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ABSTRACT

The analysis of modern-age stratification systems must be based on the

social organisation of work. This requires a theoretical approach that

takes into account the structure of economic production, but also the

fact that work is a meaningful activity of human beings within their

life-world. The task therefore consists of integrating 'materialist' and

'interpretive' approaches to social reality. This integration is attempted

in an examination of the special problems encountered by workers in

the second half of their work life, as created by the 'construction of

ageing' in the industrial firm. Existing approaches drawn from industrial

sociology, stress structural features of the production process, whilst

labelling theory stresses culturally induced age labels. Both are one-sided.

A more comprehensive approach has to conceptualise the industrial

firm as an actor with strategies based on economic rationality and as

a life-world constituted by what is taken for granted by its members.

The final section applies this framework to an empirical case study.

General theoretical considerations

Purpose and scope

This paper is a contribution to the analysis of ageing and the life-course

as part of social structure. We focus on how the economic system deals

with age and ageing, and at the same time contributes to the construction
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of the age stratification system. The theory of age stratification1 has, so

far, remained essentially formal. There have been no attempts in this

framework to study, for example, the origin and change of the

retirement limit, and thus to explain the given age stratification in terms

of broader social processes.

In our opinion, such an explanation must concentrate on the social

organisation of work. This requires some theoretical effort. We share

the view
2 that research on ageing has become isolated from mainstream

theorizing in sociology, and therefore theoretically unproductive. For

our purpose, we need to consider the basic structural features of the

economic process. However, this is not enough; how these features shape

work careers, and create special risks for older workers, must be

analysed on the microsociological level, too, i.e. by considering the

structures of the life-world.

With reference to this broad task, our aim is more modest. We are

not able to propose a well-integrated theory; rather, we propose some

theoretical elements from which such a theory might be constructed at

a more advanced stage. We discuss but one portion of the life-course,

i.e. the second half of the work life;
3 and we present but one empirical

case, namely, the development of a firm-specific new retirement scheme.

Before turning to these more limited examples, however, some remarks

on their place in, and relevance for our more general concerns are in

order.

Work and ageing

(a) Historically, not only the chronological age at which the socially

structured transitions in the life-course occur has changed, but the

character of the temporal organization itself. In the development over

the last four centuries, the broad picture has been one of increasing

'chronologisation', i.e. of a growing relevance of chronological age as

a criterion for membership in different social positions, and thus for the

differentiation of life stages and of career sequences. Old age itself has

become more clearly distinguished as a specific stage of life, and

delimited chronologically, with the result of a sharp tripartite division

of the life-course into a phase of preparation, one of economic activity,

and one of retirement.4 (This does not apply to women as generally as

to men; however, housewives are exposed to this division by way of their

husbands.) As socialisation (in the sense of social engagement) is to a

large extent effected by participation in work, the third phase has

become a phase of social disengagement.

The chronologisation has occurred in the transition from a household-
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based economy (farming and artisanry) to an entrepreneurial economy
based on salaried labour recruited from labour markets. Processes
during this transition that can be interpreted as elements of the overall
chronologisation process include, for example, the development of an
age-graded school system, of other age-graded systems of public rights
and duties, the transformation from a demographic pattern of random
experience to a pattern of a predictable life-span, and the narrowing
of the spread of age for the 'normative' events of the family cycle and
work career.

Of special interest to gerontology is retirement. The phase of old age
is socially defined by the transition from salaried work to retirement.
While this seems a self-evident fact today, historical research has shown
it to be a rather new development. In the pre-industrial economy there
existed some forms of retirement (e.g., the older farmer moving to an
outhouse after passing control over the property to his heir), but their
prevalence was low, and they were not dependent on a specified
chronological age. The development of nationwide pension systems
occurred rather late in the industrialisation process, and only gradually
resulted in the setting of a generalised retirement limit.

(b) Today, in Germany, the retirement limit is again a topic of much
debate. The real age of retirement has dropped substantially during the
last decade (the labour market participation of men aged 60—64 ^ a s

dropped from 76% in 1968 to 44% in 1981). This is partly the result
of the introduction of a 'flexible retirement limit' of 63—65 for men
(supplanting the fixed limit of 65), which had the immediate effect that
the vast majority of men retired at 63, and partly of the provision that
unemployed workers after one year of unemployment can retire at 60 - a
provision which was exploited systematically by many firms to pension
off" their 59-year-olds ('Aktion 59'). The main factor behind this
development, as well as behind the actual debate, is the pressure of the
labour market.

With the present rate of unemployment, the necessity for shortening
the working life is — however reluctantly — broadly accepted. The issue
is how this shortening should occur: whether by shortening the daily (or
weekly, or yearly) work hours, or by lowering the retirement age (and
raising the number of years spent in the school system). This issue has
far-reaching effects on social structure.

(c) Within the period of participation in the labour force there seem,
on first sight, to be few age-relevant processes. Adult work life up to
retirement is not punctuated by any 'normative' (i.e. socially regulated
and highly prevalent) life events. It can be shown, nevertheless, that
there is enough social regularity to warrant speaking of the 'social
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organisation' of ageing through work, mainly on the level of the

economic enterprise. The individual enterprise in its policy of personnel

recruitment and allocation treats the basic features of the retirement

regime as given; therefore, the level of the enterprise seems to have

nothing to contribute to an analysis of the retirement and age stratifi-

cation problem at the macrosocial level. This is not correct, however,

as we shall argue later in connection with our case study.

(d) Finally, there is the level of the biography of the individual actor.

This level is included in our empirical work,
5 but will not be treated

in detail in this paper. Here, too, a theoretical orientation to economic-

structural conditions is indispensable. The work biography cannot be

adequately conceptualised as a mere fulfilling of work role obligations',

as coping with life events, surfacing in the area of work, or as trying

to solve developmental tasks. Instead, one has to take account of

salaried work being the means to gain a living, and of the resulting

necessity of maintaining one's work capacity over the whole work life

while trying to maximise its returns. This is is not to say that all workers

empirically are oriented towards maintaining their work capacity, or

maximising their salary. It is, however, a core structural dimension of

their career.

Economic structure and life-world

The impact of the organisation of work on age stratification and ageing,

as discussed so far, points to the need for theories of economic structure.

Formal theories of system properties, or of role structures are not

powerful enough. An appropriate theory must be 'materialistic' in the

sense that it takes account of the structural features of economic activity

in the given system of production, for example patterns of action that

derive from the economic rationality of privately owned competitive

enterprises. On the other hand, such an approach reveals itself to have

limited power, too. It does not account for the action and communi-

cation dimension of social reality; attempts to 'derive' these dimensions

from economic-structural properties - as in (orthodox) Marxism -

quickly reach their limits. This points to the need for theories of the

life-world; the life-world is the basic level of the constitution of social

reality. Reality is constituted by what is taken for granted by the

members, i.e. by their meaning structures. Economic-structural con-

ditions are relevant in the context of these meaning structures. They are

not, however, a contingent mass of features that become meaningful

only by individual action, or definition of the situation. Although

produced by human activity, they are given to the members as a reality
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that is taken for granted and thus have the quality of 'natural'
lawfulness.

So what is required is a theory that treats economic structures as part
of the life-world. It is not a question of economy versus life-world, but
rather of how economic-structural properties become relevant proper-
ties of the life-world. Evidently, this a very difficult theoretical problem
and we see our merit more in posing it than in proposing a solution.
We are encouraged by the fact that in German sociology this is
currently (again) a hotly debated topic; both the materialist (or system)
and the interpretive theorists seem to be willing to reach out over and
across the boundaries of their preferred paradigm.6

In the following sections on the organisation of work in industrial
enterprises we shall show in more detail the inadequacy of one-sided
approaches restricted to either economic-structural or life-world reality.

Theoretical approaches to the construction of ageing in the

industrial firm

The approaches of labelling theory and industrial sociology

Ageing in the firm is a process of social construction resulting in a

specific age stratification, and in age-specific risks for the employees.

Two approaches to explaining this process currently exist, the labelling

approach and the approach of industrial sociology.

Following the distinction between economic-structural and life-world

reality, we shall show that each of these approaches is one-sided, and

therefore inappropriate. We shall then go on to present a more

comprehensive approach. Our argument is based on our empirical

study of ageing processes in the firm (cf. section 3).

The labelling approach (a concept originally developed in the sociology

of deviance) considers the treatment of older employees by the firm to

be the result of a process in which they are attached a 'label', i.e. seen

in terms of age-limited performance evaluations that are part of the

taken-for-granted meaning structures. This process is used to explain

why the older employees are subject to increasingly negative performance

evaluations from the personnel management quite independent of their

true performance capacities.

This argument is based mainly on psycho-gerontological findings

according to which chronological age is not the decisive variable for

explaining the performance capacity in the second half of the working

life. The performance capacity is instead seen to result from a number

of other factors which are considered to be independent of each other.
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They include, among others, the exercise of skills, environmental

stimulations, performance attitude, aspirations, health, social and

economic status, and previous work experience.
7 According to this

theoretical model, specific performance problems of older employees are

mainly the result of a lack of correspondence between the individual

performance profile - determined by unique biographical factors - on

the one hand, and the job requirements on the other.8 The fact that

older employees are generally subject to higher risks, and subsequent

problems, is attributed to the societal prejudices against old age.
9

Within this concept, the firm is seen merely as a field of application

of generalised life-world norms, not as an actor with specific economic

rationales. In our view, this argument is untenable for three reasons.

First of all, there is as yet no convincing empirical evidence supporting

the labelling hypothesis. Recent studies have shown that older employees

are not generally considered to have a diminished performance

capacity.
10 Our own empirical study of the deployment of personnel in

the firm points to the same direction. We have found that the personnel

management does not practise generalised typifications of performance

according to chronological age, but rather assesses performance

individually and evaluates it in the specific context of the firm and the

job requirements involved.
11

Theoretically speaking, it seems unlikely that the firm would suspend

the profitable utilisation of its resources by deploying its personnel

primarily on the basis of objectively inappropriate age-specific perfor-

mance labels.

And finally we will show that the personnel deployment system in

the firm and its age-specific effects cannot be explained on the criterion

of performance capacity alone. Quite independently of the performance

capacity, chronological age is an important selective criterion for the

labour deployment in the firm.

In contrast to this normative (life-world) concept, the approach of

industrial sociology explains the age-specific risks essentially with economic-

structural causes. According to this approach,
12

 the economic pressure

to maximise profits which dominates the actions of privately owned

competitive firms leads, by intensification of work, to the risk of

diminished performance capacity with the duration of employment.

Through recruitment and allocation according to performance, the

older employees are steadily pushed into marginal positions in the firm

or even dismissed altogether. At the same time, this age-selective

strategy drastically lowers the re-employment chances for laid-off older

employees.

This approach holds the firm to be a system of action determined
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purely by economic imperatives. Such a view raises a number of

problems.

(1) The firm cannot be defined merely in terms of economic logic.

Rather, it simultaneously represents a meaningfully structured life-world

of interacting individuals or social groups. This implies that the

economic pressures dominating the firm can only be effective in the

context of the interpretations and norms of the members.

One essential element of these norms and interpretations is the

reciprocity norm. This is the basic concept of justice and equity under

which individuals organise their social actions,
13 and as such one of the

key features of what they take for granted. Under the conditions of

salaried work, it is defined in two temporal dimensions. In everyday time,

it refers to the employees' assumptions of a fair correlation between their

actual work performance and the pay or gratifications by the firm.

However, the employees must ensure their reproduction not just for the

moment but also for the whole duration of their dependent employment;

hence the reciprocity norm also extends to the lifetime perspective. On

the one hand, this involves the expectation that the utilisation of labour

in the firm does not endanger the lifetime protection of the capacity for

work. On the other hand it is felt that the employees furnish the firm

with an investment based on their continuous performance, their

willingness to accept responsibility, their reliability, etc. - i.e. especially

the non-contractual elements of their work - for which the firm will

reward them with special benefits if their performance capacity should

diminish some day. It is in the context of this normative orientation and

the corresponding interpretation of the situation in the firm that the

management must realise its economic imperatives. If the firm follows

the economic pressure of maximising performance without regard for

the reciprocity norm, this will result in a potential permanent conflict

in which the relationships of power become an open issue. This would

in turn endanger the realisation of the economic objective itself by

resulting in social disintegration, various forms of withdrawing per-

formance (especially concerning the non-contractual elements of work)

and negative effects on the employees' performance motivation in

general. Thus economic rationality includes guaranteeing the social

integration in the firm.

(2) Even under purely economic-structural considerations, the enter-

prise is not simply a place of direct implementation of the economic

imperative of maximising profits. This imperative can only be realised

if some measure of independence from the contingencies of the market

can be maintained to respond flexibly to the changing conditions of

profit making which are beyond control.
14

 The enterprise is thus subject
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to two separate and sometimes conflicting pressures from the economic

structure, i.e. maximising profits and securing autonomy, which have

to be balanced in the organisation of the production process and the

deployment of labour.

Towards a more comprehensive approach

A more comprehensive approach must spell out the ways in which the

firm accounts for the fact that economic efficiency includes the

consideration of life-world norms, and integrates the imperatives of

maximising profits and maintaining autonomy. The latter results in

three guidelines for personnel management: (i) maximising perform-

ance; (2) maximising the length of usefulness of labour; and (3)

maintaining continuity.

(1) As far as maximising performance is concerned, the firm tends

towards a maximum exploitation of the performance resources of the

workforce. This is largely based on the performance capacities of

younger workers. Although this performance standard is tempered

somewhat by the consideration of the lifetime reciprocity concepts, it

still raises the risk for the employees of being transferred and downgraded

in the second half of their working life
15 because high performance

requirements tend to diminish the performance capacity, based either

on the 'natural ' exhaustion or obsolescence of performance resources,

or on long years of high (or one-sided) stress. This reduction of the time

of usefulness may also influence the firm's autonomy requirements and

thus the dependence on external labour markets. In addition, it

prevents the full utilisation of the social and firm-specific skills acquired

in the long period of socialisation in the firm.

(2) In order to avoid these effects and protect its autonomy, the firm

must take into account the length of usefulness of labour. In this respect,

there are age-specific effects concerning four areas of personnel deploy-

ment : exploitation of performance; recruitment of personnel; allocation

of personnel; and reduction of the workforce.

In the area of exploiting performance, maximising the length of usefulness

calls for an essentially welfare-oriented, moderate use of the resource

of labour, and a policy which commits the employees to the firm, so

that the dependence on the external labour market is reduced. This

applies at least to those employees whose qualifications cannot, or only

at high cost, be replaced with new recruitments from the external labour

market.

The selective application of these usefulness considerations is facilitated

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0144686X0000982X Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0144686X0000982X


Ageing through Work 31

through the segmentation of the internal labour market: the firm
recruits an easily replaceable fringe workforce and a core of employees
which are difficult to replace. In dealing with the fringe workforce the
management can set high performance requirements without any
greater concern for the lifetime consequences because any performance
deterioration is easily compensated by new recruitments from the
external labour market. In the case of those qualifications which cannot
be easily replaced from the external labour market, or only at high costs,
the management must protect its autonomy by combining appropriate
performance requirements with a strategy aimed at prolonging the time
of usefulness and the commitment to the firm.

Such a commitment is achieved with a policy of social integration
which prevents the open discussion of the question of power in the firm
and fulfils the reciprocity expectations of the employees. In the
chronological context of the work biography, the firm can allow for
these reciprocity concepts by interpreting the performance of the
employees as investments which are not immediately rewarded but
honoured with status improvements in the course of the working life.
Hence, if the investment pays off only with the length of employment
in the firm, remaining in the firm becomes a motivating rationale.

As far as the recruitment of personnel from the external labour market
is concerned, the orientation to the length of usefulness leads to grading
the chances for employment. The shorter the remaining period of
usefulness, the smaller the autonomy gain and the profitability of the
investment in human capital for the firm. As a result, the employment
chances of the employees decrease with age. This discrimination against
older employees is analytically quite independent of their true, or
projected, performance capacities.

The orientation to the length of usefulness also leads to age-specific
effects in personnel allocation. Largely independent of the actual perform-
ance capacity of the employees, it tends to contribute to the shifting of
the risks of status or job loss to those employees whose usefulness for the
firm is either doubtful or restricted. The usefulness period is doubtful
in the case of young employees who possess enough mobility to avoid
obstacles. Restricted usefulness periods are typical for older employees
who are approaching the end of their work biography: their downgrading
or even dismissal involves little negative effect on the period of usefulness
and hence on the autonomy of the firm. This age-space logic is especially
effective when jobs 'with a future' are concerned. These jobs are usually
filled first with 'middle-aged' employees and then with younger
individuals.

The age-specific allocation of personnel generally does not raise any
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problems for the firm, and our case studies have shown that it largely

corresponds with the biographical expectations of the employees them-

selves. After the period of settling down, of founding a family and of

making the necessary purchases is over, the material goals have more or

less been reached, and the education of the children is provided for or

completed, then the biographical aspirations undergo a certain change.

Many of the industrial workers are no longer interested in acquiring

better status or better jobs requiring additional efforts. Instead they

become primarily interested in protecting their achievements.

There is one difficulty, however: as the firm is forced to protect its

autonomy by creating a long-term commitment to the employees, and

an internalised motivation for work, its benefits for older workers attain

special importance for the process of socialisation in the firm. If the

treatment of the older employees clashes with their reciprocity concepts,

this sets an example for the younger employees, demonstrating how the

firm will some day 'honour' their present performance. This is

detrimental to the development of close identification with the firm and

of social skills relevant to the firm. In order to avoid these negative effects

the firm tends to resort to seniority systems.
16 These seniority practices

are usually established at plant level in a bargaining process with the

employees' representatives or unions, leading to informal and formal

agreements concerning employment protection and status security for

older employees.

As far as personnel reduction is concerned, the orientation to the period

of usefulness tends to shift the risk of dismissal to those with restricted

or doubtful usefulness, i.e. to the oldest and youngest age groups. But

whereas the older employees enjoy the protection of seniority rights,

there is no such protection for the younger ones. This concentration of

the risks on the younger employees can be justified with considerations

of reciprocity, according to which the younger employees have not yet

invested much in the enterprise; it is moreover functional under

economic-structural considerations in the sense that the younger em-

ployees have acquired only limited firm-specific skills relevant to main-

taining the autonomy of the firm.

However, this practice merely reduces the special risk for older

workers of being eliminated from the internal labour market of the

enterprise. Concerning the incorporation of employees from the external

labour market, age-specific risks continue to dominate. Under con-

siderations of the length of usefulness, it is especially the older employees

who are faced with the prospect of being laid off for longer periods of

time. This problem does not concern the firm as such: as an external

factor it bears little consequence for the legitimatory and socially

integrative aspects of the firm's deployment system. Instead, this
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group — along with other socially deprived groups — poses serious legit-

imatory and integrative problems for the social policy of the state.

(3) The objective of maintaining continuity also serves to protect the

autonomy of the firm in terms of minimising the dependence on the

external labour market and of making possible the uninterrupted

tradition of qualifications and skills. The management must strive to

reduce the risks involved in age-specific personnel losses and the

necessity of replacing them from the external labour market. That calls

for a specific stratification according to age and a corresponding

recruitment policy. The workforce must be composed of equal propor-

tions of all (chronological) age groups, while the continuous attrition

process in the group of the oldest employees is compensated by new

recruitments from the youngest groups.

Such age stratification and age-specific recruitment policy ensure a

steady, non-intermittent replacement of personnel. At the same time it

provides for the continuous tradition of those qualifications and skills

which are not available, or only at high cost, on the external labour

market. This includes firm-specific as well as social qualifications, both

of which are attained primarily in long years of experience and

socialisation processes in the firm and must be passed on in a continuous

process of older employees training the younger ones.

In mixed-age groups, the older workers fulfil a direct control function

for maintaining a continuous process of production on the basis of their

special social qualifications. At the same time, they play an important

role in the socialisation process, passing their qualifications on to

younger employees. The same applies to firm-specific skills: the know-

ledge and experience gained in long years of working in the firm,

especially in skilled jobs, is an essential prerequisite for implementing

the performance expectations of the firm, and it is also passed on to the

younger generations in the context of co-operative work organisation.

Ageing thus involves the creation of specific resources for the firm not

only in terms of immediate benefits but also in preserving the continuity

of firm-based qualifications and skills — an objective which also contri-

butes to the establishment of seniority rules quite independently of

reciprocity norms. However, for the oldest employees (empirically, those

above the age of 55), the situation is different. They have already

fulfilled their function of socialising the younger employees, and of

preserving the continuity of skills and knowledge, so that new' tradition-

keepers ' have grown up. Their potential period of usefulness is extremely

restricted. Hence, particularly under conditions of personnel reduction,

the firm is interested in laying them off; and by giving compensation

payments ('Sozialplan'), it can do so without losses in legitimation.

With these theoretical considerations we have outlined the basic

1 ASO 3
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economic-structural and life-world action orientations which the firm

must follow if it is to act rationally. How these orientations can be

empirically realised by the firm depends on the specific conditions of

the consumer market, the labour market, the available technology, etc.

Our theoretical outlines are thus to be seen not as a description of

empirical reality but as a reconstruction of the general conditions of

economic rationality, in other words, of the general action patterns that

are functional for maximising economic rationality. It is not possible

to state positively that the personnel management is empirically

motivated by this goal; what can be shown is that the empirical facts

can be interpreted and explained as being a realisation of the functional

patterns. (The empirical analysis is thus not an empirical test in the

usual sense, but a validation of the theoretical pattern in terms of the

logic of functional analysis.)

This is what we propose to do, using a specific case example: we shall

demonstrate that the retirement policy of the firm - given its specific

conditions - can be accounted for by the general action orientations

outlined so far.

An empirical case: flexible retirement as a strategy in industrial

work

The case study

In a continuing study on 'work and ageing',17 we examine two related

fields of questions: (i) the social organisation of ageing processes in

industrial work, i.e. the age-specific aspects of personnel management

and the specific problems which arise from this for older employees in

the second half of their working life (risks of a drop in performance

capacity, status, and qualification); and (2) how these problems are

coped with by the employees concerned.

The investigation is a qualitative one, i.e. we do not strive for data

distributions, but for detailed structural configurations on the basis of

case analyses. The cases are three large-scale enterprises (one in the

cigarette industry, one in the metal industry and one in the electrical

industry) in West Berlin.

For the first complex of questions we interviewed executives and

foremen about the organisation of work. For the second complex we

obtained extensive narrative interviews with 54 German male

employees — taken from three qualification groups (unskilled/skilled

workers, low-level white-collar employees) and from three age groups

(35-39, 45-49, 55-59) - to reconstruct their individual biographies.
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The processes by which the elderly employee has come to his present

position and has built up his orientations are analysed with regard to

his life-course perspectives, biographical typification and coping style.

The following discussion refers to the first complex only, i.e. to the social

organisation of ageing processes as a result of firm-specific policies of

personnel management. We shall have to restrict ourselves to some key

findings.
18

Retirement schemes and economic interests

The cigarette enterprise that we investigated practises its own retire-

ment programme, which was negotiated between management and

union in 1977. Since 1981 this regulation (in a slightly modified form)

is part of the collective wage and salary agreement for the West German

cigarette industry. It provides the following alternatives: older em-

ployees may - two years before they reach the earliest possible age for

retirement, i.e. at 61 for men, 58 for women and handicapped

persons - choose among three alternatives (provided they have been

working in the firm for 15 years); it is possible for them to (1) stop

working, with the firm paying 75% of the wage/salary they last

received until their retirement age; (2) work only part-time (20 hours

per week), but receive their full wage/salary; or (3) go on working as

before.

This regulation resulted mainly from an initiative of the management

as an alternative to the union's demands. The union's intentions in these

negotiations aimed at reducing the employees' strains by adverse

working conditions as well as at relieving the labour market, i.e. by

reducing unemployment. The effects on the labour market remain

unconsidered here. What we are interested in is the fact that this

firm-specific regulation meets the gerontologists' demands for a ' sliding'

retirement and for an opportunity to choose among different modes of

retirement. The regulation also meets the preferences of the great

majority of older employees for an earlier retirement age and part-time

work,
19 while offering the formal right to go on working beyond the fixed

age. In contrast to the extensively practised efforts of other firms to

pension off their older employees ('Aktion 59'), no public funds are

debited here. This model is, on the contrary, a very expensive one for

the firm.

Because the cigarette industry makes very high profits, additional

costs are comparably easy for it to bear, but this is surely not a

satisfactory explanation for the implementation of this regulation. The

regulation was initiated by management representatives because it was
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more 'economically acceptable'
20

 than the union's demand for

reduction of shift work and longer vacations.

The following is to show that this flexible retirement scheme in the

German cigarette industry is the result of the specific economic situation

of interest within this industrial branch, given the structural need to

mechanise and to organise the manufacturing process so that it can be

optimally controlled. For the firm, this regulation produces above all

two desired effects: (1) a higher social integration of the workers; and

(2) a lowering of the real retirement age (i.e., the age of withdrawal

from the firm).

In accordance with our conception of the firm as an 'actor' which

wants to ensure its relative autonomy and which, to this purpose, uses

labour and technology as manipulable resources to organise the

manufacturing process, we have to start with an analysis of this relation.

The daily output of the factory is about 72,000,000 cigarettes, and the

production goes to a highly stable consumer market. Sales fluctuations

are about 10 per cent, but calculably related to seasonal conditions. For

this reason, the personnel management is not primarily oriented to

creating a disposable fringe workforce. Due to market competition, an

increase in production costs cannot be immediately passed on to the

market, but has to be compensated by increased productivity. Permanent

rationalisation with its aims to reduce the necessary working time and

to intensify the use of labour (in the sense of working at maximal

capacity) results from these conditions.

Accordingly, the level of automation in this firm is very high (except

in the stock and dispatch departments). The actual manufacturing

process, i.e. the transformation of the material, proceeds in relative

independence of manpower. Rather, the jobs within the manufacturing

process are of accompanying or compensatory character: control of the

machines (mostly done by female workers); maintenance and repairs

(done by highly specialised craftsmen); transport of materials (done by

unskilled male workers). The manufacturingprocess can be characterised

as a 'one-way road' where all the various steps are extremely inter-

dependent. It starts with the delivery of tobacco and ends with the

dispatch of packed-up cigarettes. Horizontal co-operation is therefore

a technical demand: it is the collective task of all employees to ensure

the continuous work of all machines and to prevent interruptions in

the manufacturing process. Co-operation among and within departments

is necessary. ' Profit centres', for example, would be impossible and

senseless.

A measureable judgement of individual performance in the sense of

an output rate is meaningless; a judgement can - at best - be passed

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0144686X0000982X Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0144686X0000982X


Ageing through Work 37

indirectly; performance is measured in terms of the grade of functional

incorporation in the technical and co-operative social process. In

addition to technical qualifications, 'social' qualifications of the em-

ployees become particularly relevant here; not only formal discipline

but also the ability to co-operate, to understand the production pro-

cess, personal initiative, and dispositional capabilities. In principle,

this applies to employees in all positions of the business hierarchy. As

an example, the personnel manager stated that the criterion for

engagement of a new employee is to the extent of 51 per cent 'that he

fits in with us', and only 49 per cent his professional qualifications. Also,

it is management's practice to give commendations to the working

group, and not to individuals.

Moreover, all technical installations as well as material and products

must be dealt with carefully and attentively. The high-level technology,

a result of externally grounded constraints for rationalisation, demands

from or gives the employees a broad scope of action and disposition.

On the other hand, the aforementioned interdependence of the pro-

duction steps renders the entire process extremely sensitive to active or

passive forms of restriction of output. For the firm, this means that this

applied technology carries the risk of potential reduction in power and

control; the sensitive and expensive machines require a maximal control

of the adequate accomplishment of all tasks and, at the same time, of

the intensive use of the workforce in order to keep the manufacturing

process free from interruptions.

This shows that the firm's actions create, on the one hand, a broader

scope for the employees; on the other hand, it is forced to develop a

policy of personnel management which ensures that the employees use

the technically produced opportunities to bring about the desired

productivity.

These demands cannot be accomplished by mere pressure. Instead,

the firm tries to integrate its staff socially to guarantee the identification

of all employees with the efficiency of ' their ' respective department

(which is finally identical with the firm's efficiency) by self-motivation,

internalised control, and long-term commitment to the firm. High

wages, above-average benefits, 'co-operative management', and safety

of jobs are supposed to guarantee these aims. Additionally, the inter-

dependence of the workplaces requires 'educational work' within the

working groups themselves.

These practices lead to a specific relation to the external labour

market. The firm becomes a relatively closed system, with only limited

application of market mechanisms. Vacancies are filled as far as possible

from the internal labour market, and even the recruitment from outside
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is partly 'internalised', the firm relying more on personal recom-

mendations by the already employed than on formal mechanisms of the

external labour market. Firm-specific knowledge and qualifications,

acquired on the job, are needed to carry on tasks. Because the costs of

this acquisition are borne by the firm, the employment should be

maintained as long as possible to pay back the investment. For the

employees, the closed character of the firm and the specificity of the

acquired qualifications operate in the same direction, because these

specific qualifications are of little value on the external labour market.

In principle, this also applies to the unskilled workers; besides that, a

high degree of unemployment is at present characteristic for this

group - a menace that is an additional incentive to furnish adequate

working behaviour.

In other words, the firm's intentions to control optimally the

manufacturing process are realised under the given conditions by

getting a 'well socialised' staff, by avoiding a high rate of personnel

fluctuation as well as by the staff's long-term commitment to the firm.

These aims, however, become problematic for the firm's policy of

personnel management under two aspects. (1) The pressure of permanent

rationalisation and minimal feasibility of increased output creates the

risk of a 'personnel overhang' (mainly of unskilled workers). (2) As to

the older (skilled) workers, there is a growing risk that (in addition to

possibly damaged health) their qualifications will become obsolete as

a result of technical progress.

In both cases, the firm is interested in reducing the number of

employees. Due to the length of usefulness of labour and to the increased

risk of diminishing performance, the older employees are the first to be

made redundant. The firm's retirement regulation is an instrument that

optimally guarantees the desired withdrawal of older employees: in

most cases, it produces a shortening of the life working time — above all

by the pressure to be forced to choose the earliest possible date of

retirement if one wants to claim the regulation's advantages.

The opportunity to work part-time for two years can easily be

practised within those groups of employees who are doing unskilled

work (such as transportation of materials), or whose workplaces are not

directly related to the functioning of the manufacturing process (such

as some of the craftsmen who are doing general repair and construction

work). For those whose workplaces are directly related to the functioning

of the machines (some craftsmen, technical foremen, and the women

who operate the machines), some difficulties arise. The change of

machine-'generations' occurs about every seven years. This is done

gradually, so that old and new 'generations' of machines are running
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at the same time. For older employees, the permanent change means

potential obsolescence of their primary qualifications. Due to the

orientation to the length of usefulness, the firm is not interested in the

retraining of the older employees. Instead, the firm practises a parallel

' running down' of old machines and old employees. This process has

a very special timing: it comes to its end when the respective employees

reach the age at which they are eligible for the early retirement

regulation. Part-time jobs without too much disqualification are hard

to get for these employees. The same applies to those on higher levels of

the hierarchy - part-time work would mean disqualification for them.

For this reason they have no real choice between different modes of

retirement, but are forced to leave the firm as soon as possible. For these

groups, the age when they can take advantage of the regulation (i.e.

58 or 61) thus becomes identical with their real retirement age. As the

alternative of'normal' work after this date is practically never chosen,

personnel reduction is ensured.

In order to understand why the firm develops such an extraordinary

and expensive instrument for its aims, it is necessary to look at this

regulation in relation to the technical-organisational demand for an

integrative policy of personnel management. Within the age stratifi-

cation of the firm's workforce, the older employees stand for the

continuity and the 'hereditary' transmission of the firm-specific skills

and knowledge. 'Older employees' here refers to time of membership

in the firm's workforce, not so much to chronological age. These

employees are outstanding 'socialisation authorities', while the older

employees in the sense of chronological age stand for increased prob-

ability of damaged health and minimised potential length of usefulness.

The retirement regulation is responsive to the older employees' prefer-

ences. This formal voluntarism and flexibility, and the money 'for

nothing' when claiming the regulation's provisions, turns the firm's

need for personnel reduction into an attractive incentive.

Consequently, the retirement scheme gives the firm more flexibility

in its policies of personnel deployment. At the same time, it corresponds

to the employees' lifetime reciprocity expectancy, and their necessary

social integration is increased.

Consequences

The example presented here shows that the organisation of ageing and

the establishment of retirement regulations extensively follow the

demands of the capitalist organisation of work, and of the specific
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economic and technological conditions. In the case of our firm it

becomes obvious, too, that economic rationality is to a high degree tied

to the life-world integration of the employees. We postulate that the

firm's actions, grounded in economic interest, can be carried through

effectively only to the extent that they are 'translated' into valid

life-world interpretations of the interactional conditions.

This should not be misinterpreted as a rediscovery of the ' human

relations' programme, which treats the attitudes and feelings of em-

ployees as unrelated to the technical and social organisation of the

manufacturing process. In our case, the necessity to refer to life-world

orientations follows from this specific organisation, related to the

external conditions of the market (above all, from the erosion of

the traditional conception of performance). Ageing in the firm and the

treatment of older employees have become a medium of mastering the

contradictory orientations for economic behaviour: reduction of

personnel, especially of the elderly, and social integration of the

personnel, especially by providing job security and lifetime reciprocity.

One can assume that this type of technical and social organisation

of the manufacturing process will spread over more and more fields of

industrial production. If so, the regulation described above does not

simply represent an exceptional case, but can be considered as a model

for other firms and branches or even for national regulations. From this

point of view, ageing and retirement schemes are becoming relevant for

coping with problematic situations on the labour market. Considering

the present discussion on working time (in the FRG), we agree with

Phillipson's
21 position:

This economic and technological environment was to shift once more the
position of the elderly in the labour market, as it was to change ideologies
concerning retirement.. .In the space of 30 years we have seen a remarkable
turn-around in labour policies towards retirement. ...The state is, in fact,
expanding the retired population, whilst at the same time attempting to
channel expectations into acceptable forms.

This means that analyses of the movement of retirement age limits, and

of other features of the retirement regime, must focus on the development

of technology and the labour market, its relevance as a primary issue

on the public agenda, and the process of coping with it in terms of social

policies that are available in a given political system. There are welcome

signs of a renewed interest, among sociologists of ageing, in these

processes.22
 Beyond that, we were able to show why the lowering of the

retirement age is advantageous to the single enterprise — especially in

comparison with other forms of reduction of working time (e.g. daily,

weekly, or yearly schedules). By this, we can account for the fact that
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such a model, besides being discussed, has real chances for implemen-

tation because it conforms with the economic interests expressed by

management.
23

 This is to say that, if we are to understand why some

policies (e.g. the lowering of the age limit) are more available than

others (e.g. pushing part-time work and providing for sabbaticals),

analyses on the national level are not enough. Rather, we have to move

to the level of the enterprise, and to examine its strategies of organising

the life-course of its workers.
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