response to public enquiries into its perceived failings. In England, for example, which has seen the
creation of a new national college of social work (The College of Social Work; TCSW) in 2011, the
task of social work is described as helping people to face ‘difficulties as a result of disability,
including feeling isolated within the community and experiencing practical problems with money or
housing’ (TCSW, no date: 1). Further, it describes social work as ‘the safety net of society in which it
promotes human development and security, social inclusion and participation across the lifespan’
(TCSW, no date: 1) and suggests that it should use ‘creative ways of working to resolve the
challenges people face and aims to promote empowerment, enabling people to take action to improve
their lives’ (TCSW, no date: 3). While it is suggested that the profession works with people in a



variety of different ways appropriate to their individual circumstances to help them achieve
independence and exercise their human and civil rights, specific references to poverty, class and
other structural determinants of access and use of social care appear to be relatively silenced. The
core tasks of aiding people to improve their financial position, inform them about their entitlements
and help them to access training or volunteering opportunities and welfare benefits, while not
disputed, are much more in tune with the perpetuation of government policy on individualisation than
challenging structural oppression. On the surface, therefore, social work appears to be coming from a
position where there is less sensitivity to class differences and poverty and lower identification of
one’s issues with social inequality. Where these are not upfront and embedded in everyday
approaches to working with older people, social workers are less likely to make important
connections between these different layers of support, which can ultimately jeopardise the potential
for addressing poverty and social inequality, or even perpetuate these.

Tracing some of this historical significance, Ferguson (2007) and Lymberry (2010) assert that
social work’s uncritical acceptance of the personalisation agenda has resulted in actual neglect of
poverty and inequality. This, they argue, follows a flawed conception of the people who use social
work services, leading particularly to the deprofessionalisation of social work, with social workers
now seen simply as brokers, personal advisers or support workers, and the subsequent fragmentation
of provision. To complicate matters, the cautiousness and alleged insensitivity of social work
towards poverty and class has also been associated with its own middle-class values, creating class
conflict between service users and themselves – another pillar of social oppression (Strier, 2009).
Fenge (2012) has highlighted the distinct lack of understanding of social workers of the actual
experiences of older people during times of financial crisis and recession to make better use of their
economic resources, and the paucity of research in this area. In Chapter Eight, Victor also highlighted
some of the ‘exceptionalities’ that could be considered by social workers in relation to the historical
significance of migration, racism and gender, for example, in relation to caring within minority ethnic
communities. Social workers might fail to fully capture the extent to which caring activities form part
of daily life within minority ethnic communities, where family care is both ‘expected’ and normal,
particularly from younger and second-generation adult children; nor may they question assumptions
that value the relative contribution of these sources of care where there are few alternatives. There is
also little in-depth exploration of how destabilisation in the economy can impact on some older
people on fixed incomes and the routine management of their finances (Bornat and Bytheway, 2010).
What we do know is that the expressed humiliation of older people in applying for and accepting care
becomes emphasised through the nature of its bureaucratised exchange with social work (Grenier,
2007; Hafford-Letchfield, 2011). Before exploring these different dynamics in more detail, some of
the specific issues facing people using social care in later life are summarised, with questions raised
as to whether the proposed ‘transformation’ of social welfare in the form of increased control, choice
and personalisation might offer any solutions.

Key issues for social care in later life

In the UK, social care has seen a continued rise in demand for services. The Care Quality
Commission (2011) estimated that the reduction in social care budgets and increased demand has led
to local authorities tightening their eligibility criteria for people to receive state-funded community
care. In 2009/10, only 10% of people aged 65 and over receiving state-funded social care were using



personal budgets and self-directed support. At the same time, the number of National Health Service
(NHS) hospital beds for older people has reduced further, despite a rapidly increasing proportion of
very elderly people with health and social care needs. Therefore, an anticipated trend for a
diminishing proportion of long-term care for older people being provided directly by the NHS, and a
rising proportion to be provided in care homes and community settings, highlights the potential
inadequacy of the resource base. Consequent reprioritising of how resources are allocated has given
rise to ‘a situation of more complexity which is allowed for in official accounts’ (Lymberry, 2010:
10). The sector has also seen expansion in models of provision such as extra care housing and short-
term nursing care in homes to replace extended stays in hospital.

There are a number of factors that highlight potential patterns around the interrelationship of these
challenges with older people’s own resources and access to services. Long-term residential care is
subject to a means test, which takes into account the capital value of people’s homes if they are home-
owners. According to the Association of Directors of Adult Social Services (2011), first, an
estimated 45% of care home places in England are occupied by people who are self-funding, meaning
that their costs are met privately rather than by the state. In addition, some people funded by local
authorities have their care home fees ‘topped up’ by relatives or other third parties to bridge the gap
between income received from their local authority and the fees charged by residential homes. Across
England, around a quarter of local authority care home placements may be co-funded in this way.
Second, it is estimated that 168,700 older people pay privately for care in their own homes, and this
increases to over 271,500 if widened to include those who pay for support with things like
housework and shopping. Third, there is evidence that local authorities are tightening their eligibility
thresholds in the face of social care budget reductions and demographic pressures, which has
restricted support only to those whose needs and risk factors are identified as ‘critical’ and
‘substantial’. A further complication is that each local authority decides for itself how much to spend
on older people’s care. This means that levels of care and the qualification criteria vary by region.
Age UK (2012), for example, has estimated that there are currently 800,000 older persons with needs
for care but without any state support, a number anticipated to increase to 1 million by 2014.

Undoubtedly, access to material resources affects the quality of support received by someone
attempting to use personalised care. Poverty is a combination of the lack of not only basic
requirements such as food and shelter, but also a range of goods considered to be necessities of daily
living, and has a negative impact on health, wellbeing and material security (Burtholt and Windle,
2006). Once people move into material deprivation, there is very little they can do about their
position in later life. Higgs and Formosa (see Chapter Ten, this volume), for example, argue that the
capacity to maintain health and fitness in later life is one of the key areas where distinction and
access to positions of cultural and social hierarchy can be maintained. There is also likely to be a
cumulative impact of material disadvantage if they become subsequently dependent on care (Bullock
and Limbert, 2003). Mobility, both physical and social, is impacted by limited resources, for
example, through the provision of transport and the ability to fund alternatives where there are unmet
needs. For example, those whose needs are not deemed as ‘critical’ and ‘substantial’ are least able to
take any action to meet their ‘moderate’ needs (DH, 2003) or take preventive action until they reach
crisis point. It is estimated that, in England, there are 1.4 million older people with low-level care
needs and 0.9 million with high dependent needs. The majority (5.5 million) do not require care. The
starting point on social care, then, is substantial under-provision at the high end of need on the one
hand, and virtually nothing of a preventive nature at the lower end on the other (Walker, 2010). Given
that one third of local authorities have charging policies that can leave users with less to live on than



basic income support levels, there is a potential for escalating or reinforcing deprivation. Not least,
older people are particularly likely to be sensitive to the stigma associated with means-testing
(Wanless, 2006). As a corollary to budget reductions in social care, it is inevitable that self-funding
by older people will rise alongside further impact on informal caring. In Chapter Eight, Victor
discussed the extensive body of research that examines not just the basic epidemiology of informal
caring, but also the links between paid and unpaid care, the development of home as a place of care
work, and the issues arising from the development of foreign care workers. Her focus upon informal
care is relevant to key debates concerning the material resources available to older people requiring
alternative sources of care within the UK, including the enumeration of care needs and the
classification and evaluation of who provides care and locations. These cumulative factors are
embedded within the broader care economy. A consultation with service users about future proposals
for funding social care (Beresford, 2010) revealed a perceived sense of failure to ensure fairness and
equity in the options put forward by the UK government (DH, 2009).A key concern for UK
policymakers has been to improve the integration of health and social care, thought to increase
efficiency and cost-effectiveness. Social care is means-tested whereas health services are currently
universal and free at the point of access. Divisive and inaccurate arguments about the burden of
people in later life have perpetuated the myth that intergenerational transfers are solely from younger
to older people and have failed to acknowledge that many people remain subject to taxation in later
life. There are situations where some service users are paying twice by both funding their own social
care or meeting charges levied for care while continuing to pay tax on their private income.

In relation to quality of care, some studies (Hill et al, 2009) have demonstrated that service users
sometimes resisted paying for formal help even where this was deemed essential. This was often
related to the justification of costs, where the perceived service was not seen as representing value
for money. In some cases, social services provision was seen to be making excessive money from
older people, who chose to manage without as they perceived themselves as being subject to ‘rip-off’
rates from the local authority. Hill et al (2009) revealed that some older people cut back on their use
of social care in response to low-quality services or an increase in the costs of certain services, such
as day care. An increase in seeking private help by participants in this particular study was related to
the desire of the older person to see salaries go directly to the person performing the service and to
seek a greater element of control. At the more extreme end, a number of dependent older people may
be at risk of various forms of abuse from carers, including financial abuse. Advice, information and
education are central to preventing financial abuse and between 0.5% and 2.5% of all older people
living at home admit to experiencing some form of financial abuse (Help the Aged, 2008). Finally,
there is a failure to take account of the way in which social care support could prevent problems,
reduce costs and enable people in later life to contribute to society, particularly from different
backgrounds and cultures.

Older social care users’ experiences are not shaped by one aspect of their identity alone, but by a
combination of factors, such as gender, age, religion, disability, health location, sexual identity,
migration history and ethnicity. Within broader poverty research, Barnard and Turner (2011) have
identified two key informal processes that occur within care-giving situations that shape outcomes for
those living with poverty. These include the texture of day-to-day life, the decisions and assumptions
that people make as individuals, in families, as managers, employers and service providers, and the
interactions between people. Economic vulnerability can lead to insecurity and sensitivity in the
well-being of individuals, households and communities in the face of the changing environment and,
implicit in this, their responsiveness and resilience to risks that they face during such changes. Social



capital can provide assets through an array of social contacts that give access to emotional, social and
practical support through the older person’s informal networks and connections within their
communities (Fenge, 2012). Within rural areas, allocations for individual local authorities have
failed to recognise the costs of delivering services over long distances in sparsely populated areas.
Older people are particularly at risk because of a combination of isolation, poverty and increased
costs arising from rural life (Burtholt and Windle, 2006).

There are a number of specific issues for informal carers in relation to poverty and class. Families
need to have enough income to be out of poverty as well as to care for older family members in a way
that all parties feel is appropriate. Chapter Eight by Victor has provided a useful analysis of these
issues, which is valuable for social work. Research shows that older people are significant providers
of care. A longitudinal study done by Young et al (2006) also found that care-giving is associated
with disadvantage. Their analysis of the characteristics of people who provide unpaid care to family
and friends found that people providing care for 20 or more hours per week are more likely to have
health problems themselves and live in poorer areas, and less likely to have educational
qualifications. People from certain ethnic groups may be less likely to access professional care
services due to a lack of cultural sensitivities in the services and a lack of information and networks
connecting them to the services. Independent living following the death of a partner may be further
exacerbated by low levels of financial literacy combined with lack of experience in managing family
finances. A policy discussion paper by Carlton et al (2002) notes the move towards more
technologically based financial transactions. Hafford-Letchfield’s (2011) research also noted that the
complexity of managing savings and investments in a recession often lies outside the range of
knowledge and support available to those providing care. Living on a low income in later life and
dealing with the financial implications of entering residential care require targeted support and a
particular set of skills. The need for support in managing financial and administrative demands was
identified as crucial in making direct payments work for older people and funding brokerage or
payroll schemes (Clark et al, 2004).

In summary, current trends in social care with older people demonstrate a reduced emphasis on
structural and institutional approaches to the provision of effective care. Given that the social welfare
systems in the UK were originally designed to act as a safety net, particularly for poorer people in the
population, it would seem that developments over the last decade, have only served to create a
framework that lacks equity and has consequences for key groups of people, notably, the poorest
older people who need care, and the poorest carers supporting them. Fenge (2012) has argued that it
is vital for social work practitioners to develop an increased awareness of financial literacy as just
one of the mechanisms for empowering older people to have more knowledge and control over their
own financial well-being.

Towards increasing choice, control and personalisation

Radical revision of the principles underpinning the provision of effective care is exemplified in UK
government policy emphasis on the use of personal budgets and user-directed and controlled services
(HMG, 2007). A personalised service involves the older person in determining what services are
required to meet their individual needs and recognises a broader diversity of provision by looking
beyond the immediate social care environment to the wider community, so that choices can be linked
to the older person’s own desired outcomes. Lymberry (2010) identifies the complexities and



contradictions that characterise the implementation of the personalisation agenda for older people. He
highlights the changing relationship to resource-based adult social care, already grossly inadequate in
relation to demographic changes even before the need for an improved focus on outcomes was
considered. The UK government circular on ‘transformation’ (DH, 2008: 7) repeatedly specified that
the development of adult social care ‘must be set in the context of the existing resources and be
sustainable in the longer term’, and reiterated that the rationing of scarce resources remains a priority
in any new developments.

Choice has been argued to be vitally important in social care, accompanied by control, which is
fundamental to self-determination, citizenship, social inclusion and human rights. Wider citizenship
debates assume that individuals have the capacity for free choice and that full citizenship involves the
exercise of autonomy. Although articulated well by the disabled service users’ movement, for older
service users, these principles may involve considerable levels of responsibility for others, for
example, engagement in becoming an employer of personal assistants and in making a distinctive
contribution to the production of social care (Glendinning, 2009). Being able to take individual
responsibility in such circumstances depends heavily on having an adequate income, having access to
affordable local services, living in a safe neighbourhood with good social networks and accessing
quality health care. It also requires frank and honest exchange about how espoused policy is enacted
and experienced and how policy actually enables challenges in the political and socio-economic
environment to be meaningfully transgressed. Finally, some have expressed concern that some service
users, particularly those more educated, articulate and middle-class, will be more able to take
advantage of the opportunities offered through direct payments than others (Ferguson, 2007).

Hafford-Letchfield (2010) argues that more participative approaches have the potential to
transform relationships between social workers and older people, as they introduce new knowledge,
particularly lay and user-derived knowledge, to the procurement and delivery of services. Other
commentators have identified core problems when seeking to apply the principles of consumerism to
social care, asserting that mechanisms of choice can often replicate rather than amend inequality
because more attention is paid simply to ‘the capacity to make choices rather than the capacity to
realise choices’ (Clarke et al, 2000: 249, italics in original). Clarke et al (2000) also highlight that
while there is much rhetoric around the redistribution of power, it actually lacks a political
dimension. This is where social work may play a more active role. Current bureaucratised and
individually based interventions may erode earlier traditions of care, such as those found in
communities, with the loss of informal networks. The perceived failure of personalisation is its
inability to engage with the effects of structural inequalities and its potential to undermine collective
community provision through its emphasis on moving people away from dependency, whereas
interdependence is perhaps a more useful and less stigmatising concept. Victor has provided a rich
source of evidence in relation to the potential for interdependency in her analysis of formal and
informal caring within minority ethnic communities. She highlights the paucity of research that
integrates class, gender and ethnicity perspectives to provide a more realistic evaluation of the
complexities of caring and how different roles and responsibilities combine and intersect so that they
might be valued or supported. Some have gone further in locating the introduction of personalisation
as epochal rhetoric deployed to smooth the way for the transfer of risk from the state to the individual
(Lymberry, 2010).

There are complexities to consider and barriers to overcome when implementing self-directed
support with older people using care. Some messages from research, policy and practice have so far
suggested that with the right approach, self-directed support and individualised budgets can work



(Glendinning et al, 2008; Hafford-Letchfield, 2010, 2011). Co-production with older people requires
interdependence and the reclaiming of social work skills, knowledge and resources with the
reassertion and revaluing of relationship-based practice traditionally colocated within community
social work. How social workers and older people achieve change perhaps requires more explicit
and conscious questioning of what they can learn from the practice wisdom of frontline staff and
managers, and the lived experiences of older people using services. Emphasis on learning and sharing
experiences, for example, might well offer a positive model in which older people take up a more
active role.

Developing class- and poverty-aware social work in an individualised world

As stated at the beginning of this chapter, formal discourse in social work explicitly emphasises the
profession’s commitment to confronting the problems associated with class and to aiding those living
in poverty. These are embedded in its aims and mission statements, although there have been some
indications of potential dilution of these within the current climate. Examination of some of the
problems faced by some older people using social care also illustrates such contestation, given that
there is surprisingly little research on social work’s position on class in later life. Davis and
Wainwright (2005) and, more recently, Krumer-Nevo et al (2011) have both identified characteristics
of poverty-aware social work as being that which understands its role in the broader socio-economic
context as linked to a range of policies, structures and institutions. Formosa and Higgs, in Chapter
One, highlight how the concept of class constituted a fundamental touchstone of gerontological
scholarship, a discipline from which social work might borrow. Indeed, an analysis of social work
job descriptions in Israel by Krumer-Nevo et al (2011) found that references to poverty or economic
distress were very rare and considered how these concepts were mainly used to define the service
user population, to define the direction for assessing their situation or to determine the aims of
interventions and directions for action. This ‘taxonomy of textual silence’ (Krumer-Nevo et al, 2011:
326) included neutrality or the ignoring of class and poverty, as well as manipulative silence. They
attributed this to an unconscious internalisation of the ideological pressure of the organisation to work
with policy by those managing the organisation. Neglecting references to poverty can be seen as an
expression of the emerging conservative ideological attitude of a profession that performs its task in
such a way that it conceals the existence of social problems and the government’s responsibilities for
it. Earlier, Formosa and Higgs (see Chapter One) problematised this implicit moral argument and
highlighted the reactionary nature of government reform. Such a situation offers a discourse that
emphasises personal problems and pathology instead. It is acknowledged that both poverty and social
class are highly value-laden theoretical and methodological constructs, the discussion of which,
however, does bring into sharp focus the role of the state and social work in addressing oppression in
relation to poverty and social class and achieving social justice (Strier and Binyamin, 2010).
Examination of sub-topics of poverty, such as homelessness, reveals that the goals and directions for
professional interventions are more likely to become limited in their scope as we move towards a
more individualistic culture. Ferguson (2007) goes so far as to say that the implications of the way in
which personalisation and self-directed care is being implemented clearly merits much more critical
scrutiny as it may be less benign for both those who provide social work services and even more so
for those who use them. He elaborates that to continue ambiguously may allow social work to retain a
semblance of loyalty to its own values, while carrying out the bidding of political masters with very



different ideas and purposes.
Hafford-Letchfield (2011) argues that the growing imperative for personalisation, welcome though

it may be, requires older people – often at a time when they may have to make other adjustments – to
acquire a greater repertoire of techniques to learn and understand and to use complex information.
She suggests that the exploration of the nature of learning, and nurturing of more pedagogical
approaches within care provision, could be examined from a more critical paradigm than formerly, so
that it can have the potential for the true emancipation of older people, the transformation of their
consciousness and the reduction of their disempowerment. From a social work perspective, this
requires social workers to take a more reflexive and creative approach, even perhaps a Freirean
viewpoint, in their direct work with older people. It also raises questions as to why established
social services are not more involved with poverty work and what form of social work would best be
suited to such an endeavour. This does depend on whether social workers take a systems or
individualised approach, and begs the question of what social workers can actually do to address
class and poverty in their day-to-day work. Advocates of community-oriented perspectives on social
work are largely aligned with radical social work theory and practice, and in the UK, there may be
signs that radical social work could be experiencing something of a revival (Lavalette, 2011).
Community social work has also become a contested concept, which has more recently been
associated with the Big Society. Social work that aligns itself with structural issues rather than with
the individual older person and that uses systemic methods may be difficult to achieve but can be
advanced through long-term strategies such as advocacy, lobbying, coalition-building, increasing
social awareness and supporting social movements that increase community participation in the
political process (Strier and Binyamin, 2010). Other strategies may include tackling practice within
the organisational domain. At an individual level, developing interventions that do not pathologise
and that address the older person’s underpinning issues while working with their strengths helps to
recognise the contextual nature of their issues and the unjust nature of resource allocations by
addressing their rights and entitlements in a multilayered approach. Strier and Binyamin (2010)
recommend making connections between these layers which acknowledge that class and poverty
result from power differences in society and can be exacerbated in later life.
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TEN

The changing significance of social class in later life

Paul Higgs and Marvin Formosa

The theme around which this volume has been organised is the continuing utility of the idea of social
class for the understanding of contemporary later life. Within the chapters published in this book, we
have seen many different ways in which social class continues to be a valuable concept for
researchers, as well as constituting a critical aspect of old age. Elizangela Storelli and John B.
Williamson’s chapter on the global implications of changes to pensions policy both in the US and
abroad not only demonstrates that pension policies create or maintain class differences in later life,
but that different models based upon different contributory principles can have different implications
for providing financial security in later years. That these alternatives are not pursued is seen as one of
the consequences of the salience of social class and of the interests implicated in its existence. The
chapter on social work among older people in the UK by Trish Hafford-Letchfield also points out that
evidence of widening inequalities is emerging as a result of changes to social policy, such as the
introduction of direct payments, and that this is affecting those who have the poorest health and the
lowest capacity to take advantage of formal and informal sources of support. Christina Victor’s
chapter extends our understanding of how the formal and informal care sectors, in terms of both
providers as well as recipients, are connected to social class, as well as being affected by gender and
ethnicity. These chapters provide valuable analysis regarding the connections between social class
and old age that are ever-present in contemporary social policy directed towards later life. They
demonstrate that the issues faced by the oldest sections of the population are not just issues of age and
dependency, but also structured by many of the same forces that influence younger sections of the
population. This point is made more directly in Chris Phillipson’s chapter, which addresses the topic
of globalisation and its effects on both later life and social class. Starting from a position that accepts
that class has both been neglected in social gerontology and also has a major impact on the lives of
older people, Phillipson also acknowledges that social changes brought about in the wake of
globalisation are changing some of the coordinates of old age and not just around changes in pension
policy. These he sees as connecting to processes of ‘individualisation’, which have disaggregated the
sphere of community from the sphere of work, with a concomitant decline in assumptions of social
inclusivity. It is in this context that growing class inequalities now find their expression in much more
individualised circumstances. For Phillipson, these changes present a new challenge for researchers
utilising class as an explanatory mechanism for understanding the structuring of later life in
contemporary circumstances.

It is therefore not surprising that one theme that has run through many of the chapters in this book
has been that our theorisation of social class has not developed sufficiently to keep up with the task of
understanding the linkage between old age and social class in the modern world. We would argue that
there are two reasons for this. The first reason is that contemporary sociological enquiry into the



operationalisation of social class has generally concentrated on people of working age or younger.
So, as Wendy Bottero’s chapter in this volume shows, while there have been many attempts to
understand how social and cultural changes have made the delineation of social class more difficult,
these preoccupations have overlooked the way that social class operates in old age. The second
reason for this lack of development has been the reluctance of many researchers to situate possible
linkages between old age and social class in changes to the nature of later life in North America and
Western Europe. Alexandra Lopes, in her chapter, points out that while there is support for the
argument that social class has a direct effect on financial resources in later life, such causality could
not be seen in relation to social relations and networks. Similar difficulties in extending social class
to issues such as class identity in later life can be seen in the chapter by Martin Hyde and Ian Rees
Jones, where they demonstrate that the evidence for such identities is limited. These difficulties are
often compounded by many writers who use class interchangeably with inequality (Walker, 2009).
For many such researchers, life after retirement is still a residual category created by social and
health policies (Gilleard and Higgs, 2000). We would argue that it is important to acknowledge the
need for rethinking social class under new conditions, because without it, research about later life
and retirement will become less and less convincing as to the role of social class in older people’s
lives.

Old age and social class

Bringing all of this together, we feel that it is appropriate to offer more than just an overview of the
book that we have just edited. It is also necessary to offer our own assessment of the direction of
approaches to social class and later life and suggest some solutions to the issues raised. This is not
done in order to create a magisterial assessment of the field, but rather to suggest a way out of some
of the impasses that contemporary social changes have placed in the way of using the category of
class effectively. Some of what we write might seem too critical of the concept, while others may
argue that we have not gone far enough; however, we feel that over the course of a number of
interventions around social class (Higgs and Gilleard, 2006; Formosa, 2009), we have been
constantly trying to address the issues in a realistic way.

A starting point for our intervention is the acknowledgement that the position of older people in
the class structure has always been a problematic issue in sociology. Not only have the ‘founding
fathers’ of sociology – Marx, Durkheim and Weber – had little to say on the topic, but few theorists of
note have had much to say on the nature of old age as a separate dimension of social structuring.
There are, of course, some exceptions to this rule. Both Talcott Parsons (1942) and Matilda White
Riley (1971), as leading American sociologists of their time, tried to understand the effect of ageing
on social structures but made little explicit connection to approaches based on social class. As we
noted in Chapter One, both the ‘structured dependency’and ‘political economy’ approaches to old age
did make direct links to social class, but, in general, they saw old age as determined by the class
position occupied by individuals during their working lives rather than being connected to current
circumstances. While such a position was relatively unproblematic in the period between 1950 and
1980 in the UK, where occupation, wealth and retirement income were closely related, such a
connection was not so easy to demonstrate in later decades or, indeed, in other nations (see Lopes,
Chapter Four, this volume), where the unique formulation of ‘flat-rate universalism’ was not the
chosen model for social policies around old age. Where attempts were made to establish a Marxist



(or Marxisant) sociology of old age, the model that resulted was often one that still defined the
retired population as victims of social policy instead of seeing them as individuals occupying a
distinct position in the class structure. Class analysis was far from alone in treating old age as a
residual status. Other areas of sociological enquiry that could have been expected to have a more
nuanced approach, such as research into health, consumption and politics, also failed to locate older
people in categories that did not reduce them to their pasts. It could be argued that there were very
good theoretical reasons for this residual status. After all, this conclusion reflected the fact that from
the emergence of modern retirement in the early 20th century through to the last few decades of that
century, there was very little dynamism in the social activities of the retired other than the
continuation of past practices in more straightened circumstances. Moreover, while some parts of US
sociology tried to understand this state of affairs in terms of cohort and age stratification, more
attention was given to the impact of younger generations on social structure than to how older ones
were also transforming society. Ironically, it was the cultural impact of these younger cohorts making
up the youth culture of the 1960s who first polarised the status of ‘the old’ as an impediment to social
change and then later created the opportunities for newer cohorts of older people to get away from
these definitions of later life as a residual category.

Consequently, another reason for the inadequacy of conventional accounts of the linkages between
old age and social class was that there has been a reluctance to situate older people in processes of
social change that affect wider society. The cultural and social changes that occurred in the 1960s
had, and still continue to have, effects on the way that societies and individuals function in ways that
sociologists are still coming to terms with (Chaney, 2002). The focus on consumption and identity is
just one aspect of this change, but less noticed has been the way that in its rejection of old age in
favour of youth, it also helped create a new social space for later life, one not primarily defined by
dependency and exclusion. Part of how this occurred is connected with how social institutions
became redefined around consumption rather than production, and how this, in turn, was structured
by, as well as structuring, social class itself (Sassatelli, 2007). As many researchers (particularly
those influenced by Pierre Bourdieu’s [1984] work on distinction) came to assert, relationships
between the economy and consumer society are also class relationships, with all of its concomitant
complexity. Having access to participation in the culture of consumption became a larger and larger
part of the social interactions and distinction common to an understanding of social stratification.
Obviously, while there have been many debates and positions taken about the nature and extent of the
changes that have occurred, as well as disputes about nomenclature, there is now widespread
acceptance that the social and cultural terrain on which social class is now operating has greatly
changed from the classical period of modernity in which many approaches were situated.
Consequently, our understanding of class needs to match contemporary circumstances and provide us
with useful explanatory accounts of the social world. These accounts may differ considerably from
earlier, more familiar, ones, where social class was a condensate of occupation, lifestyle and
resources.

Returning to the subject of old age, the view that social class in old age was an epiphenomenon of
earlier points in the life course has become less and less tenable as an explanation of class
relationships in the retired population. Post-working life has been subject to many of the changes that
have occurred for people of working age, without necessarily being reducible to them. The
connections between consumption, lifestyle and class identity, which have made simple inferences of
class membership more difficult to assert, are multiplied in later life. It could be argued that the
nature of post-working life lifestyles and consumption are more defining of the statuses of retired



people than their class identities. Although participation in leisure may be more structured by
previous opportunities, which reflect more closely occupational class (Scherger et al, 2011), it is
still difficult to see how this constitutes a separate dimension of class rather than resources and
dispositions. Much more significant to the discussion of class is that retirement from paid employment
has become increasingly contingent in terms of when (or how) it occurs and how it is to be financed.
Again, this is not to argue that retirement is free of the influences of the past, but rather to accept that
in countries such as the UK, notions of early retirement have impacted on when post-working life
begins and how much participation in the cultural arena of the third age is possible.

Class, generation and lifestyle

Shifting our focus to participation in the cultural field of the third age serves to problematise further
the conventional connections between social class and later life, given that under these circumstances
older people are subject to a multiplicity of sources through which they are expected to construct their
lives in retirement. Phillipson, in his chapter, cautions against seeing the issues as ones principally of
choice, but as the upcoming members of the baby boom cohort move into retirement, their
generational habitus, as Gilleard and Higgs (2005) point out, implicitly valorises leisure and choice
rather than being wedded to a potentially dependent relationship with the welfare state. Again,
whether this is an elective affinity or an imposition of neoliberal individualisation is a matter of
considerable debate (Polivka, 2011). It still remains that the cultural transformations that are brought
about in its wake not only help to undermine class identities, but also bring into prominence the idea
of the citizen-consumer as the true description of the various relationships that now situate
contemporary social policy. Such a formulation, with its emphasis on consumption, could be seen as
providing a better fit for the interests of some older people than approaches that give priority to
achieving the status of being a citizen, senior or otherwise. However, this is not to underplay the
extent to which the cultural space of the third age, by being dependent on consumerism, may construct
or exacerbate forms of structural inequality resulting from the intertwining of ageism, globalisation
and the processes of individualisation.

Consequently, an inevitable criticism of any approach based upon individualisation is that it
allows little role for social class (Atkinson, 2010). Rising to the accusation, Ulrich Beck (2007: 686)
argues: ‘individualisation uncouples class culture from class position’ and, as a result, ‘status,
consumption and social security choices … become progressively independent of income’. Beck
argues that the stability of social class and its linked inequalities, as well as collective responses to
inequalities, are features of a ‘First Modernity’in which social processes are bounded by a nation-
state. He points out that it is the ‘irony and paradox of the welfare state’ that it is the collective
success of class struggle that has not only institutionalised individualisation, but also dissolved class
culture through its campaign to eradicate inequalities. In a ‘Second Modernity’, not only are these
processes individualised and dominated by contingency, but so too is class conflict. As he writes,
‘many individuals may still be in the same position. But there is no common and unifying explanation
for their suffering, even more: they have to blame themselves’ (Beck, 2007: 686).

As we have seen in the chapter by Ian Rees Jones and Paul Higgs in this volume, from such a
perspective, class can only come back into the equation through the medium of ‘individualised’ class
struggle. This is an arena where social inequalities become more obvious but do not seem to reflect
the operation of easily identified processes. An important feature of this change is the way that labour



force participation loses its pivotal role in the ordering of society. Not only is consumption therefore
less stratified by age or status, but the complex entitlements of welfare policy create opportunities for
de-commodified lives in ways that were previously not possible and very possibly were not
intended. In relation to the welfare state, it is no longer acceptable to assume the superiority of the
nuclear family or the gendered division of labour. The issue of de-commodification, which has been
at the heart of social policy debate for many decades, has now become a reality, with its own
attendant problems.

For Beck and colleagues (2003), it is no accident that lifestyle has become a major focus of both
personal and social activity in what he terms ‘Second Modernity’. The institutional boundaries of the
life course that dominated the First Modernity of the early and mid-20th century were ones that
connected the ascribed statuses of social class with both work and gender, and therefore provided
stable bases for identity. In a Second Modernity, the individual can no longer be posited as a stable
and unchanging subject. Instead, he or she is forced to become a ‘quasi-subject’, the result as well as
the producer of his or her own networks, situation, location and form. Lifestyle – which might seem to
be an anodyne term to have so much importance thrust upon it – therefore becomes an important facet
of negotiating Second Modernity.

This negotiation lies at the heart of Gilleard and Higgs’ (2005) arguments about the nature of
contemporary ageing. They argue that the Third Age is a cultural field that needs to be understood as
an expression of the generational habitus of those cohorts who came of age in the 1960s and after, for
whom consumption and lifestyle, rather than work and class identity, were inextricably linked
together. Significantly, for Gilleard and Higgs, the dispositions of these post-Second World War
cohorts went hand in hand with a reluctance to accept the ascriptive social locations of the past,
whether these were of gender, race or even class. As we have seen, this led to what Beck and his
colleagues have described as the ‘revolution through side effects’, creating a situation where
ascription in terms of identity has been replaced by a greater reflexivity on the part of individuals as
to who they are and how they want to be seen by others.

Social class as a ‘zombie category’ in later life

Does this therefore mean that we have to adapt another of Beck’s formulations, that class in later life
is a ‘zombie category’ (Beck and Beck-Gernsheim, 2002)? Certainly, as many writers in this volume
and others have pointed out, the constant injunction to include class in our understanding of later life
has not been matched by its rigorous application. Are we therefore compelled to see the connection
between social class and old age as a rhetorical device rather than as a part of an analysis of the
structures that influence later life? One way of avoiding this conclusion is to utilise some of the
rethinking that has being going on in connection with cultural studies of class. Here, we return to the
work of Pierre Bourdieu and his notions of distinction, reproduction and habitus, which have been
frequently called upon in attempts to understand the newer cultural processes of social class. In
particular, Bourdieu’s work has been used to think about how dispositions emerge out of social
distinctions and help reproduce them. This is particularly true of the practices of consumption and
how they may play a powerful role in reproducing social divisions.

Recent work utilising his insights has therefore repositioned social class in terms of individual
identity or in terms of personal trajectories, rather than seeing people existing within an all-
embracing class culture (eg Savage, 2000; Bottero, 2004). The significance of class for these writers



is manifested in the importance of hierarchy and social position in individual narratives. An important
aspect of this is the notion of ‘ordinariness’ or authenticity regarding the class identity that people use
in their everyday life. Some commentators, such as Beverley Skeggs (1997), see these narratives as
leading not only to individualisation, but also to the maintenance and reproduction of inequalities.
However, as Méndez (2008) points out, most applications of Bourdieu’s work have been focused on
the distinctions between the middle class and the working class, and relatively less work has been
done examining horizontal differentiation and the symbolic boundaries that are used in everyday life
by members of the same class. This is particularly important in relation to processes of consumption,
where intersubjective assessments and judgements are made using notions of authenticity, and where
Méndez points out that individuals are ‘compelled to be themselves’.

Taking up and adapting these arguments can do much to counter the idea that social class is a
zombie category in relation to later life. As many writers have pointed out, there has been
considerable debate about the utility of Bordieusian approaches for groups that do not easily fit into
his schema, such as women. As a result, this has led to a renewed emphasis on how gender
interrelates with distinction and habitus, as well as with reproduction. A similar shift of focus can be
applied in relation to later life, where older people do not share in an undifferentiated old age
mediated by social and health policy, and neither do they simply live out their retirements determined
by the constructs of a pervasive social class. This may have been the case for much of the 20th
century, but the arguments about the influence of the culture of the Third Age and the role of the post-
war cohorts outlined earlier make this position relatively untenable. Equally, it must be emphasised
that the cultural dynamics of the Third Age should not be considered another form of social
stratification whereby the middle classes are able to engage in ‘a Third Age’ while the working
classes are condemned to fall into a situation of structured dependency. Such formulations fail to
understand the important dynamics unleashed in contemporary society in the form of individualisation
and the transformation of post-working life as a cultural field. As Gilleard and Higgs (2000) point
out, the change is about the capacity to participate in a social and cultural world where such
participation in the construction of lifestyles is both expected and used as a form of distinction. The
distinction between a Third and a Fourth Age does not lie in the possession of resources, but rather in
the capacity to choose how to use them. For those whose physical and mental capacities have been
used up and for whom social or nursing care is needed, entry into a fourth age is not alleviated by
class or by the resources associated with it; rather, it is the capacity to actively construct and maintain
a lifestyle that demarcates the Third and the Fourth Age (Gilleard and Higgs, 2011). However, as
Jones and Higgs (2010) underline, there is now an expectation that normal ageing contains an
invocation not only to ‘age well’, but also to have ‘a will to health’ in later life. This can be seen to
set up ‘projects of the self’ that extend from middle age through retirement into old age. Distinctions
between individuals whose ageing ‘fitness’ is to be applauded and those whose perceived lack of
‘engagement’ with these activities is bemoaned abound in the health promotion literature. Such
engagements are, according to Zygmunt Bauman, part of the culture of ‘fitness’ that underlies modern
consumerism, and partially account for its focus on the body (Higgs, 2012). The capacity to maintain
health and fitness in later life is one of the key areas where distinction and access to positions of
cultural and social hierarchy can be maintained. When this wanes and entry into the Fourth Age seems
possible, many of the assets associated with this form of capital also seem to dissipate. Consequently,
the connection to social class can be maintained, but within different circumstances and under
different articulating principles.



Social class in later life as a normative structure

These circumstances have, as we have seen, transformed the nature of what class can mean in wider
society. However, as a number of writers have been at pains to argue, class still has a resonance,
which relates to its normative significance. As Andrew Sayer writes:

Sociology may not have given up on class altogether, but it often tracks and represents class
in ways that miss its normative significance. We will understand class better if we stop
reducing people to occupants of positions, or bearers or performers of class, etc., and attend
also to their normative dispositions and beliefs, even though these only contingently affect
the reproduction of class. Lay normativity is not reducible to habit or the pursuit of self-
interest and power, but has a crucial moral dimension, relating … to a feel for how actions,
events and circumstances affect well-being. (Sayer, 2005: 225)

Social class in later life probably exemplifies this dimension better than any other aspect of class
society because it relates to the relative inequality that the old have felt in many societies when their
capacity to secure their existence has become dependent upon either their own resources or the
benevolence of others. From the early modern period in Europe, the issue of the aged poor has been
at the centre of social policy concerns. Indeed, it can be argued that the introduction of universal
pensions has been as much the foundation of modern welfare states as has any other programme. The
connection between social class and pensions is one that has been made in this volume as well as
elsewhere, but in current circumstances, it is the controversies surrounding current arrangements that
reconnect the moral dimension of class and later life. In a globalised world dominated by financial
institutions, are the retired no longer deserving of their benefits negotiated in decades past? Should
there be a retrenchment of the idea of a retirement pension? All of these questions problematise the
implicit moral argument concerning the status of older people. They may be posed in new guises, but
the fundamental argument is that the contingencies being experienced by other sections of the
population render unfair the arrangements that exist for the older population (Higgs and Gilleard,
2010). It is hardly surprising that there have been many negative responses to the idea that reform is
necessary and, indeed, they have often been positioned as unfair, if not reactionary, in nature. The
moral argument around social class in relation to later life is one that accepts that many people in
what would have once been deemed the working class have seen that their entitlements to a secure
old age are both fair and militate against the potential inequalities created by growing older. Under
present circumstances, these insecurities seem to be growing larger. While it is the case that many
retirees have benefited from the structures and stability of a standardised life course, their current
circumstances are much more contingent on Beck and colleagues’ notion of ‘side effects’ (Beck et al,
2003), where decisions that affect them are often the consequences of decisions and structures placed
well outside nation-state boundaries. Nowhere has this been truer than in the financing of retirement,
where shifts in the global economy have had dramatic effects on the values of stocks and shares that
underpin the profitability of pension funds, as well as reducing the rates of return on savings, which
many older people rely upon for important parts of their retirement income. It is not only at the level
of the private pension that these effects are felt. The retirement pensions underwritten by nation-states
have been problematised for a number of decades by bodies such as the World Bank as they have
sought more market-oriented reforms. For many years, most European Union nations have worried
about the long-term viability of their own schemes in the context of demographic decline and the need



to reduce public expenditure. Different solutions or compromises have emerged, but the general
conclusion has been that even current arrangements and levels of support need to be reformed and
ideally reduced. This has been further exacerbated by the financial crisis that has beset the world
economy since 2008. All of this creates a line of antagonism that affects nearly all in retirement,
whether they have done well out of previous arrangements or wish for better times.

It is under such changing social circumstances that opposition and resistance become more
important, but unlike in the past, such resistance takes on more individualised forms. The idea that the
social institutions of the labour movement or social-democratic parties can comprehensively
undertake this task has declined along with the demise of corporatist social policies such as the
‘social wage’. Consequently, in an era of austerity, resistance is now more particularised and
seemingly more concerned with the maintenance of historic arrangements than it is with the
advancement of a more egalitarian agenda. However, Bourdieu’s (1998) later work, which was
concerned with these changes, pointed out that these forms of resistance were often about opposition
to capitalist social relations and the disregard for the individuals who make up society. In Acts of
resistance, Bourdieu (1998) went beyond the analysis of distinction and the reproduction of power to
examine how it was possible to resist the imposition of system requirements on ordinary individuals,
particularly in the realm of social rights. Nowhere are these rights more obvious than in relation to
those resources for sustaining an engagement with the Third Age. The behaviour of the global
economy and of the financial institutions within it, which play an increasingly directive role, creates a
normative demand for stability that places many people at odds with the unregulated ‘freedom’ of an
unfettered capitalism (as well as possibly those who markedly benefit from this state of affairs). This
suggests that resistance is not random or arbitrary; rather, it is conditioned by a wider and more
volatile set of processes that have made understanding contemporary capitalism more difficult. The
relationships of individuals to the economic system in terms of interests may, therefore, have become
more complex (and sometimes more contradictory) than they were in the past (Higgs and Gilleard,
2006), but it is also the case that as the structuring processes of social class have become more
individualised, later life and its cultures have become more and more a part of these structures. The
tension created by these different forces leads to a variety of outcomes and increases the range of
inequalities that can, in turn, be compounded by the role of health and disability or the role of social
support. The danger of focusing on these differences, however, is that the power of the idea of social
class is lost in the attempts to operationalise it. If, however, we think of class in terms of its moral
significance instead of its positioning of individuals into a class schema, we can concentrate our
attention on the combined political, moral and cultural issues that have always been at the centre of
the idea of class. Adopting this approach will not only open up promising avenues for research and
thinking about old age, but also help to ensure that the concept of social class keeps its place in the
sociological lexicon.
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