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Critical Discourse Analysis and Identity: Why Bother?

Abstract

Critical discourse analysis (CDA) and other forms of discourse analysis are regularly
used to study identity, but rarely do researchers systematically compare and contrast them
with other theories to identify exactly what a discursive approach contributes. In this paper,
we take the example of a particular identity — the older worker — and systematically compare
the contribution of CDA with other approaches, including economics, labour market research,
gerontology and cultural studies. In so doing, we show the kinds of research questions that
CDA can address, which other theories grappling with identity cannot. In this way, we hope
to delineate more clearly what CDA is, to identify specifically how it contributes to the study

of identity, and to show what it can do, compared to other theories.
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Introduction

In this paper, we demonstrate the value of adopting Critical discourse analysis (CDA)
to study identity. We take the example of a particular identity that has attracted increasing
interest among researchers, policy makers and the media — older workers — to illustrate the
potential contribution that CDA can make to our understanding of the processes of identity
construction and its effects. To this end, we review and discuss research on older workers
from a variety of disciplines (economics, labour market research, gerontology and cultural
studies) and systematically compare their orientation, emphases and findings. We argue that
while such disciplines have made valuable contributions to knowledge, key gaps remain that
can be addressed using CDA. While CDA and other forms of discourse analysis are regularly
used to study identity, rarely have researchers systematically compared and contrasted them
with other theories to identify exactly what a discursive approach contributes. Our
contribution then is to show, rather than assume, that CDA represents a valuable way of
approaching the study of identity.

We selected the identity of the older worker for three related reasons. Firstly it has
received much public, academic and government attention due to aging populations and
persistent unemployment among older workers in developed economies. For example,
governments in many industrialized countries are concerned with the economic and budgetary
consequences of population aging, especially as expectations about the role of the state in
providing for people in older age are changing. This has been accompanied by a trend where
older men, in particular, exit early from employment, as a result of organizational downsizing,
industry restructuring and economic recession. Older workers face significant barriers
attempting to re-enter the labour market, including skill obsolescence, changes in the
industrial structure of the economy and age discrimination. In addition, some sections of the

older population, such as the older unemployed* are economically and socially disadvantaged.



While research on older workers has been focused almost exclusively on the work and
retirement patterns of older male workers, more recent research has attempted to redress this
gap by examining, for example, the different issues facing older women and different cultural
groups in the labour market.

The second reason we selected older workers was because research, public
commentary and policy consistently featured the construction of ageing and older workers as
‘problematic’ (Correll 1999) and a current or potential burden on the rest of society (e.g.
Pickard 1999), symptomatic of a ‘new ageism’ (Butler 1989). Representations of population
ageing were typically accompanied by arguments that it will lead to economic decline,
financial strain on health care and social security systems, and social problems, etc., which
Clark (1993) has characterized as ‘apocalyptic demography’. Moreover, these representations
persist despite research that has challenged many of the common, negative stereotypes about
older workers.

Thirdly, there was a noticeable lack of clarity about the category of ‘older workers’
itself. Threshold chronological ages for inclusion in the category of older worker range from
40 to 65 years (Ainsworth 2003), and consequently, there is little agreement and clarity about
who is an ‘older worker’. Instead of assuming the category of the ‘older worker’ as an object
of research, CDA can assist in purposefully unpacking this notion by providing ways to
understand and examine how social identity is constructed, as well as the effects of such
identity construction.

In this paper, we examine research from economics, labour market studies,
gerontology, and cultural studies in order to illustrate their contributions to knowledge about
older workers, and the potential contribution of CDA. Economic research tends to explore the
influence of economic and financial factors on individual decisions (e.g., the decision to

retire) and on policy decisions (such as the financial implications of state-funded health care



and pensions). Labour market research focuses on labour force participation and
unemployment. Gerontology adopts a biomedical perspective, and has been heavily
influenced by psychology and health related research. Cultural studies approaches aging and
older workers from a social and cultural perspective. While these different fields of research
contribute to our understanding of these issues, they fail to address more fundamental
questions concerning the very concept of the “older worker”. As we argue, CDA is one
approach that is well suited to addressing these more fundamental questions.

The structure of this paper is as follows. We first present an overview of the different
bodies of research on the older worker, drawing some conclusions regarding both the
contributions and the limitations of this work. We then introduce CDA, showing how it has
been used to study identity and how it could contribute to studying older workers. Finally, we
discuss the implications of using CDA for future research, as well as for government policy

and organizational practice.

The Study of the Older Worker

Older workers constitute a growing proportion of many workforces and populations.
The International Labor Organization estimates that, by 2025, 32 per cent of the European
population and 30 per cent of the population in North America will be over 55 years
(llmarinen 2001). In 2000, the median age of a worker in the United States was 40 years, the
age at which they are considered to be an older worker under the Age Discrimination and
Employment Act (McMahan and Phillips 2000). The proportion of the Japanese population
over 65 years is currently 20 percent and is expected to increase to 29 per cent by 2025
(Pearson 2003). In Australia, forecasts project that by 2021 more than 20 per cent of the
population will be over 65 years (Encel 2003). These demographics have resulted in
perceptions of an economically dependent older population that is a burden on the younger,

productive members of society and fuelled debate about the future of the welfare state (Butler



1989; Laczko and Phillipson 1991; Ginn and Arber 1995). Accordingly, we hear of

“apocalyptic” demographic projections of population aging (Clark 1993) and claims of “a
looming old age crisis” (Saunders 1996), although Saunders argues that this aging crisis is
more accurately described as a “crisis of governance” as governments struggle to respond.

Such demographics have led researchers to focus attention on older workers and the
accompanying changes in key social institutions that have radically altered previously clear
patterns around sequential phases of education, full-time work, and full-time retirement. Older
workers also attract research interest because of disadvantages they face. For example, age
discrimination hinders their recruitment and training, as well as targeting them for downsizing
and early retirement. Once they become unemployed, older people experience much longer
average rates of joblessness than other groups (Council on the Ageing 1992, 1999;
VandenHeuvel 1999). Many older workers also face periods of unemployment following
early exit from the workforce, part-time or casual work, or transition jobs that are unrelated to
previous occupation (Doeringer 1990; Laczko and Phillipson 1991). In this section, we
explore research from economics, labour market research, gerontology and cultural studies.?
Economics

Economics uses a variety of quantitative techniques to explain the costs of aging,
productivity patterns, retirement decisions, and to provide models that explain the
employment patterns experienced by older workers.

First, dependency ratios — “the ratio of the part of the population which is productively
employed to the part which is dependent” (Levine 1988: 52) — have been used to support the
view that a crisis is looming for mature economies where the economic burden placed on the
younger working population by the older age group will be intolerable (Ginn and Arber 1995;
Saunders 1996). This view dominates policy debates, despite criticisms that dependency

ratios are “overly normative” and “convey the impression that old age is always and only a



period of dependency on others, rather than a period in which it is possible to make a
continued positive contribution to many aspects of economic and social life” (Saunders 1996:
10; also see Blondal and Scarpetta 1998; Butler 1989; Bytheway 1995; Laczko and Phillipson
1991).

Second, economists have also studied the relationship between an aging workforce
and productivity. This research tends to argue that as the workforce ages, productivity falls
(e.g., Blondal and Scarpetta 1998; Hutchens 1993), although other research has challenged
these findings. For example, using cross-industry comparisons, Barnes et al. (1999) found no
clear relationship between chronological age and productivity and some high productivity
growth industries had larger proportions of older workers and fewer younger workers.

A third stream of research focuses on the effects of pensions and income on retirement
decisions (Dahl, Nilsen and Vaage 2000; Doeringer 1990; Doeringer and Terkla 1990). It
explores the potential effects of pension policy on decisions to retire (e.g., Latulippe and
Turner 2000; Purcell 2000), the interaction of different social security provisions with labour
market participation (e.g., Baker 2002; Choi 2000), and the effects of pension provisions on
early retirement (Baker and Benjamin 1999; Blondal and Scarpetta 1998). This research
assumes that individuals have freedom of choice to maximize economic benefits (Hutchens
1993), although evidence from other fields suggests that early exit from the workforce by
older workers is often involuntary. It also tends to focus on white males, ignoring women
whose discontinuous work histories make them more difficult to study (Ginn and Arber 1996;
Rein and Jacobs 1993), as well as members of different ethnic groups and socioeconomic
classes (Dahl et al.2000; Doeringer 1990; Ginn and Arber 1996; Laczko and Phillipson 1991;
Levine 1988; McCallum 1992; Patrickson and Hartmann 1996; Ruhm 1990).

Finally, a variety of economic theories have been used to explain the behaviour of

employers and employees. The deferred compensation model (Agarwal and DeGroote 1998;



Heywood, Ho and Wei 1999; Lazer 1979; Levine 1988; Reid 1996) postulates that employees
are paid less than their marginal product early in their careers, and more later on: compulsory
retirement stops this escalation in compensation. Despite challenges (e.g., Agarwal and
deGroote 1998; Levine 1988; Mallier and Morris 2003), it provides an economically based
rational explanation for employer behaviour, such as passing over older workers for
promotion (e.g., Adams 2002) and targeting older workers for early exit from the workforce.
The job-rationing model associated with Furstenberg and Thrall (Levine 1988) explains why
older people occupy a marginal position in the labour market: a cultural queuing mechanism
means that less attractive groups wait in line for employment. The demand for older workers
thus depends on how far down the queue employers have to look to find an adequate labour
supply. This theory does not, however, explain how older workers come to comprise a
marginal group in the first place (Levine 1988). Theories of the return on training investment
link discrimination against older workers in accessing training (Frerichs and Naegele 1997,
Johnson and Zimmerman 1993; Schrank and Waring 1989) to assumptions about their
willingness and ability to learn, the costs of retraining, and whether the training investment
will be recouped because older workers have relatively less time remaining in the workforce
compared to younger workers (Aaronson and Housinger 1999; Heywood et al.1999; Hirsch,
MacPherson and Hardy 2000; Hutchens 1993). Other evidence suggests, however, that
specific firms may obtain a greater return from older employees who are less likely to quit
(Bennington and Tharenou 1996; Schrank and Waring 1989).

In sum, economic research has tended to paint a negative picture of an aging
workforce. While much economic research presents itself as objective, it is evident that
certain cultural values towards older people underpin much of the research. Despite critiques

of this work, the dominant view remains that population aging represents an economic threat,



and there are economically rational explanations, if not justifications, for treating older
workers differently.
Labour Market Research

Research in this field provides evidence of the effects of ageism in employment,
including forced early exit, barriers to re-entering employment, the uncertain impact of
increasing flexibility in employment, and the implications of gender segmentation.

First, research on unemployment examines statistical trends in levels and duration of
unemployment, categorized by age groups (Council on the Ageing 1992, 1999). While
unemployment levels are greater among youth, average duration of unemployment is much
greater among older workers: once unemployed, they tend to stay unemployed (Lyon and
Glover 1998). It seems that only in conditions of labour shortage do employers look to older
workers to fill jobs (Appelbaum and Gregory 1990; McCallum 1990; Taylor and Walker
1998), even though improvement in economic conditions does not necessarily result in more
jobs for older workers (George 1997). Employers often prefer other groups of workers to fill
new jobs because of negative attitudes towards older workers (Council on the Ageing 1992;
Encel and Studencki 1995) and because their long periods of unemployment sends a negative
“quality signal” to employers (Kenyon and Wooden 1994).

Second, research shows the declining labour force participation rate of older men
(Taylor and Walker 1998) as a result of organizational restructuring and downsizing, as well
as ageism (e.g., Laczko and Phillipson 1991; Lyon and Glover 1998). Discrimination at work
may also predispose older workers to opt for early retirement (Snape and Redman, 2003)
which, combined with structural changes in the number and type of jobs available (Agarwal
and deGroote 1998; Feldman and Kim 2000; Ruhm 1990), leads to high levels of
unemployment for older workers (Chan and Stevens 2001; Hirsch, MacPherson and Hardy

2000; Sum and Fogg 1990a, 1990b).
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A third focus of research concerns the decline of stable, full-time jobs and the rise in
“flexible” forms of employment — more casual, part-time work or short-term employment
contracts. On the one hand, flexible employment is seen as providing opportunities for older
workers (Feldman and Kim 2000; Hirsch, MacPherson and Hardy 2000; Matthews 1990;
Teiger 1994), allowing them to partially withdraw from the labour force in a gradual
transition to retirement or partially re-enter the labour market after early exit (Doeringer 1990;
Feldman and Kim 2000). On the other hand, older workers are often relegated to low paid,
precarious jobs, interspersed with periods of unemployment and declining living conditions
(Lyon and Glover 1998). In addition, flexible jobs may involve lower pay (Appelbaum and
Gregory 1990; Doeringer and Terkla 1990) and status than previous jobs (Christensen 1990;
Appelbaum and Gregory 1990). Older workers are also poorly served by the vocational
training systems (Hirsch, MacPherson and Hardy 2000) that may be necessary if they are to
retrain and take advantage of these jobs.

Finally, research indicates that age discrimination constitutes a significant barrier for
older workers. It takes a variety of forms: differential treatment in dealing with government
agencies and recruitment firms, access to vocational training, as well as in direct recruitment
and selection by firms (Encel and Studencki 1995; Watson and Shael 1997; Council on the
Ageing 1992). Within the organization, older workers experience less chance of promotion
(Adams 2002), less access to training and development (Agarwal and deGroote 1998), and
lower performance appraisal ratings (Saks and Waldman 1998; Snape and Redman 2003).

To conclude, labour market research provides data on the problems and experiences of
older workers. Traditionally, however, it has focused on the experience of older white male
employees in developed countries (McCallum 1992). More recent research has specifically
focused on the experience of older women (Encel and Studencki 1997; Leanna and Feldman

1992; Patrickson and Hartmann 1996) and older people in different cultures (e.g., Lim 2003;
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McCallum 1992). It shows the diversity of the older worker category and demonstrating the
impact of factors such as education, gender, health, socioeconomic status, family
responsibilities, ethnicity, etc. on labour market outcomes (Katz Olson 1994; Saunders 1996).
Gerontology

Gerontology encompasses a diverse and diffuse set of disciplines including
psychology, medicine, politics, economics, sociology, history, literature and cultural studies.
However, in this illustrative literature review, gerontological research that focuses on the
social aspects of ageing or ‘social gerontology’ (Jamieson and Victor 1997) has been
categorized under other disciplinary headings. In this section we focus on gerontology that
views ageing as an individual-level phenomenon. This emphasis reflects the dominance of
psychology, medicine, health and welfare in gerontology, a dominance that has contributed to
a ‘biomedical’ view of ageing (Estes and Binney 1991; Latimer 1997; Minkler 1991;
Phillipson 1998).

This body of research has focused on understanding the nature and operation of age-
related stereotypes, i.e., “widely held beliefs regarding the characteristics of people in various
age categories” (Rosen and Jerdee 1976a: 180 and Rosen and Jerdee 1976b: 428), that
become increasingly negative when attributed to older age categories (Aaronson 1966).
Heavily influenced by psychology, such research adopts a conventional view of stereotypes
(Pickering 2001) as perceptual ‘shortcuts’, inaccurate because they assume group
homogeneity and stability. This perspective on stereotypes has led to a proliferation of
empiricist research that has sought to prove or disprove the accuracy of such stereotypes,
compared to an objective and measurable ‘reality’ (Pickering 2001: 14), using experimental
research designs and quantitative methodologies. Research within this field has yielded
substantial evidence to challenge many of the negative assumptions and stereotypes about

older workers (Bennington and Tharenou 1996; Chapman 1993; Johnson and Zimmerman
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1993; Laczko and Phillipson 1991; Levine 1988; Lim 2003; Warr 1994; White Riley and
Riley Jr. 1989), such as them being less motivated, less able to learn, less physically able and
are more resistant to change compared to younger workers (Cleveland and Landy 1983).

For example, while there is evidence of some decline in flexibility in problem-solving
and cognitive processing speed, few generalizations can be made about differences in learning
and memory between younger and older adults (Levine 1988). Some studies have argued that
intelligence in older people is marked by both growth and decline (Cremer 1994; Staudinger,
Cornelius and Baltes 1989). Tasks can have a positive age-effect if they involve knowledge-
based judgements with no time pressure, or where expertise is useful (Warr 1994). Even
where older adults are found to be slower in acquiring new skills compared to younger
counterparts, this may be a function of training design (Stern and Doverspike 1989). This
body of research suggests that the ageing process is contingent upon a range of social factors,
including work design and quality of work, employment opportunities, attitudes to older
workers and work environment (Agarwal and deGroote 1998; Avolio, Waldman and
McDaniel 1990; Dixon 1970; Sheppard 1970).

Such negative stereotypes have been found to influence employment related decisions,
such as recruitment, training and development, performance appraisal and redundancy
(Avolio and Barrett 1987; Cleveland and Landy 1983; Ferris, Yates, Gilmore and Rowland
1985; Finkelstein, Burke and Raju 1995; Rosen and Jerdee 1976b). And despite the research
evidence disproving their ‘accuracy’, negative stereotypes continue to influence both the
actions and attitudes of employers, employees, and older people themselves (e.g., Barnes et
al. 1999): researchers have argued that they are even internalized by members of the older
population to become a self-fulfilling prophecy. For example, if older people feel they have
less need or right to work than other groups, particularly in times of high unemployment, they

may give up looking for work and become a discouraged job-seeker (Laczko and Phillipson
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1991). Negative stereotypes may lead to a loss of coping abilities, competence, and sense of
control (Rodin 1989), as well as a deterioration in health (Butler 1989). In addition,
stereotypes tend to identify the object of the stereotype as “problematic”, which may lead
them to incorporate definitions of themselves as problematic into their own identity
(Schabracq 1994).

In sum, research in gerontology indicates that chronological age is a poor predictor of
job performance and productivity, and factors other than age help to explain outcomes. While
research in this field has provided data to debunk myths about older people, negative
stereotypes continue to persist, and gerontology has had little effect in either challenging them
or influencing programs that are better designed to address the needs of older workers.
Cultural Studies

The term “cultural studies” is used to denote research that focuses on aging as a
cultural, social and collective — rather than an individual — phenomenon. Drawing on ideas of
social constructionism, this work challenges the idea of a pre-existing self, separate from
society and possessing inherent or essential characteristics. Instead, it sees identity — the
meaning attached to the self — as arising out of social interaction and shared processes of
meaning-making (see Gergen 1999; Hacking 2000). It acknowledges that “all knowledge, and
therefore all meaningful reality as such, is contingent upon human practices, being
constructed in and out of interaction between human beings and their world, and developed
and transmitted within an essentially social context” (Crotty 1998: 42). In the context of the
older worker, this is not to say there is no biological change with ageing, but that the meaning
of these changes is culturally and socially constructed (Gullette 1997).

In this way, research in cultural studies accepts that aspects of identity, such as age,
gender and ethnicity are socially constructed categories (Fulcher and Scott 1999). It shows

how entry into older age is created and signified by language use (Gullette 1997). When an
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individual notices biological or physical change and attributes it to, or describes it as, age-
related decline, he or she is reproducing or sustaining the “master cultural narrative” of aging
as inevitable decline. The culturally constructed nature of age categories is illustrated by the
social phenomenon of the “mid-life” as a means of distancing from old age. However, this
construction prematurely ages people as they are categorized as belonging to a group with a
particular cultural meaning that signifies the start of inevitable age-related decline.

Age is also a body-based system of social categorization and, while it is not the only
stage of the lifecycle that is socially and culturally constructed, it is the target of particular
cultural ambivalence. This is evident in the tendency to deny the category altogether, and its
element of self-hatred.

[T]here is not much serious discussion about eliminating infancy, adolescence

or adulthood from the developmental landscape. It is only old age which

comes under the scalpel. Why? (Andrews 1999: 302)

There are parallels between age and other body-based systems of social categorization, such
as gender or ethnicity, but ageism is different in that hostility is directed against a future self,
not a clearly differentiated “other” (Andrews, 1999). Accordingly, while many people may be
able to maintain a perception of older people as totally separate from themselves, there comes
a point at which people will identify with — and become part of — the category of older age.

Aging is thus an embodied process in that a gendered and bio-medicalized body is the
site of aging (Tulle-Winton 1999). Western societies have a long history of cultural
ambivalence towards the aged, often viewing aging as a form of bodily betrayal (Warren
1998). The aging body is seen a “cultural icon of decline and helplessness” (Tulle-Winton
1999: 297). A parallel development is the commodification of the physical body as promoted
in popular culture, as well as the health, beauty and self-help industries. Although not

exclusively concerned with aging, it involves a heavy emphasis on the denial of aging,
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combating aging, and “anti-aging”. “Successful” aging is problematic in that, to be culturally
acceptable, older bodies must be managed. It may offer the possibility of rejecting the “aging
as inevitable decline” cultural narrative (Gullette 1997), but it also reinforces the cultural
repression of aging bodies by conforming to a youth-centred ideal that seeks to hide, mask or
deny aging. It also individualizes the process of cultural aging, undermining the potential for
collective resistance to ageism (Gullette 1997).

In sum, research in cultural studies focuses on the cultural construction of aging.
Rather than taking the identity of older age for granted, it addresses the collective meaning
and contingent nature of the identity of older people. It has not, however, addressed the
processes whereby the category of older age is constructed. Nor has it dealt with the economic
and material effects of being categorized as an older worker (du Gay 1996, 1997; Morris
1988), as the cultural construction of physical decline is associated with increasing economic
insecurity, such as early retirement, unemployment or flexible employment (Gullette 1997).

To conclude this review of research on older workers, we can see that each of the
fields has made a contribution to our understanding of older workers and yet they have some
obvious limitations (Table 1). Economics has concentrated on the costs of population aging
and income-related issues, but has neglected the social implications of aging, the diversity of
the older population and constraints on individual behaviour. Despite these limitations it has
been extremely influential in how aging is perceived by policy makers and the public. Labour
market research has provided information on key issues relating to the position and
experience of older people in the labour market, such as early exit from the workforce by
older men and the prevalence of age discrimination and negative stereotypes in employment.
Yet it does not explore why and how such age discrimination exists or how it is maintained.
Many age-related myths have been debunked in gerontology; yet this research has had little

impact dismantling stereotypes that continue to influence labour market behaviour. Cultural
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studies focuses on the social and cultural meanings of aging, and treats age as a culturally
constructed phenomenon, contingent on context. Yet it does not account for the processes by
which age identity is constructed or consider the material outcomes.

— Table 1 near here —

Critical Discourse Analysis

Many of the limitations of the literature reviewed above revolve around a tendency to
take the concept of the “older worker” for granted. As such, most research fails to
acknowledge that the concept of the older worker as an older white male in a career job, who
proceeds from full-time work to full-time retirement somewhere in his early to mid-sixties, no
longer dominates. This unitary identity was a product of a particular historical stage of
industrial, modernist capitalism (du Gay 1996; Pateman 1989) that has since fragmented due
to the increasing complexity of pathways from work to retirement, growing instability of
employment, and greater workforce heterogeneity. In other words, the very notion of the
“older worker” is problematic,® and not even cultural studies provides a satisfactory way to
explore how this identity comes into being in the first place, what alternative identities may be
possible, or what their social and economic implications are. In order to address these more
fundamental questions, we must turn to CDA. We use the term CDA in a broad sense to
encompass the work undertaken in a number of different disciplines (see, for example,
Fairclough 1992; Grant et al. 1998; Phillips and Hardy 2002; van Dijk 1997a). Simply put,
CDA involves the use of discourse analytic techniques, combined with a critical perspective,
to interrogate social phenomena. It builds on cultural studies insofar as it draws on social
constructionist assumptions, but provides systematic techniques with which to implement
them in the academic project, and also provides a critical framework with which to explore
material effects (Wood and Kroger 2000; Powers 2001; Phillips and Hardy 2002; Phillips and

Jorgensen 2002).*
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Discourse Analysis
Discourse has been variously defined (e.g., Jaworski and Coupland 1999) as a
“recognizable collection of statements which cohere together” (Wetherell 2001: 194), the
“institutionalized use of language and language-like sign systems” (Davies and Harré 1990:
47), and a set of social practices that “make meaning” (Jaworski and Coupland 1999: 7).
[Discourse is] a group of statements which provide a language for talking
about a topic and a way of producing a particular kind of knowledge about a
topic. Thus the term refers both to the production of knowledge through
language and representations and the way that knowledge is institutionalized,
shaping social practices and setting new practices into play. (du Gay 1996: 43)
Discourse is inaccessible in its entirety, but traces of it are found in the texts that help to
constitute it (Burman and Parker 1993; 1. Parker 1993). While discourses are realized through
texts, they are much broader than texts and include the broader social and cultural structure
and practices that surround and inform their production and consumption (Fairclough 1992;
Phillips and Hardy 1997). Texts have an ideational function in that they constitute forms of
knowledge and beliefs; an interpersonal function in that they help to construct certain forms
of self or social identities; and a relational function in terms of how they contribute to social
relations between different actors. These functions constitute discourse as a form of social
practice and action (Fairclough 1995; Halliday 1994), whereby discursive practice can be
defined as “all the ways in which people actively produce social and psychological realities”
(Wetherell 2001: 193)
There are different approaches within discourse analysis: some focus on the micro-
level of language use, whereas others discuss discourse as a much broader phenomenon as a
way of communicating about a particular topic (Alvesson and Karreman 2000); some studies

focus on the structure of text and talk, while others discuss discourse as a more abstract and
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philosophical topic (Ainsworth and Hardy in press); other distinctions can be drawn between
studies that are descriptive and attend to local language use, and those that are critical and
focus on the relationship between discourse and broader political contexts (Jaworski and
Coupland 1999; Phillips and Hardy 2002; van Dijk 1997a). Despite differences that make it
“difficult to speak of “discourse’ or even ‘discourse analysis’ as a single unitary entity”,
Burman and Parker (1993: 3) argue that discourse analytic approaches share a “common
attention to the significance and structuring effects of language, and are associated with
interpretive and reflexive styles of analysis.” Studying discourse therefore entails studying
language use as a form of social practice (Candlin 1997; Fairclough 1992) that shapes society
(Jaworski and Coupland 1999) by constructing versions of the social order.

Discourse plays an important role in the processes that go towards “making up”
people as new categories of people are brought into being and “new ways for people to be”
(Hacking 1986: 223). For example, the ascendance of statistics in the 19" century was
particularly influential in creating classifications for previously unknown types of people.
These classifications then affected the “possibilities for personhood” for those targeted by,
and enumerated according to, such categories. Discourse analysis thus involves an interest in
the ways social members categorize themselves (van Dijk 1997a). It approaches identity as an
ongoing process accomplished through social interaction (Antaki and Widdicombe 1998),
particularly language and communication. Discourse does not transparently reflect the
thoughts, attitudes and identities of separate selves but is a shared social resource that
constructs identity as individuals lay claim to various recognizable social or shared identities.”

Central to this process is social categorization as various classifications of people are
brought into being, with practical effects for those targeted by these categories, as well as
those involved in their construction (Hacking 2000). Accordingly, the construction of identity

in discourse is also the construction of meaning and relationships (Gergen 2001).While
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categories may seem natural and obvious, research has been particularly important in showing
how they are a contingent, unstable product of particular historical circumstances (e.g., Hall
1997), achieved by differentiating and excluding that which is “other” (Laclau 1990). Such
differentiation occurs within the context of particular discourses, not outside of them (Hall
1997). Discursive studies of identity thus challenge many of the assumptions of traditional
psychological research by showing that individual identity is constructed from social
resources (Potter and Wetherell 1987) and that, far from being unitary and pre-existent, the
individual is a fragmented and ambiguous construction, dependent on context and
relationships with others for its self-definition and meaning (Wetherell 2001).
A Critical Framework

The social constructionist assumptions that underpin discourse analysis do not reject
the material existence of reality independent of human consciousness but assert that “reality”
is only knowable through social processes of meaning-making (Crotty 1998: 9-10). It asserts
that “truth” reflects the social and historical context, and processes of meaning-making of a
given community. Such contingency has critical potential by showing that any particular
version of reality is not natural or inevitable and, in fact, may serve political aims of specific
interest groups (Mumby and Stohl 1991).

To the extent that my interests determine how it is | describe the world, then

my descriptions lose the capacity to objectively describe.... More broadly, if

you can detect my personal interests you throw my authority into disrepute

(Gergen 1999: 21).
Such an approach is consistent with critical social science in its attempts to “de-familiarize”
and “de-naturalize” taken for granted assumptions about social reality (Alvesson and Deetz

2000; Alvesson and Willmott 1992; Fournier and Grey 2000; Thompson forthcoming).
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Critical approaches to discourse analysis draw upon the work of Bourdieu, Derrida,
Lyotard and, in particular, Foucault to emphasise the contextually contingent nature of truth
claims, to show how they developed in relation to particular circumstances, and to explore
alternatives to current arrangements and institutions (Alvesson and Deetz 2000; Grant et al. in
press). Foucault was responsible for radically historicizing the notion of the subject by
showing that the discursive formations that emerge in different historical periods produce
specific kinds of identities (Hall 1997). For example, it was only with the intersection of
discourses of sexuality with other medical, legal discourses and institutions of the late
nineteenth century that produced the socially recognizable identity of the homosexual
(Hacking 1986; Hall 1997). Discourse thus creates identities that individuals must take up to
make sense of the discourse, and, in so doing, individuals subject themselves to its
disciplinary effects (Howarth and Stvrakakis 2000). In other words, rather than autonomous
subjects using discourse to construct identities, it is discourse that produces power-knowledge
relations within which subjects are positioned, identities are constructed and bodies are
disciplined (e.g., Trethewey 1999, 2001; du Gay 1996; Covaleski et al. 1998).

The Foucauldian perspective has been criticised for being overly fatalistic (Burman
and Parker 1993; Hardy and Phillips in press). It fails to recognize that discourses are an
expression of strategies of control by identifiable actors within a wider historical and
institutional context (Fairclough 1992; Reed 1998). Accordingly, CDA tempers Foucault’s
deterministic view of discourse by arguing that discourses are never completely cohesive, and
are therefore never able to totally determine social reality. Actors are commonly embedded in
multiple discourses, which provide a discursive space in which the actor can play one
discourse against another or draw on multiple discourses (Fairclough 1992, 1995; Hardy and
Phillips in press). Thus the limits and contradictions of discourse provide a substantial space

for self-interested action (Keenoy et al. 1997: 150; Mumby and Stohl 1991).
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Discourse as a political practice establishes, sustains and changes power
relations, and the collective entities (classes, blocs, communities, groups)
between which power relations obtain. Discourse as an ideological practice
constitutes, naturalizes, sustains and changes significations of the world from
diverse positions in power relations. (Fairclough 1992: 67)
By examining “how communication practices construct identities, experiences and ways of
knowing that serve some interests over others” (Mumby 2001: 614), CDA reveals the
reproduction of power relationships and structures of inequality (Chouliaraki and Fairclough
1999; Fairclough 2001; Fairclough and Wodak 1997; van Dijk 1997b), and how the
contradictory nature of the discursive field creates space for resistance (Weedon 1999).
CDA uses systematic and detailed forms of textual analysis drawn from conversation
analysis, institutional dialogue, pragmatics, etc to examine texts. In the context of identity,
texts are seen as “empirical materials that articulate complex arguments” about social
identities of race, class, gender, sexual orientation, age etc. (Denzin 1994: 509). In addition,
CDA combines these forms of analysis with the concept of intertextuality (Bakhtin 1981;
Fairclough 1992, 1995; Kress and Threadgold 1988; Thibault 1991), reminding us that while
texts may be the discursive units on which the researcher focuses, any individual text is “a
link in a chain of texts, reacting to, drawing in and transforming other texts” (Fairclough and
Wodak 1997: 262). In this way, CDA “mediates the connection between language and social
context, and facilitates more satisfactory bridging of the gap between texts and contexts”
(Fairclough 1995: 189). Consequently, it takes us beyond simple examinations of verbal and
written interaction and allows us to appreciate the broader political context, as well as
material implications (Grant et al. in press)
This approach has been used in a number of studies of identity that are collectively

termed discourses of difference (Wodak 1996) or the discursive politics of representation
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(Hall 1997; Pickering 2001). Such research explores the discursive construction of identity of
marginalized groups, especially gender and ethnic/racial identities. For example studies have
explored how texts construct, reproduce and resist masculine and feminine identities
(Alvesson 1998; Cameron 1997; Edley and Wetherell 1997; Mumby and Clair 1997; Nilan
1995; Stokoe 1998; Tannen 1994; West, Lazar and Kramarae 1997). Another focus has been
the reproduction of racism and ethnic prejudices: discourses embody prejudices that, in turn,
manifest themselves in racist views, practices, and behaviour. Discursive analyses of the
media and news events have explored how the frames — rhetorical devices that define or
assign interpretation to the social event — influence how people come to understand a topic
(Mumby and Clair 1997; van Dijk 1991). Other research has looked at how racism is enacted
and perpetuated in talk about minority groups (Bigler 1996; De Cilia, Reisigl and Wodak
1999; Kleiner 1998; van Dijk 1997c; van Dijk, Ting-Toomey, Smitherman and Troutman
1997; Wodak 1997; Wodak and Matouschek 1993).

Another interest concerns the effects of discourse: the social categories constructed in
discourse have important implications for those involved. Using the illustration of the
“woman refugee”, Hacking (2000) shows how the individual is affected by classification:

if she is not thus classified, she may be deported, or go into hiding, or marry to

gain citizenship.... She needs to become a woman refugee in order to stay in

Canada; she learns what characteristics to establish, knows how to live her life.

By living that life, she evolves, becomes a certain kind of person (a woman

refugee). And so it may make sense to say that the very individuals and their

experiences are constructed within the matrix surrounding the classification

“woman refugees”... the individual herself is socially constructed as a certain

kind of person (Hacking 2000: 11).
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Not only is individual experience affected through such classifications of identity: so too are
social practices. Research by Hardy and colleagues (Hardy and Phillips 1997; Hardy, Phillips
and Clegg 2001; Phillips and Hardy 1999) has examined how competing ideas of a refugee
identity emerge from complex institutional fields. Different organizations have vested
interests in different constructions of this identity. For example, governments require the
identity of the “bogus” refugee to legitimate border control; nongovernmental organizations
rely on the identity of the “genuine” refugees to justify their mandate of service provision.
These organizations use a range of discursive resources to promote certain versions of refugee
identity, which affect their own practices as they are applied to particular individuals.

The (unstable) concept of the refugee emerges out of this discursive struggle, changes
in the meaning of which have material effects for those so labelled. Moreover, it is not only
refugee identity that is produced in such discursive practices, but a range of other individual
and organizational identities.

[I]n the case of refugee discourse, it is not just refugees that are produced; so,

too, are the immigration officers who admit them; the decision-makers who

determine their status; the members of NGOs who provide them with services;

the media which report on them; the public who read about them. The

organizations involved also construct their organizational ‘subjectivities’ or, as

we refer to them here, their identities, through their discursive activities

(Phillips and Hardy 1997: 169).

Like the concept of refugee, the older worker identity is a classification that involves an
interaction between the classification and those classified, as well as the larger infrastructure
of institutions, arrangements and practices surrounding the classification. CDA is interested in
this institutional context and social practices connected to constructions of identity, as well as

the implications such constructions have for those targeted by older worker identity.
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To summarize, according to CDA, discourse constructs identities by defining groups,
their interests, their position within society, and their relationship to other groups (van Dijk
1997a). Language users engage in text and talk not just as individuals, but also as members of
multiple social categories who construct identities through discourse (van Dijk 1997a). These
identities are not fixed or stable but, rather, the outcome of a complex and contradictory
interplay of discourses (Garsten and Grey 1997; Hardy, Lawrence and Grant, forthcoming) by
actors with competing interests (Mumby and Clair 1997). Various groups try and manage
discourse to their advantage (Hardy and Phillips 1999, in press; Mumby and Clair 1997).

Thus discourse, power and identity are intimately connected.

The Contributions of CDA to the Study of the Older Worker Identity

In this section, we explore the contributions of CDA in relation to the older worker
identity. We argue that it is useful in exploring not only the products of social construction,
such as versions of identity, but also the processes of construction that give rise to them and
the material effects that follow from them. In the case of the older worker identity, we are
particularly interested not only in how this identity is constructed but also how the stereotypes
associated with it arise and endure, and the prospects for resisting them. In so far as material
effects are concerned, we are interested in how the cultural/social meaning of aging affects the
employment experiences of those categorized as older workers, the organizational and
societal practices that contribute to their categorization, and the way in which changes in
those practices might produce different material outcomes for the older worker. In this
section, we examine how CDA could be used to identify insights that can contribute to
research and practice. In contrast, we also show that none of the other research disciplines
reviewed in this paper deal so well with these more fundamental issues (see Table 2 for an
overview)

— Table 2 near here —
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Processes of Construction

We are interested in understanding the processes of construction whereby the category
of the older worker identity and the meanings attached to it come into being in the first place.
Rather than understand it as inevitable and natural, we need to explore the social and
historical circumstances that give rise to it, as well as the ways in which these meanings are
held in place. As we have already shown, none of the other disciplines deals adequately with
these processes although the work in cultural studies goes some way to understanding the
constructed nature of identity, aging and other social categories (Table 2). CDA provides a
way to explore these processes at both the macro level and the micro level. Studies focusing
on the former show how an assembly of discourses is ordered and presented as an integrated
frame, with meanings that are widely accepted and taken for granted, while more micro
studies make a detailed study of language in a specific micro-context, and treat discourse as
an emergent and locally constructed phenomenon (Alvesson and Karreman 2000).

First, by using CDA to examine macro processes we can reflect on the construction of
the category itself and the embedded cultural assumptions that, for example, depict older
workers as a potential or actual burden on society, or equate the older worker identity with a
particular constellation of other identity “markers”, such as white males of a certain age
employed (or unemployed) in developing countries. In relation to older worker identity, CDA
could be used in several ways to explore processes of social construction (see Phillips and
Hardy 2002). For example, work on discourses of difference provides frameworks that can be
applied to this area. It explores the operation and reproduction of negative stereotypes — in
this case those that relate to the older worker — in relation to other socially constructed
categories such as gender and ethnicity. Studies might examine how language use by
employees, employers, politicians and government officials, the media — consciously or

unconsciously — contributes to dominant discourses (cf. Garnsey and Rees 1996). By
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exploring patterns of argumentation, storytelling, and genres with regard to older worker
identity, researchers are in a position to show how this identity is constructed and imbued
with meaning, not only in the choice of words or terminology but also through a variety of
lexical manoeuvres.

Another approach might be the use of genealogical studies to examine the “conditions
of possibility” for particular knowledge to be “drawn upon in the exercise of power” (Knights
1992: 530). This approach has been used to ascertain how different management discourses
have arisen and shaped organizational practice, including labour process theory (Knights and
Willmott 1989), TQM (Knights and McCabe 2002), HRM (Townley 1993), and strategy
(Knights and Morgan 1991). This approach helps to explain how specific contexts create the
conditions of possibility for a particular discursive construction of older worker identity, and
the meanings associated with it.

CDA can also be used to understand the processes whereby fluid meanings become
institutionalized and reified. One way to do so is to combine CDA with institutional theory
(Meyer and Rowan 1977; DiMaggio and Powell 1991) to identify how the nature of discourse
— the degree to which a discourse is broad, coherent, or contested — helps to produce the
institutions of social life i.e., the self-regulating mechanisms that shape individual behaviour
(Phillips, Hardy and Lawrence, forthcoming). Related to this is the question of “scaling up”
(Hardy 2004) i.e., how do texts come to represent more widely shared symbol systems
(Taylor and Van Every 2000), in which semiotic devices are rendered increasingly objective
and meaning becomes progressively more abstracted and taken for granted (Cooren and
Taylor, 1997)? Work on “textualization” (Taylor et al. 1996) and “recontextualization”
(ledema and Wodak 1999) shows how particular texts become distanced from the
circumstances of their production and, in so doing, create enduring meanings (Harley and

Hardy 2004). In the case of older worker identity, this might involve examining how stories,
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stereotypes and, in particular, statistics based on particular assumptions become reproduced,
distributed and eventually reified into “facts” concerning older workers.

Second, by understanding processes of construction at the micro level, we are better
placed to understand the way in which constructions of identity constrain individuals, as well
as the prospects for resistance by marginalized groups like older workers. For example, a
CDA study of older worker identity could examine how particular meanings attached to this
identity influence the behaviour of individuals who are targeted by them. By focusing on the

older workers’ “lived experience” in a particular workplace and, especially, the way in which
the day to day activities of their work are carried out, it is possible to track normalization
processes and disciplinary techniques. In this way, researchers are able to explore how control
is exercised through technologies — such as supposedly rational managerial programs — that
constitute individuals as particular types of subjects (e.g., Covaleski et al. 1998; Townley
1993). Equally, research can trace how local texts, narratives, and myths act as forms of social
control through the way in which they author identities (e.g., Langellier and Peterson 1993;
Witten 1993). While researchers have examined diverse forms of social control through
discourse, there are few such studies of the older worker identity, although Trethewey (2001)
has shown how middle-aged women in organizations are made individually responsible for
managing their aged selves through strategies of consumption and self-presentation at work.
By understanding the complex relationship between control and identity, we can also
start to explore resistance. How can workers escape the practices and techniques that
discipline them at work by virtue of being constructed as “older”? If language use, narratives
and myths help to construct the older worker, can countervailing language, narratives and
myths be used against them? If texts make up the discourses that constrain them, can older

workers produce their own texts to shape the meanings that disadvantage them? Within the

context of the discourses related to older workers, what subject positions exist that warrant
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voice (Potter and Wetherell 1987) and that can be appropriated by older workers? What other
discourses can be drawn upon to accord the older worker a degree of agency? Can texts that
support the dominant discourse be subverted and undermined (cf. De Certeau 1984; Ezzamel
et al. 2001; Murphy 1998)? In other words, can localized forms of resistance “lead to the
systematic undermining of the dominant hegemony” (Mumby 1997: 17) associated with older
worker identity?
Material Effects

We are interested in accounting for the material effects of constructions of the older
worker identity in two senses: their implications for organisational-level employment
practices and the broader socio-cultural position of older workers. While the material effects
of age discrimination in the labour market have been addressed by economics and labour
market research, this has not been connected to the construction of age identity (see Table 2).
Cultural studies has explored the culturally constructed meaning of aging, and offered
different ways of conceptualizing aging but has tended to neglect the economic sphere,
including age and employment. CDA is not only interested in how discourse works but also in
what it does i.e., its material effects and implications (Deetz 1992). In the case of older
worker identity, this would involve research that explored the connections between certain
versions of identity, the processes of their construction, and their relationship with
organizational practices, such as recruitment, redundancy programs, training and
development, as well as broader social implications, including trends in unemployment,
labour force participation and income levels.

First, at the organisational level, CDA research in other settings has shown that the
way in which identities are constructed has implications for how particular organizational
practices are enacted (e.g., Phillips and Hardy 1997). In this way, CDA provides detailed

empirical illustrations of the mutually constitutive relationship between discourse and context
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i.e., how specific contexts create the conditions of possibility for a particular discursive
construction of older worker identity and how, in turn, these constructions influence context,
leading to certain actions and outcomes. In the case of the older worker, organizational
members are influenced by broader discourses that encompass enduring stereotypes that tend
to construct the older worker as less effective, efficient, mentally agile than other workers:
they represent a poor investment for business. CDA might therefore relate the impact of such
taken for granted meanings on specific employment practices. For example, how does the
way in which managers think about older workers produce recruitment practices that screen
them out (and how are such decisions discursively constructed to distance such decisions
from age discrimination cf. Mauws 2000)? How do training programs operate as technologies
of control and what are the implications for those older workers excluded from then; or how
do older workers who do gain access engage in them? How are redundancy programs
developed; what implicit assumptions underpin them; and what are the consequences for
individual older workers? Do practices vary among organizations that construct the older
worker in different ways?

Second, at a broader societal level, policies and legislation are developed as a result of
particular understandings of the older worker. One outcome that we have already discussed
has been to understand the older worker as a potential “burden”. Political debates — and the
resulting legislation — have tended to focus on ways of “reducing” this burden. CDA offers
the capacity to unmask this cultural bias and to show how it infiltrates research on older
workers especially in economics and labour market studies, as well as the subsequent follow-
on effect on macro-level public policy. At a more nuanced level, we know that general
conceptions of the older worker tend to see this identity as predominantly male, blue collar,
and recently retrenched. Research has shown how the older female worker, who faces very

different employment hurdles as a result of discontinuous work histories and care-giving roles
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is written out of the discourse (Ainsworth 2002). The consumption and delivery of services,
such as health and age care, are influenced by the construction of age identities (cf. Coupland,
Coupland and Giles 1991; Coupland and Nussbaum 1993; Stephenson et al., 1999; Yalnne-
McEwen 2000). As a result, policy initiatives are likely to lead to recommendations geared
towards males in particular circumstances and which ignore the needs of older females. In
other words, legislation is not only based on a particular definition of the “problem”, but its
definition misses a large part of that “problem”; no wonder then that policies fail.

By using CDA, researchers can explore how aging and older workers are represented
in public policy debates, academic research and the media, and the implications this has for
employment. The nature of this research approach does not rest on establishing a cause and
effect relationship between discourse and material outcomes, but it nonetheless can provide
persuasive accounts that show how, by constructing older workers in certain ways, they are
made amenable to a specific range of actions. Moreover the processes of discursive
construction influence and constrain the versions of identity constructed, which in turn affect
social practices; as actors draw on broader societal discourses in constructing identities, these
broader discourses make possible a limited range of “sensible” constructions which, in turn,

provide for a limited range of “sensible” behaviour and social practices.

Conclusions

By systematically reviewing and assessing the contribution of different research
disciplines to our understanding of older workers, we have been able to establish some key
gaps that CDA helps to address. Economic research has been dominated by a concern with the
costs of an aging population and has been extremely influential in public policy and public
opinion. Yet this research is often based on an implicit ageism. Labour market research has
examined the affects of age discrimination in employment, and tracked patterns in labour

force participation, but cannot explain how and why such age discrimination persists.
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Gerontology has made important contributions by debunking many of the ageist stereotypes
about older workers, yet it has had surprisingly limited influence on government and
organizational practice. Cultural studies has examined the contingency of age identity and the
collective values underpinning certain constructions, but has not focused on the processes of
construction, nor on their employment-related affects.

We advocate CDA because of its combined critical and constructionist approach. We
also acknowledge that there are limitations to this approach. In unpacking and challenging
dominant discourses and taken for granted meanings, CDA critiques and problematizes
powerful authorities but, in keeping with social constructionism, any basis of authority,
including those favoured by critical inquiry must be open to interrogation. From the
perspective of social constructionism, all truth claims are constructions.

For constructionists, all claims to “the real” are traced to processes of

relationship, and there is no extra-cultural means of ultimately privileging one

construction of reality over another (Gergen 2001: 8).

This is the basis for charges of moral or political relativism directed at social constructionists
by critical theorists, who assert that it leaves no basis for adjudicating between different truth
claims (Parker 1992; Thompson 1993; Thompson forthcoming; Tsoukas 1992). These
researchers have also argued that social construction does not direct attention to material
conditions and institutions that structure the very possibility of generating alternative accounts
of social reality (Thompson forthcoming; Tsoukas 1992). However, we would argue that
CDA circumvents some of these problems by questioning the validity of the dualism between
material conditions and discourse and can be used to show how material conditions and
practices are embedded within the scope of discourse (Fournier and Grey 2000).

A second limitation stems from the contradiction of assuming that social

constructionism itself can be accorded foundational status:
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While constructionist critiques may often appear nihilistic, there are no means

by which they themselves can be grounded or legitimated. They too fall victim

to their own modes of critique; their accounts are inevitably freighted with

ethical and ideological implications, forged within the conventions of writing,

designed for rhetorical advantage, and their “objects of criticism” constructed
within and for a particular community. The objects of their criticism are no less
constructed than the traditional objects of research, nor do their moral claims

rest on transcendental foundation. (Gergen 2001: 30).

This limitation reminds researchers to attend to calls for greater reflexivity: “interpreting
one’s own interpretations, looking at one’s own perspectives from other perspectives, and
turning a self-critical eye onto one’s own authority as interpreter and author” (Alvesson and
Skoldberg 2000: vii). Reflexivity directs attention to the contingency of categories of
research, and the incompleteness and partiality of its explanations and assumptions
(Antonocoplou and Tsoukas 2002). It involves more provisional reality claims, a recognition
of the contingency of accounts of reality, a skepticism towards foundational claims to truth,
and a plurality of views (Alvesson and Deetz 2000; Grant et al. 2004).

We would also argue that, in keeping with the reflexive use of CDA, such research
should acknowledge that, in order to understand and address social problems — the
emancipatory component of CDA - other fields of study have a contribution to make. In
many respects, CDA needs these other theories: by the nature of its epistemological
assumptions, CDA cannot establish, for example, whether negative stereotypes of older
workers are accurate; nor can it be used to identify trends in unemployment, or disparities
income levels. What CDA can do is challenge, critique and interrogate the studies and
findings of other theoretical approaches, particularly those informed by positivist

assumptions. In many regards, by paying attention to a particular phenomenon and drawing
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particular conclusions about it, other theories provide a target with which CDA can engage. It
is, in fact, in the interests of CDA to engage with these other theories, at the same time as it is
not in the interests of these other theories to engage with a form of analysis that is intent upon
undermining them. Thus does discursive struggle pervade the academic arena!

In the case of older workers, our criticism is that CDA has been slow to engage,
despite large bodies of more traditional research that might represent a useful target. We are
told that the population is aging, that older workers face disadvantages at work; we also know
that other age related categories are causing “problems”, such as aged care, health care and
even the voting intentions of supposed “grey power”. So far, although CDA has the potential
to contribute to current understanding of older workers, age identity and employment have not
received significant attention. Given that government agencies and organizations are actively
developing policies to deal with the “problem” of an aging workforce, informed by numerous,
usually unstated, assumptions about who the older worker is, in terms of psychological
makeup, skills, work history, appearance, aspirations, gender and capacity to change, it would
seem an opportune moment for CDA to engage.

We have tried to interrogate the contribution of CDA by contrasting it with other
theories and examining what it can and cannot do. The amount of research on discourse has
been growing considerably in recent years and in our own field, organization studies, it is
difficult to open a journal without finding some sort of discursive based study (Grant et al.
2004). While we applaud the growing interest in this methodology, we believe it is important
to ascertain exactly what CDA, and discourse analytic approaches more generally, contribute
to the study of such phenomena. We do not believe, however, that these approaches should be
used for their own sake, or that researchers should suspend their critical faculties when it
comes to their own research methodology. Continuing to re-examine CDA is a component of

the reflexive project of which CDA is a part.
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Table 1: Characteristics of Different Research Approaches to the Study of the Older Worker

Discipline Key Concerns/Rationale Basic Assumptions Typical Methodology Relevance & impact
Economics Demographic forecasting of Older people are part of the economically dependent | Quantitative methodology | Oriented towards policy,
economic costs of supporting (non-productive) population using various techniques: | influential on state policy
an aging population Economic consequences can be identified through Economic models and Key policy focus is funding the
Productivity implications of an | economic ratios/population forecasting ratios; forecasts from costs of aging (social security,
aging workforce An aging workforce has economic and productivity demographic/population health care, pensions) & efficient
Income & pension effects on consequences data and trends; labour allocation of resources
retirement decisions Economic consequences are a cause for concern force statistics and Used to structure systems of
Economic models to explain People make choices about retirement based on an industry data on incentives/disincentives to older
labour market behaviour (e.g., | assessment of the economic benefits of different productivity people remaining in, or exiting
of employers) alternatives from, the workforce, e.g.,
Labour market behaviour of employers vis-a-vis incomes, employment and social
older people is rational and can be explained by security policy
economic factors
Labour Labour market disadvantage Older workers are a disadvantaged group in need of | Quantitative: labour Oriented towards policy e.g.,
Market of older people assistance and attention market trends, labour market programs to assist
Research Barriers to market re-entry Matching of supply and demand may result in unemployment unemployed to gain jobs; job

Quantity and quality of jobs
Unemployment

Structural change in labour
market

Employment prospects
Research gaps: heterogeneity
of older age group

increased jobs for older people

Quantity of employment opportunities of more
importance than quality of jobs

The experience of older women in the labour market
is different from that of older men

The rise in flexible employment is a global trend —
an inevitable response to universal economic
pressures — with differential effects for older workers

Qualitative: case studies
to illustrate diversity of
older age group and
dynamics and connections
between education, career
history, unemployment,
etc.

creation programs; changing
rules governing access to social
security for over-45s
(unemployed)

Gerontology

Interrogating age stereotypes
Relationships between age &
work performance or
productivity

Contingent nature of aging

Stereotypes can be disproved by research

The aging process is experienced by individuals (the
individual is the unit of analysis)

Aging is affected by social conditions

Aging can (and should be) retarded where possible

Quantitative:
psychological tests of
cognitive ability
(laboratory); work tests
Some qualitative: work
observation

Oriented towards policy/practice
e.g., health and social services
policy; education and training
design; retraining although
relatively little impact compared
to economics research

Cultural
Studies

Debate over how aging should
be conceptualized

Ageism and age ideology

The culturally constructed
nature of aging

Aging as an embodied (and
gendered) process

Cultural values and norms, ideas and beliefs about
aging have a profound affect on the social status of
older people and the experience of aging

Aging is not an objective phenomenon — its cultural
meaning is socially constructed

Qualitative: interpretive;
interactionist; auto-
ethnography

Theoretical

Little policy/practice orientation
but potentially profound
influence in changing broader
social attitudes to aging and
identifying ways to resist
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Table 2: Contributions of Critical Discourse Analysis Compared to other Research Approaches

Discipline Processes of Construction Material Effects of Identity
Conceptualizes processes of Conceptualizes process of Accounts for the marginal Accounts for the marginal socio-
construction of the older worker | construction of the older worker | employment position of older cultural position of older workers
identity at the level of “macro” identity at the level of “micro” workers
discourse discourse
Critical Provides well-established Provides a well-established Existing work limited but studies Existing work limited but studies of
Discourse framework to show how discourses | framework to show how local of other identities indicate its other identities indicate its potential
Analysis acquire dominant and taken for struggles around discourse can potential as an analytical as an analytical framework
granted meanings change meanings framework
Economics No No Job rationing model relevant but Does not recognize the construction
provides an insufficient of identity but can be seen as
explanation. focusing on its economic effects,
e.g., income, costs of aging
Labour No No Provides data on trends & Focus on outcomes e.g.
Market qualitative research illustrates unemployment, age discrimination,
Research marginality of older workers labour market barriers
Gerontology | No - research exposes lack of No No No

accuracy of stereotypes (but not
why and how they are reproduced)

Cultural
Studies

Explores identity as a culturally
constructed product, but not
processes of construction

No - explores cultural meaning of
older age (but not age and
employment). Explores the content
of ageism and negative stereotypes
but not the processes by which
they are produced/sustained

Some age theory does address the
marginal socio-cultural position of
older people, but little work links
this to employment

Some age theory does address the
marginal socio-cultural position of
older people but does not
systematically link this to
constructions of age identity
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Notes

! We include a discussion of the older unemployed worker under the category of older worker.

2 We use these broad, descriptive categories for presentational and analytical purposes — we acknowledge that
research often cuts across different research traditions and cannot always be neatly categorized.

* For example, at the most simplistic level, there is divergence regarding the age of the older worker. In
economic research, people over 65 are considered to be in the older age group and part of the dependent non-
productive population. In labour market research, older workers have been variously defined as those over 55, 45
and, sometimes, 40 years. Some qualitative research, on the other hand, argues that the category applies when
older age is experienced, which can lower the age limit further, especially in the case of women (Ginn and Arber
1995; Encel 1995).

* This does not deny that discourse analysis has been used to promulgate a variety of other perspectives,
including positivism (Grant et al, 2004). Such work sees discourse as a communicative practice that can be
empirically examined to determine is meaning in functional terms (Putnam et al., 1996). According to this view,
discourse is a tool “at actors’ disposal, emphasising the purposive and instrumental use of such communicative
actions for the facilitation of managerially relevant processes and outcomes” (Heracleous and Barrett, 2001:
756). Such studies use empirically derived data to identify patterns and regularities within the discursive
interactions of various organizational actors (e.g., Brown, 1985; Crouch and Basch, 1997; Donnellon, 1994;
Huisman, 2001; Marshak, 1993; Palmer and Dunford, 1996; Tannen, 1995; Yeung, 1997).

> Such an idea is not recent — writing in the early twentieth century, Mead (1982) argued that identities only
emerge in social life and under social conditions, rather than being inherent to the individual. Mead viewed
language as having a critical role in this process because it was the means by which people internalized the
values and beliefs of their social groups and thus formed their own social identities (Burkitt 1991).
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