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Predictability and the life course
Leonard Cain, 1964
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m Life course: successive statuses individuals are called upon
to occupy in various cultures and walks of life as a result
of aging

= Age status: the system developed by a culture to give order
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When | was a child, | thought of Singapore as atropical island, alush, green, jungle paradise. |
did not think of it asalarge urban area. Thisis my second trip to Singapore and | am struck by
how the business district looks so much like Toronto, Canada, where | lived most of my adult
life. | find the same tall skyscrapers; the same hustle and bustle of business; the same atmosphere
of economic growth and the accumulation, and expenditure, of wealth. And of course much of
this region of the world — or at least that small part of it | have experienced, hasasimilar air of
economic devel opment, urban growth, and rising standards of living. In many dimensions, cities
like Singapore, Hong Kong, Bangkok, Jakarta, Sydney, Melbourne, Taipei, Auckland, are
similar to the large metropolitan areas of Canada, the United States and Europe. However, the
ways in which older people are integrated into the societies of these cities probably differ greatly.
In turn, this has a great deal to do with the ways in which work has been a part of their lives.
People make work, but work makes people as well. It shapestheir current and future life chances

and the very meanings which they attach to their lives.

| face agreat challenge in this opening address for a conference bringing together people
from aregion that | know very poorly, and which leaves me astonished when | have a chance to
visit it. | know very little about older workersin Singapore or, more broadly, this region.
Frankly, there is not much reported in the literature about older workersin thisregion. If there
has been as much attention to aging and work as there has been to aging and family in the
scholarly literature of thisregion, I might have something to say on that topic. | cannot tell you
about aging, work and economic transformation in your own societies, but | hope to learn more
about that at this conference. What | will do, however, is describe some dimensions that link
aging, work and economic transformation, as described in the much larger body of research from
other parts of the world. Thiswill hopefully provide a general framework, and afew stimulating

ideas or challenges, to give you away to look at what is happening in your own region.

The general framework isthe life course perspective, which is now increasingly popular
in socia gerontology. Some years ago, Martin Kohli set forth the view that the life courseis

highly structured by work — so strongly structured that it could be conveniently divided into just



three segments denoting preparation for work, the period of work, and the post-work period.
Seeing the life course as divided into three distinct stages, pre-work, work, and post-work, was
not original to Kohli but had been antedated by Leonard D. Cain, Jr..

| shall criticize the application of this very simplistic view to societies of the past, the
present or the future, anywhere in the world. Nevertheless, | begin by articulating this view
because it does point to something very important in terms of social structure and culture that has
influenced, and continues to influence the social worlds and activity patterns of people as they

age through the later phases of the life course.

Slide: Outline

My paper is organized as follows: | will first review the conception of the life coursein
the erato which both Cain and Kohli referred when they gave primacy to work — actually, a
specific pattern of work— as organizing the life course. | will then describe the recent emergence
of instability in the ways in which the life course is organized by work. Following this | show
how the new organization of work also leads to new meanings of retirement. This will set the
stage for a much more speculative consideration of anxiety and the individualization of risk
under the new work regime. | will conclude by turning to the sub-theme of this conference — that
as we enter the new millennium we should be thinking about releasing potentials and erasing
prejudices. However, | confine myself to introducing this latter topic, because | shall consider it
more fully in a companion paper.

Slide The Life Coursein the Era of Work Careers

Thelifecoursein theera of work careers

Asasociologist of aging, | want to pay tribute to one of the pioneersin thisfield, Professor
Leonard D. Cain., Junior, of Portland State University, in the United States. In a sociology
journal of the United Nations, he published a monograph in 1959 called, The sociology of aging:



A trend report and bibliography (Cain, 1959). Although this work drew heavily on comparative
research from anthropology, it can be taken to have first defined the sociology of aging as afield.
Five yearslater, in 1964, he developed the analysis of age and aging further by developing what
has come to be called the *life course perspective’. Thiswasin an article, Life course and social
structure (Cain, 1964). In it, he talked about age status systems, which refer to “the system
developed by a culture to give order and predictability to the course followed by individuals’
(Cain, 1964: 278). Cain observed (1964: 298) that “In a sense, during the life course an
individual experiences his personal division of labor, including minimally a‘ preparation for
work’ stage, a‘breadwinner’ stage, and a ‘retirement’ stage. The breadwinner stage frequently
involves a periodic modification or reassignment of work; this, strictly speaking, encompasses a

Slide: the working life course (Cain and Kohli)

Remember that Cain said this athird of a century ago, and speaking from an American
perspective. Martin Kohli, a Swiss sociologist working in Berlin, (1986: 272) echoed this view
twenty-two years later, arguing that “The life course is organised around the system of |abor that
prevailsin society. This appliesto the shape of the life course —its most obvious temporal
ordering today has become the tripartition into periods of preparation, ‘activity,” and retirement
—aswell asto itsorganizing principle” (see a'so Kohli and Rein (1991). Kohli was describing
the life course, as he saw it, in the developed world of Europe and North America. A simple

schematic view of the life course, as organized in thisway, is the following:

Slide: The Traditional Model

The traditional model did describe the life course experiences of some people in some
countriesin at least one historical period of time. Let me say a bit more about the middle, or
‘work’, category in terms of this model. Capelli and associates, in their wonderful book, Change
at Work (1997:4) describe work that conforms to this model as the:



“traditional system of employment ... that developed skills inside the organization and
then worked to keep them there. In its most stylized form, the internalized arrangements
involved hiring unskilled workers and management trainees with no experience and then
insulating them — especially management — from variations in both product and labor
markets. These arrangements placed a premium on planning and predictability”.

These authors point out the historical specificity of this traditional system, noting that it
became widespread only at mid-century, in the ‘ post-Fordist” period following the Second
World War. After World War 11, corporate policy in the United States sought to increase worker
loyalty, while unions strove to reduce job insecurity by regulating internal labor markets. Even
with economic downturns and repetitive layoffs, production workers maintained an attachment to
the company and seniority increased job security. On-the-job training increased the company’s
sense of investment in its workers and the specificity of thisform of training tied workers to the
employer as many of the learned skills were not transportable (Hardy et a., 1996). Doeringer
(1990:7) callsthisidealized pattern the “economic security package”, which included a stable
working career, private and government pensions, predictable promotions and job advancement,
protection from layoff, and the use of seniority. | this system, since aging brought more seniority,

aging could be seen as good.

Slide: Doeringer- The “ Economic Security Package’

In short, when this model was widely accepted in the decades following the Second
World War, an individual could expect to have a quite stable occupational career, with a defined
transition from early education into a starting position in employment, and stable upward
mobility in ajob with benefits, leading to a defined, predictable retirement event at or about age

65, and followed by retirement supported by a mix of company and public pensions.

This model was historically specific, and aso applied much more centrally to men than to



women, more to workers in large and unionized firms than in small and non-unionized firms,
more in certain sectors of the core economy rather than the periphery, and no doubt more in
North America and Europe than in South-east Asia. Nevertheless, as a sociological ideal type,
the vision of atripartite life course organized around pre-work, work, and post-work phases
gained popularity among scholars and it is still often mentioned in contemporary gerontol ogical

literature.

Slide: Policy Implications of Tripartite model

More than that, this vision or image of the life course came to be both widely shared and
widely valued in the industrialized societies of late modernity. It is, in short, not just a scholar’s
view of the life course, but it aview that is part of the culture. The widely shared belief that this
isnot only the normal or typical life course, but also the ‘ideal’ or best form of the life course to
live through is reinforced by the fact that much of the welfare state is predicated on the same
view. In many countries of the world, both state and private sector pension schemes rest on the
same tripartite view of the life course as organized by work. | shall return to this important point

about policy.

Slide: New instability in the working life course: Changing patterns of work

New instability in the working life course: Changing patter ns of work

These ideas of Leonard Cain and Martin Kohli have formed the basis of a sociological ideal type,
guiding research on older workers and retirement. But much of this research has used this model
asafoil, in order to show that life, and the life course, is by no means as ssmple as Cain and
Kohli described it. Notably, Winfried Schmahl brought together a group of mostly European

scholars to produce a volume, Redefining the process of retirement: An ingtitutional perspective

(1989), to show that there were many different pathways from employment to retirement, and
that the boundary between two of the working life course stages — the work and the retirement



stages — was by no means clear. In 1991, another mostly European collection edited by Kohli
and associates (1991) introduced the term “early exit” in order to disentangle work force
transitions from the transition of becoming arecipient of public retirement pension contributions;
and the authors in that book characterized the rapidly changing balance of work and retirement in

several countries.

With economic transformation, both work and retirement have been changing. | will first

consider work.

Slide: Objective Changesin Work

There is aweakening of the traditional system of employment. Thisidealized system
lasted, in North America and much of Europe, until the early 1970s, with the limitations of
gender and class that | mentioned already; but it is still present in the late-modern industrial
economies to some extent. The underlying pattern for work changesis a declinein agricultural
and manufacturing jobs and an increase in service jobs throughout the industrialized societies.
Since the 1970s, the average size of firms, at least in the USA, has declined (whether measured
by volume of sales, value added, or number of employees) (Hardy and Hazelrigg, 1999). It is
increasingly recognized that small firms generate many of the new jobs -- but thisis partialy the

result of contracting out of functions as large companies shrink to their ‘core’ activities.

Downsizing of employee complements has resulted in lost jobs for people of all ages
(Cappelli, 1997). However, this may have a specific impact on older workers because the most
favored mechanism for a company to downsize has been to encourage workers to take early
retirement, often with generous incentives to do so; and also because, if thrown onto the labor
market, the older person faces greater job discrimination than the younger displaced worker.

The concept of companies maintaining long-term relationships with employees who have

careers within the firm is being replaced, or at least complemented, by the growth of the



contingent work force, in which the ties between workers and jobs are much less orderly, and
much more short-term, and in which the ‘ contract’ between the employer and employee is much
more specific to work performance and less linked to long-term careers (Calasanti and Bonanno,
1992; Heisz, 1996). There is much to be said about the rise of contingent work and the decline of
the old model of the working career (see Cappelli, et a., 1997) , and about the “end of work” in
genera (Rifkin, 1995) and the “jobless future” (Aronowitz and DiFazio, 1994), but | want to

focus now on the impact of these changes on the experience of the retirement transition.

Slide: The new meaning of retirement

The new meaning of retirement

Sociologists recognize that the life courseis socially constructed, and thisis also true for
retirement. Retirement is a social institution that was humanly produced. Retirement as an event
marks a boundary between work and non-work —a boundary that we shall seeisfar from clear-
but a boundary nonetheless. The boundary is established by complex social conventions, reified
in laws and corporate practices governing pension and retirement benefits policies. But it is

arbitrary.

In Canada, for example, the institutionalized age for retirement, enshrined in pension
arrangements, is 65.% But the average age of retirement is 62 for men and women, and the
preferred age (for those who state a preference) is 58 (Lowe, 1992). The 1992 Survey of Persons
not in the Labour Force” estimated that 211,000 Canadians had retired earlier than they had
planned. Economic reasons accounted for 42% of these unanticipated early retirements. About
half of these were due to early retirement incentives and the other half to plant closures or layoffs
(Lowe, 1992).

’For example, it is at age 65 that oneis eligible to receive the Old Age Security pension,
and also the Canada Pension Plan. While the latter can be accessed as early as age 62, with
prorated benefits, thisis defined as ‘early’ retirement.
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Declinesin male labor force participation of those aged 55 and older have followed the
general pattern in Canada as the other OECD countries (with the US recently becoming
exceptional). Hardy and Hazelrigg (1999), focusing on American data, point out that thereis
great heterogeneity in labor force participation by age and gender. For example, they note that
for men, rates declined over the 25 years following 1970 by 17% for those aged 55-64, whereas
for women the rates increased by almost 20%. Moreover, and thisis critical for the
understanding of the new faces of retirement, some people retire from career jobs and completely
withdraw from the labor force, others resume full-time employment, others part-time or self-
employment, and others move back and forth across different work and non-work statuses. These
patterns vary not only by age but by race and ethnicity, gender and social class (Hardy and
Hazelrigg, 1999, citing Hayward, Hardy and Liu, 1995; Honig and Hanoch, 1985; Ruhm, 1990.

An OECD (1995) report notes that, for ten European countries, in the age group 60-64,
the proportion working part-time is greater than that for the workforce as awhole, and thisis so
for both men and women. Quin, Burkhauser and Myers emphasize that the situation of older
American workersis quite different from that of younger workers. Thus, in afinding that
parallels the OECD pattern noted above, while overall patterns of part-time labor force
participation have change little in the past two decades, they note that the rates for older workers
increased strongly. Part-time workers accounted for 15% of non-agricultural American workers
in 1968, and just 18% by 1989; but the proportion of men aged 65 and older to work part-time
rose from 35 to 48%; for older women the proportion rose from 50 to 58% (the definition of part-
timeis fewer than 35 hours per week) (Quinn, et al., 1990: 26).

About one-third of all career jobsin the United States have ended by the time the
incumbent is 55, and about half have ended by age 60 (Doeringer, 1990, p. 6). Earlier departure
from career jobsis now increasingly followed not by complete and permanent exit from the paid
labour force, but by an experience of one or more additional jobs that "bridge" to complete
retirement (Quinn, Burkhauser and Myers, 1990; Ruhm 1990). There are many routes to

retirement, and today about 30%-40% of people who move into a"final" retirement and



completely leave paid employment do so through a process that includes some part time
employment or work in bridge jobs before the final exit from the labour force (Doeringer, 1990).
The instability inherent in this emerging pattern is evident in American data showing that three-
quarters of al bridge jobs for older male workersinvolve a change in occupation or industry,
and more than half lead to pay cuts of 25% or more (Doeringer, 1990, p.7; see also Ruhm and
Sum, 1989).

It is difficult to ascertain just how much of this shift to a new pattern of employment is
voluntary. As noted above, much of the shift is unanticipated. American data suggest that about
95% of part-time employment among older workers reflects a positive choice to work part time
and is thus voluntary (Sum and Fogg, 1990: 57, in Hardy and Hazelrigg, 1999). Canadian data
suggest that the discouraged worker phenomenon is greatest among those aged 55 and older and
lowest for workers aged 25-54. This refers to those who want to be in the labor force but have
given up the job search (Sunter and Bowlby, 1998).

Sunter and Bowlby state that (1998: 20), “... the continued decline in participation among
older men has led to concern that this group may now face a greater risk of involuntary job loss
than younger workers —in alabour market that increasingly values postsecondary education,
technological skill and flexibility”. Older workers are indeed vulnerable to loss of the career job.
In addition though, many an older person who ceases employment involuntarily or even
voluntarily, either becomes a discouraged worker or remainsin or reenters the labor force,
finding not career jobs but non-standardized or contingent labor force jobs. There may be
complex patterns of unemployment, full-time employment and part-time employment. Instead
of the ‘crisp exit’ from employment to retirement, the working career of these people is unstable,
or ‘blurred’.

A more recent American study (Mutchler, Burr, Pienta and Massagli (1997) from the
1984 panel of the Survey of Income and Program Participation, focuses on White and Black men



aged 55-74 at the first interview, who report having had at least 6 months of continuous
employment at some point during their lives. At each observational period, over 32 months,
respondents were classified as to whether they were working, unemployed or not working during
the month preceding the interview. They are reporting on only one of four monthsin the interval,
and the method thus underestimates movement between employment and unemployment states.
A simple classification distinguishes “blurred” from “crisp” transition patterns and non-transition
patterns. A respondent could be working at all eight observations, nonworking at all periods,
exiting work and remaining non-working, or moving in and out of working-non-working states.
About one-third of the sample worked in al waves of the survey, although some moved between
full-time and part-time work. Forty-one percent of the sample remained non-working through the

period. “Crisp exit” characterized 10% of the sample, and 15% were classified as “blurred exits”’.

Only recently have Canadian data been adequate to address changing labour force
patternsin later life with any detail. For example, it is apparent that older workers are less likely
to lose long-term jobs than younger workers but that, should they do so, they face longer periods
of unemployment and also greater instability in subsequent labour force participation (Lauzon,
1995; Picot and Pyper, 1994). In the Survey on Ageing and Independence (conducted in 1991),
amost onein five (17%) of Canadian retirees over the age of 45 reported having returned to paid
employment, with men being almost twice as likely as women to have done so (Schellenberg,
1994: 50). The earlier the retirement, the more likely the retiree was to return to work. For men,
but not women, the higher the retirees’ educational and skill level of the last job prior to
retirement, the more likely he would return to work. In another Canadian national survey, the
Genera Socia Survey of 1994, approximately 26% of retired people aged 55-59, 16% of those
aged 60-64, and 12% of those aged 65-59, went back to work after retiring (McDonald, 1997:
94). The extent of labour force disruption is further indicated in the Survey on Ageing and
Independence by the fact that 76% of men and 45% of women who returned to paid employment

did so through part-time work.

Returning to the issue of part-time work, the 1989 General Social Survey found that the
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proportion of older people in part-time work was low -- less than 5% of men aged 55-64 and
24% of women aged 55-64 (Krahn, 1991: 37). By the 1993 GSS, these figures had risen to 7%
for men and 30% for women (Schellenberg, 1994: 45).3 Fully 41% of men and 27% of women
aged 55-64 who were working part time reported they did so from necessity and not from choice
(Schellenberg, 1994: 45).* The OECD study suggests that for fourteen OECD countries
(including Canada) the percentage of part-time workers aged 55 and older who are doing so
involuntarily ranged from alow of 7% in Portugal to a high of 59% in Greece (male workers),
and between 4 and 39 for women in that age category.’

Additional evidence for the instability of the transition period following career jobsisa
recent Statistics Canada report by Heisz (1996), which asked a number of questions about
whether short-term jobs are becoming more common and “life-time’ jobs less common. Heisz
estimates the average length of anew job created over the period 1981 to 1994, and examines job
length for new jobs entered by people of different ages.® The average duration of anew job start
over this period was 3.7 years, with little variability over time. However, a polarization occurred
in which the proportion of jobs which lasted between 1 and 5 years dropped from 21% to 16%,
and the proportion of jobs lasting less than 12 months increased from 59% to 64% (jobs lasting

3t may also be noted that the OECD study noted above suggested that the shift to part-
time work was most marked after age 60. Thus, the age breakdowns employed by Krahn and
Schellenberg might underestimate the importance of part-time work for those over age 59.

* The importance of category boundaries must be emphasized. Thus, amore recent study
of involuntary part-timers (Noreau, 1994: 27) used age 45+ to describe “older workers’ -- a
classification widely accepted by labour force researchers -- but concluded that “ by far, the
highest rate of involuntary part-time employment occurs among men aged 25-44". If the socio-
economic factors leading to loss of full-time work, or the inability to find it, are largely operative
at later ages, asis suggested by the studies reviewed here, then this conclusion might require
specification. The rates for those age 45-54 are undoubtedly lower than for those aged 55+.

® Definitions varied by country and can be found in the OECD (1995: 33). Canada's
percentage, reported for 1988, was 23.4% for men and 19.0% for women.

® The data are from the monthly Labour Force Survey for the period 1976-1994. Job
tenure refers to number of consecutive months a person has worked for the current employer.
The survey excludes the self-employed, which restriction may have particular relevance for post-
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between 5 and 20 years remained constant at 6%0). Workers who accumulate more than one year
of seniority in ajob have greater chances of long-term job tenure, but it is becoming harder to get
past that first year. Picot and Pyper’ s report (1994), based on the Labour Market Activity Survey
(LAMAYS) and the Longitudinal Worker Fileis consistent, in concluding that most displaced
workers had been with their firm three years or less. Few (in 1991 only 15%) displaced workers
had been with the firm for more than three years. Reporting on 1988 data from the LAMAS, they
note that if the probability of permanent layoff for aworker aged 16-24 is 1.0, it fallsto 0.8 in
the category 25-34, 0.7 in the categories 35-44 and 45-54, but then risesto 0.8 in the age
category 55-64.

Of interest for our purposes is the age distribution of short-term jobs. While the
proportion of new jobs that lasted more than one year dropped for all groups, it dropped the most
for workers aged 45 and older. The proportion of one-year jobs (those that made it past the first
barrier) that went on to last more than five years rose for both young and old age groups.” Over
the period of study, the situation for older workers who found themselves in the labour market
worsened. As Heisz (1996, p.3.6) putsit, “... workers aged 45-54 and 55-64 when they started
their jobs experienced shorter job tenure at the end of the period than at the start. For both of
these groups, the average length of ajob fell by 0.8 years, or 9.5 months, between 1981 and
1994". In short, there are great changes in the regularity and stability of work, and older workers

are more highly affected by these changes than are younger workers.
With both work and retirement changing dramatically, the structural dimensions of the
life course changes. These changes are summarized in the next slide, which contrasts the

traditional model of the life course and that which is now coming to prominence.

Slide: The new modd of thelife course

career job incumbents.
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The causes of these structural changes are political, social and economic. This dide
summarizes five possible causes of the changes that are most important in later life, centering on

the retirement transition.

Slide: Causes of Structural Change

It isimportant to reject the view, often offered by business, that restructuring of work
follows by some inevitable logic from economic pressures. The need to seek greater efficiency,
to be leaner and more nimble in order to compete in the new global economy is often invoked to
legitimate corporate restructuring and downsizing; but there is no simple relationship between
broader demographic and economic conditions and such policies (Quadagno et al., 1995). Had
the European countries paid more attention to demographic projections and the impact of a
declining labor (and taxpayer/pension contributor) pool on the ability to meet demands for old
age pensions, they might have refrained from developing the early exit policies that were
implemented in the 1980s (Kohli, et al.,1991; Schmahl,1989) and subsequently partially
reversed. A belated recognition of demographic pressures may have eventually contributed to a
reversal of these policies. Our own research in Canada and the United States, based on case
studies of corporations, showed that the ways in which they manage the retirement planning
aspects of human resources is quite independent of broad-brush economic pressures,
technological changes, and demographic changes. Even two major insurance companies, which
ought to have the expertise in demography, appeared to ignore demographic considerationsin
their labor force policies. In our case studies, in roughly the same demographic, technological
and economic climate, one company will decide to downsize its work force while another will
not; and if three companies decide to do so, one might do it through attrition, another through
layoffs, and athird through retirement incentives (Marshall and Marshall, 1999).

Most European research emphasizes the role of public policiesin shaping new working career

"We must here ignore interesting sector and gender differences presented in the article.
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patterns (Schméhl, 1989; Kohli et al., 1991). A recent OECD report (1995:9) summaries the role
of public policies:
In many countries, early withdrawal from employment has been financed either directly
or indirectly by the state: through the right to early old-age pensions, through relaxing
eligibility requirements for invalidity pensions, through extending the period for which
older unemployed people can claim unemployment compensation, or, less directly, by

according tax privileges to employers’ and private pension schemes’.

North American research (e.g., Hardy, Hazelrigg and Quadagno, 1996; Marshall, 1997,
Quinn, Burkhauser and Myers, 1990) has paid more attention to broad industry or sector-level
processes of structural adjustment (Grenier, 1985; Marshall, 1995a; 1996; OECD, 1995; Quinn,
Burkhauser and Myers, 1990) and to firm-based policies, including the nature of the private
pension plan and the use of early retirement incentive programs as motivators for early
retirement. In North America, where unemployment rates are very low at present, we may see
demography stimulating changes in policies that have an affect on the nature of the working life
course. For example, in order to meet labor force needs, there may be increased support for day
care provisions or even for pro-natalist positions in order to increase the supply of younger
workers; and, at the other end of the life course, we may see additional raises in the age of
retirement (as defined by eligibility for pension), and the increased flexibilization of work (as
such through partial or phased retirement programs) as a means to increase retention of older

workers.

Slide: Career, anxiety and the individualization of risk

The new meaning of career, anxiety and theindividualization of risk

Let me turn now to the new meaning of career, anxiety, and the individualization of risk, and to
do so I will return to Leonard Cain’s earlier work on the life course, which | discussed earlier
(1964). Cain saysthat the life course refers “ primarily to those successive statuses individuals

are called upon to occupy in various cultures and walks of life asaresult of aging, and ‘age
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status' refersto the system developed by a culture to give order and predictability to the course
followed by individuals’.

Slide: Leonard Cain quote

To understand the implications of the changing patterns of the retirement transition for
individuals, it isimportant to place their experience of retirement in the broader context of their
working biographies. The most fruitful way to pursue thisissue is through the “life course
perspective’. Thiswill focus attention on the emergence of avariety of transition pathways to
complete exit from the labor force. Retirement is best seen not as an event but as a process, and
variability in retirement transitions can be investigated as to their implications for the individual.
Moreover, in the life course context, later life or ‘end-stage’ developments are contingent on the
nature of working experiences and other life experiences and transitions earlier in the life course
(Hayward, et al., 1998; Pavalko, Elder and Clipp, 1993).

Jim Dowd, of the University of Georgia, has been conducting a remarkable study that
helps us to understand the impact of restructuring work and the life course on individuals,
because he has been interviewing members of a profession which epitomizes the stable career.
Dowd (in press, 2001) has interviewed 58 retired US Army generals about their careers and the
relationship of these careers to the retirement years. What is of interest is the social

psychological implications of the highly structured careers experienced by army officers.

Mannheim (1952, cited in Cain, 1964: 298) noted that a career isonly possible “in
societies where the future is predictable, where the distribution of power isno longer a matter of
dispute, and where some sort of plan can be made and executed on the basis of pre-existent
decisions’. And, Cain notes, Mannheim thus argued that jobs most easily become careersin
bureaucracies. But with the changing nature of work, we can now question if the bureaucratic
organization of contemporary work settings facilitates careers. The US army, it appears, is

designed to facilitate careers. Their retirement, which is normally at age 55 after 35 years of
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service, will follow a highly bureaucratized career marked by stable progression through the
ranks. They will have been given guidance and mentoring throughout their careers and, in turn,
will have given guidance and mentoring to those under them, because that is an important duty
of any officer. Dowd sees them as having unusually stable and well-grounded senses of self. The
lifelong socialization influences of the military build a strong sense of continual self-
improvement, striving to overcome obstacles, self-sacrifice and a critical stance. They aso feel a
strong sense that they have made a contribution — to the service, to their country, and to those
who serve under them. All this creates a strong sense of biographica connectedness, stability and
resilience, such that they look forward to the retirement years without anxiety. Of course, they
have also had economic security throughout their working lives, and they can anticipate their
retirement years being spent in the familiarity of a continuing military environment (many retire

on or near military bases, have mess and similar privileges).

The army officer context seemsto be radically at odds with what is happening in the
broader world of work. As the retirement process is changing, so too is the workplace itself. The
old, post-Fordist social contract, designed to foster mutual loyalty between employer and
employeg, is being replaced by new, task-specific, or short-term contracts: that is, by contracting
for piece work or for only fragments of an employee’ slife rather than the entire career.

Asthe Vice-President of Human Resources for a large telecommunications company we
were studying put it, the company does not want to have new employees who think they will be
with the company for life. Her own business card read, Vice-President (T), Human Resources --
and the T stands for temporary. After assisting in a large corporate downsizing, she herself had
retired before our study was completed. A large American insurance company refuses to use the
word, ‘career’ in any of its human resources documents because it does not want to set false
expectations for employees, and it includesin its training program courses that will enhance the
employee's ability to leave the company for ajob elsewhere. A petrochemical and gas utility
company tells its employees, “You are your career” —“Lifeisahighway and you arein the

driver’s seat”, and it offers an ‘entrepreneurial’ outplacement program in which company
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mangers will help an employee to develop a business plan, and then provide some start-up
money, should the employee wish to leave the company to found a company of hisor her own.
And then, if the new company can provide appropriate services, the parent company will

endeavor to out-source some contractual work to the new company.

Asl see, it, the restructuring of work is not only affecting individuals, it is affecting
socia cohesion, the main symptoms of which are declining company loyalty (Cappelli, 1997;
Rubin, 1996), declining working solidarity (Bourdieu, 1998) and increasing individuality (Beck,
1994).

The companies we studied, like many companies al over the world, are fostering a
corporate culture that in effect says (if | may trandate it into sociological language), career is not
aseries of status positionsin this corporate setting. Find stability, continuity and growth
elsewhere. Rely on yourself, not this company, to provide it. Career is not an aspect of socia

structure, it is something individual. Y ou are your career.

And what does this do to you if you are an “older worker”? These effects, at the
individual level, can be on those still in the workplace, on displaced workers, and on those
experiencing unstable occupational careers following loss of the career job. What if you see
other older workers being tapped on the shoulder and told it is an appropriate time to take early
retirement and leave gracefully? Cappelli and colleagues (1997: 201) suggest that the strongest
adverse effects of corporate downsizing might be on the survivors. employees who remain in

work environments subject to uncertainties and also work overload.®

8Fenwick and Tausig found that the macro-economic effects of job loss were associated
with reported stress indirectly through changes in the amount of control or decision-latitude
experienced in routine, day-to-day job structures of those still working:

Whether consciously or not, firms appear to pass any increased uncertainty in the
marketplace to their workersin the form of increased job demands, decreased decision
latitude, and increased job insecurity. Because of the deteriorating labor market situation
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Quinn and Kozy (1996) have pointed out that a combination of public and private sector
policies creates contradictory pressures on working people — to remain working but to exit from
the career job. This could lead to job stress, psychological distress, and alower socia integration
that follows from reduced commitment to work or to the employer. Thereis an emerging
literature showing that companies who treat employersin thisway do gain lower levels of
loyalty from their employees (Cappelli, et a., 1997; Rubin, 1996). The old, implicit contract
linking aloyal employeeto aloyal company through the prospects of stable career devel opment

in theinternal labor market is eroding, replaced by short-term contracts devoid of loyalty.

One can aso surmise that this process of individualization will reduce loyalty of workers
to one another. As Pierre Bourdieu has recently remarked (1998), “ Those who have become
known as ‘the excluded’ — those excluded provisionally, temporarily, long term or forever from
the market-place of work - are almost always those who have no voice, and who are excluded

from collective action....”.

The profound restructuring of work, perhaps especially the severing of the long-term
career contract between worker and employer, throws people back onto their own resources. The
impact of this on socia cohesion islikely to be profound as we enter the next millenium.

The social categories of later life, and the security provided to people in the old age or
retirement phase of life, are changing markedly with work restructuring. The process involves
complex social relations of regulation involving both the state and the corporate sector. Aswe
near the end of the twentieth century, these processes have acted to weaken the power of work to
provide stability, predictability and long-term security to individuals. Risks are less secured by
socia institutions than by individual s — perhaps accounting in some degree for the increased
interest of socia theoristsin human capital. Companies are telling their employees to increase

their individual ability to make career moves. The capacity for upward mobility is with the

(i.e., high unemployment) workers become less able to resist this restructuring (Fenwick
and Tausig, 1994: 278).
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individual’ s human capital rather than with the organization of the firm’s labor market.

Slide: Releasing potentials and erasing prejudices

Releasing potentials and erasing preudices

Let us now turn to the sub-theme of this conference, which is “releasing potentials and erasing
prejudices’. | have described how work has been restructuring and how this, in turn, shapes the
life course and affects older workers before, during and after the retirement process. Work
restructuring isin a sense work de-structuring. How we judge this morally is quite open to
debate. It should be clear from my remarks that | see strong threats to both social cohesion and
individua well-being. The work-structured career provides stability and predictability that might
enhance personal integrity and coherence. Y et, Weber deplores the ‘iron cage’ of bureaucracy.
Do we really want the United States Army officer corpsto be our model for how to
institutionalize the life course? Should we not rejoice in amove away from state and
corporation-regul ated life course regimens toward a ‘ free market’ of biographical self-
construction? Beck (1994: 14) aguesthat “‘individualization’ means the disintegration of the
certainties of industrial society as well as the compulsion to find and invent new certainties for
oneself and others without them. But it also means new interdependences, even global ones’.
Will the diminished ability of work to provide stability and coherence to identity lead people to

seek it in other domains such as the family?

How can a contract worker have a sense of continuity to hisor her life, or asense of an
anticipated future? How can a 55 year old displaced worker link past, present and future to
achieve a sense of constancy over time? Does he or she accomplish this solo, or do we want to

have social institutionsin our society to nourish such constancy?

| want to avoid romanticizing work, or a culture which takes work to be the most salient
defining characteristic for identity. We must remember than the vast mgjority of working people

wish to retire. | have not even had to the time today to address the important gender issues
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which, in particular, might expose to ridicule a notion that identity validation through paid
employment is agood thing. And certainly the nature, the benefits and the unpleasantness of

work are class conditioned — yet another factor | have ignored.

| believe that the state will continue, asit hasin the past, to contribute to structuring the
life course (Mayer and Schoepflin, 1989), although others (Procter, in press, 2001; Roberts,
Clark and Wallace, 1994) suggest that without the institutional backing of strong welfare state
policies, class, gender and ethnicity can be expected to play more important roles in shaping the
life course experiences of people. Y et, the state shapes class, gender and ethnicity. We need
more theorizing, and more research, about the intersection of the state, the corporate sector and
labor in structuring work, and we need to give more consideration to the intersection of work,

family, and other social institutions.

People do not lead their lives in work settings independent of their other social relations. |
have |eft relatively unconsidered, in my remarks today, the role of ageist attitudes and the fact of
age discrimination on older workers and on older people in the labor force seeking work.
Attitudes about the value and potential of older workers are important, and | will consider these
in my second address, tomorrow. But they are not the only thing that is important. Attitudes do
not equate to behavior. | believe that we are entering an erain which older people will be called
upon to play an increasingly greater part in the world of work, mostly because of fertility
declines and the resulting shortages of entry-level workers. We need to adjust our attitudes
towards older people and to recognize their strengths as workers. But we need to go further than
that. We can employ technologies to overcome health or strength declines that accompany aging.
We can design flexibly working arrangements that make work not only more possible but more
attractive to older people. My talk today has focused on the newness of the current situation in
which older workers find themselves. Tomorrow, | will turn to the challenges we face in

recognizing their potential and re-organizing work so as to benefit from it.

20



REFERENCES

Aronowitz, Stanley, and William DiFazio (1994). Thejoblessfuture: Sci-tech and the dogma
of work. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press.

Atchley, Robert C. (1982). Retirement as a social institution. Annual Review of Sociology 8:
263-87.

Beck, Ulrich (1992). Risk society: Towardsa new moder nity. London: Sage.

Beck, Ulrich (1994). The reinvention of politics: Towards atheory of reflexive modernization. In
Ulrich Beck, Anthony Giddens and Scott Lash, Reflexive M oder nization. Stanford, CA:
Stanford University Press, pp.1-55.

Bourdieu, Pierre, FrederickLeBaron and Gerard mauge (1998). Bitter fruit of neo-liberalism?
The causes of the unemployed. Le Monde, 17 January. Reprinted in Organizations, Occupations
and Work Section Newsletter, American Sociological Association, Winter 1998.

Cain, Leonard D., Jr. (1959). The sociology of aging: A trend report and bibliography. Current
Sociology 8: 57-133.

Cain, Leonard D, Jr.( 1964). Life course and socia structure. In Robert E.L. Faris (ed.),
Handbook of modern sociology. Chicago: Rand Mcnally, pp. 272-309.

Dowd, James (forthcoming 2001) From officers to gentlemen: Army generals and the passage to
retirement. In V.W. Marshall, W. Heinz, H. Krieger and A. Verma (eds.), Restructuring work
and the lifecour se. Toronto: University of Toronto Press.

Fenwick, Rudy, and Mark Tausig (1994). The macroeconomic context of job stress. Jour nal of
Health and Social Behavior 35 (September): 266-282.

Giddens, Anthony (1994). Living in a post-traditional society. In Ulrich Beck, Anthony Giddens
and Scott Lash, Reflexive M oder nization. Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, pp. 56-109.

Hardy, Melissa, and Lawrence E. Hazelrigg (1999), Changing policies on employment and
pension coverage in U.S. Firms, Ageing I nter national 25 (2): 24-45, special issue on Older
Worker and Retirement Issues, edited by V.W. Marshall and A. Walker.

Hayward, M., M.A. Hardy, and M. Liu (1994). Work after retirement: The experiences of older
men in the United States. Social Science Resear ch 23: 82-107).

Heisz, Andrew (1996). Changesin job tenure in Canada. Canadian Economic Obser ver
(January), pp. 3.1-3.5

21



Honig, M., and G. Hanoch (1985). Partial retirement as a separate mode of retirement behavior.
The Journal of Human Resour ces 20: 21-46.

Kohli, M. Rein, A-M Guillemard and H. van Gunsteren (Eds.) (1991). Timefor retirement:
Compar ative studies of early exit from the labor force. Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press.

Kohli, Martin, and Martin Rein (1991). The changing balance of work and retirement. In M.
Kohli, M. Rein, A-M Guillemard and H. van Gunsteren (Eds.), Timefor retirement:
Compar ative studies of early exit from the labor force. Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, pp. 1-35).

Kohli, Martin (1986). The world we forgot: A historical review of thelife course. In V.W.
Marshall (Ed.), Later life: The social psychology of aging. Beverly Hills: Sage, pp. 271-303.

Lauzon, D. (1995). The duration of joblessness following displacement. Working Paper W-
95-1,. Ottawa: Applied Research Branch, Strategic Policy, Human Resources Devel opment
Canada.

Lowe, G.S. (1991) Retirement attitudes, plans and behavior. Perspectives on Labour and
Income 3 (3) : 8-17.

Marshall, V.W. (1996). I ssues of an Aging Workforcein a Changing Society: Cases and
Comparisons. Toronto: Institute for Human Development, Life Course and Aging, University of
Toronto. (Final report of the Issues of an Aging Workforce Project)

Marshall, V.W. (1995a). Rethinking retirement: Issues for the twenty-first century. In E. M. Gee
and G.M. Gutman (Eds.), Rethinking Retirement. Vancouver: Gerontology Research Centre,
Simon Fraser University, pp. 31-50.

Marshall, V.W. (1995b). The older worker in Canadian society: Isthere afuture? In E. M. Gee
and G.M. Gutman (Eds.), Rethinking Retirement. Vancouver: Gerontology Research Centre,
Simon Fraser University, pp. 51-68.

Marshall, V.W. and J.J. Marshall (1999). Age and changes at work: Causes and consequences.
Ageing International 25 (2): 46-68.

Mayer, Karl Ulrich (1991). Life courses in the welfare state. Pp. 171-186 in Walter R. Heinz
(Ed.), Theoretical advancesin life courseresearch: Status passages and thelife course, Vol.
1. Weinheim: Deutscher Studien Verlag.

Mayer, Karl Ulrich, and Urs Schoepflin (1989). The state and the life course. Annual Review of
Sociology 15: 187-209.

22



Mutchler, J.E., JA. Burr, A.M. Pientaand M.P. Massagli (1997). Pathways to labor force exit:
Work transitions and work instability. Jour nal of Gerontology: SOCIAL SCIENCES52B (1):
$A-S12.

OECD (Organization for Economic Co-Operation and Development) (1995). The Transition
from Work to Retirement. OECD Socia Policy Studies No. 16. Paris: Author.

Picot, G., and Pyper, W. (1994).Worker displacement within the context of a dynamic labour
market. Paper presented at the CERF Conference on Displaced Workers (December).

Procter, lan (in press, 2001). Y oung adult women: Becoming a mother or aworker. In V.W.
Marshall, W. Heinz, H. Krueger and A. Verma (Eds.), Restructuring work and the life cour se.
Toronto: University of Toronto Press.

Quadagno, Jill, David MacPherson, Jennifer Reid and Lori Parham (in press, 2001), Downsizing
and the life course consequences of job loss. The effect of age and gender on employment and
income security. To appear in V.W. Marshall, W. Heinz, H. Kriger and A. Verma (Eds.),
Restructuring work and thelife cour se. Toronto: University of Toronto Press.

Quinn, J.F., RW. Burkhauser and D.A. Myers (1990). Passing the Tor ch: The Influence of
Economic I ncentives on Work and Retirement. Kalamazoo, MI: W.W. Upjohn Institute for
Employment Research.

Quinn, Joseph F., and Michael Kozy (1996). Therole of bridge jobs in the retirement transition:
Gender, race, and ethnicity. The Gerontologist 36(3): 363-372.

Rifkin, Jeremy (1995). The end of work: The decline of the global labor force and the dawn
of the post-market era. New York: G.P. Putnam’s Sons.

Roberts, K., S.C. Clark, and C. Wallace (1994). Flexibility and individualisation: A comparison
of transitions into employment in England and Germany. Sociology 28 (1): 31-54.

Ruhm, C.J. (1990). Bridge jobs and partia retirement. Jour nal of Labor Economics 8: 482-501.

Ruhm, Christopher J. (1990). Career jobs, bridge employment, and retirement. In Peter B.
Doeringer (Ed.), Bridgesto Retirement. Ithaca ILR Press of Cornell University, pp. 92-107.

Ruhm, Christopher, and Sum, Andrew (1989) Job stopping: The changing employment patterns
of older workers. In Proceedings of the Winter 1988 Industrial Relations Resear ch
Association Meetings, 21-28.Madison, Wisconsin.: Industrial Relations Research Association.

Schmahl, W. (1989). Redefining the process of retirement: An international perspective.
New York: Springer-Verlag.

23



Sum, A.M., and W.N. Fogg (1990). Profile of the labor market for older workers. Pp. 33-63 in
P.B. Doeringer (Ed.), Bridgesto retirement: Older workersin a changing labor market.
Ithaca, NY: ILR Press.

Sunter, Deborah, and Geoff Bowlby (1998). Labour force participation in the 1990s.
Per spectives on Labour and Income 10 (3): 15-21.

Weber, Max (1949). “Objectivity” in social science and socia policy. In Edward A. Shilsand

Henry A. Finch (trandlators and editors), The M ethodology of the Social Sciences. Max
Weber. New Y ork: The Free Press, pp. 49-112.

24



	Into the Millennium of the Older Adult: Releasing Potentials and Erasing Prejudices

