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Abstract

With the formation of the modern state and then the welfare state, a ‘government by age’ of the population has become
widespread with, as a consequence, a multiplication of age policies. A few concrete examples of the application of age policies
to childhood and old age show how they have institutionalized the life course and assigned functions and identities to the
successive stages of life. This trend has, in turn, led to a generalization of age policies with comprehensive, coordinated
programs for the old and young. The relevance and effectiveness of age policies are now under question. The advent of
a postindustrial society corresponds to a deinstitutionalization and destandardization of the tripartite organization of the life
course inherited from the industrial era. Age policies should no longer be the main tool of population management. They
should be replaced with life-course policies that are better suited for achieving an ‘age-integrated society.’

The formation of modern states has come along with a social
and legal construction of the individual around, to a large
degree, the universal, neutral criterion of age. What we call ‘age
policy’ has arisen as governments have diversified and
expanded their interventions for managing the population. A
genuine ‘government by age’ has been set up; clear evidence of
this being the operation of welfare states and their bureaucra-
cies is described below. The implementation of age policies for
childhood and old age serves as a concrete example of how
these policies have developed into comprehensive, coordinated
public policies in behalf of these age groups. Current studies
insist, however, that using age as a major criterion in policy-
making has perverse effects; it leads to the erection of age
barriers and abets age-based discrimination. As a consequence,
the relevance of age as a major instrument for state interven-
tions has come under question.

Age Policy, a Product and Major Tool of Public
Policies

The Expansion of ‘Government by Age’ with the Emergence
of the Modern State

Along with the modern state has emerged a social and legal
construction of the individual. At stake in this process is the
creation of conditions that single out the individual for
attaining autonomy from family and community bonds. The
individual is thus considered “as the prime holder of rights and
duties and as the prime target of bureaucratic and administra-
tive acts” (Mayer and Schoepflin, 1989: p. 193). This
construction is grounded on a set of universal age-based norms
for marking the chronological continuum of life with signifi-
cant thresholds and organizing it into successive stages.

The legal ages of majority, for voting or joining the army, for
example, laid down the threshold for entry into adulthood and
full citizenship. In like manner, as social legislation gradually
regulated and then forbid child labor or set the age of compul-
sory schooling, it also defined the bounds of childhood while
assigning it specific functions and roles. At the other end of the
life course, pension systems and old age insurance funds have, by
setting the age of eligibility for a retirement pension, signaled the

end of adulthood and worklife, and laid the threshold for entry
into old age, when people are to live on pensions without
working – even though, given the longer life span, the association
between economic inactivity and old age is coming unraveled.

Through these age policies, the state was able to perform its
major duties: redistribute income between age groups or gener-
ations; maintain social order by assigning roles, statuses, activi-
ties, and identities to each age group and individual; andmanage
human resources throughout the life span. Owing to this
government of the population ‘by age,’ the state distributed
social activities, obligations, rights, and resources between the
three stages of life: childhood, the worklife (adulthood), and old
age. A literal ‘age police’ was instituted to borrow Percheron’s
phrase (1991), in which ‘police’ has the older meaning of
government as an act of ‘ruling.’ This essential aspect of
government actions has expanded along with the welfare state.
As Smelser and Halpern (1978) have shown, the state oversees
the organization of the school–family–work ‘triangle.’ The life
course thus came to be organized in line with an orderly, hier-
archical model of three successive, clearly delimited stages.
Accordingly, the individual is either a child in school and
dependent on the family (a stage of life related to policies tar-
geting children, families, and education); or an adult who is
employed and thus benefits, owing to his/her work, from
coverage for various social risks; or a retiree eligible for a pension.

Each stage of life was associated with an activity endowing it
with a meaning and identity distinct from the other two stages.
Under this model, the individual’s life revolved around work,
which was associated with adulthood. Young people were
educated to prepare them for work; and old age was the time
for rest and retirement after a life of work. As welfare states
arose and set age thresholds, this model was gradually insti-
tutionalized; it defined the rights and obligations specific to
each stage of life.

Age Policy, the Main Tool for Shaping the Life Course
and the Individual’s Biography

Universal social entitlements under the welfare state have led to
an individualization and periodization of biographies. These
entitlements condition clearly distinct situations and have
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widened the rift between the worklife and the periods before
and after it:

In the welfare state, the continuous flow of life is transformed into
a series of situations all of which have a clear formal definition [.]
Periodization of life and proliferation of sharp transitions which
derive from the social insurance system combine into a lifelong
biographical pattern.

Mayer and Schoepflin, 1989: p. 198

Owing to its rules based on the chronological age for
receiving benefits, the welfare state standardized life events
and gradually institutionalized the life course. All compo-
nents of the life course were defined: the number of successive
stages, their social contents, the timing for passing from one
stage to the next, the nature (more or less ritualized) of these
transitions, the milestones marking these thresholds, and, not
to be forgotten, the forms of solidarity and competition
between age groups or generations. This life-course institution
conditions the individual’s biographical itinerary, sets the
timing, and determines his/her plans as a function of
‘temporal horizons’ (see Motivation: Life Course and Socio-
logical Perspectives).

This tripartite life-course model underlaid the development
of industrial society and its timing of events. As Castel (1995)
has shown, ‘industrial wage-earning societies’ relied on
a strong connection between the dependent economic status of
wage earners and an extensive system (the welfare state) of
protection against risks. We might add a third dimension to this
analysis: this tripartite social organization of the life course
placed work at the center of life and placed the individual in
a long, foreseeable chronology. This temporality contrasts with
what prevailed during the preindustrial era, when only the
family (and not the individual) had a ‘future,’ and the passage
from one age of life to the next was blurred and reversible
(Hareven, 1986).

Implementing Age Policies: The Cases of Childhood
and Old Age

From Policing Ages to Comprehensive, Coordinated
Age Policies

Childhood, like old age, was not identified as such till the
modern era. During the Middle Ages, it did not exist as an
autonomous age of life. It emerged during the eighteenth
century, when children were ‘placed apart and reasoned’
inside institutions that had the duty to educate them (Aries,
1962) (see Childhood and Adolescence: Developmental
Assets). Likewise, the invention of old age owes much to
retirement systems, which, by setting the eligibility age for
a pension, have established a threshold and assigned old age
the socially uniform meaning of ‘pensioned inactivity’
(Guillemard, 2000) (see Retirement and Encore Adulthood:
The New Later Life Course). A wide range of age-based social
legislation has been passed regarding these two age groups.

The first laws on childhood regulated child labor; but laws
about schooling and the age of compulsory schooling would be
the principal vectors of the institutionalization of childhood as
a stage of life assigned to educating future citizens and workers.
The development of welfare states with their laws on maternity

leaves, child care, health care, and family allowances put the
finishing touch on this social construction. Comprehensive,
coordinated policies targeting childhood gradually took shape
in developed countries. This widespread adoption of age-based
programs immediately led to the specialization of the profes-
sions in charge of managing childhood. As childhood came to
be identified as a specific stage of life, infant care, and pediatrics
became specialties in the health professions (Heyns, 1988). As
much can be said about the age-based segmentation of
professions in social work such as professionals in nursery.

The invention of old age as a stage of life regulated by
a specific policy occurred at the junction of two age policies:
retirement and welfare measures that targeting the aged.

Old age gradually emerged with the generalization of
retirement systems, which regulated the transition from the
worklife to inactivity on a pension. These systems introduced
chronological age as a formal eligibility requirement for putting
an end to the worklife. They assigned an identity to this new
stage of life whereas, till then, the patriarch endowed with the
family’s estate had nothing in common with the old people
without any estate, who swelled the ranks of the destitute, the
poor, the unfit for work, the disabled or handicapped (children
as well as adults) who were to be taken in custody by poor-
houses or to receive relief while living at home.

The invention and generalization of retirement pensions
and old age insurance – definite examples of age policy – have
played a decisive part in constructing and consolidating the
‘tripartition’ of the life course. Kohli (1987), pointing this out,
has identified four processes in this social organization of the
life course.

First of all, retirement systems have been a major factor in
determining the order and ranking of the three stages of the life
course – with work at the center as the meaningful activity
during adulthood. This stage lies in between youth (devoted to
education prior to work) and old age (associated with inactivity
and a pension after work). These systems have staked out a life
course where the individual’s contribution during adulthood in
the world of work conditions is the right to rest at the end of life.

Second, retirement systems, along with other social policies
(such as education), have given weight to chronological criteria
for marking the transition from one stage to the next (see Age
Stratification). Age policies have thus helped ‘chronologize’ the
life course, marked as it is by the legal ages for starting and
leaving school (the latter separating childhood from adoles-
cence) and for going on retirement with a full pension.

Third, this division of the life span into three stages marked
by chronological milestones has standardized the life course. At
the same age, nearly everyone predictably moves from one stage
to the next. At an equivalent level of education, entering the
world of work occurs at the same age for nearly everyone. And
the retirement age sets the date whenmost people stop working.
Long-term trends over the past 50 years in the age of withdrawal
from the labor force provide evidence of this standardization.
As pension systems expanded to cover more and more of the
population, the average age for going on retirement gradually
approached the age of entitlement to a full pension for wage
earners (Kohli et al., 1991).

Fourth, pension systems have fostered the making of plans
for the future. The individual no longer has the same prospects
as in preindustrial society, when the family and private wealth
determined the timing of the stages of life and individuals had
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no future as such, since they died young. Only the family had
a future. The development of old age insurance, along with the
longer life expectancy, has led to an individualization and
‘temporalization’ of the life course. Pensions endow the indi-
vidual with a future. As a consequence, retirement systems have
furthered the change from a society of ascribed statuses
(through membership in a family or local group) toward
a society of achieved statuses and, thus, of mobility. In this new
industrial society, the individual has personal plans. Thanks to
old age insurance, security is now based on the person’s
worklife and/or citizenship rights – and no longer on his
property, local bonds, or family status. To ensure this security,
old age insurance relates successive generations through forms
of reciprocity and statistical, long-term solidarity. It has thus
contributed to erecting a new social order in line with the
requirements of a society undergoing industrialization,
a society of social mobility that exercises control over the future.
This illustrates how the state’s regulatory interventions insti-
tuted age-based norms for ‘policing ages.’

As Graebner (1980) has shown in his history of retirement
in the United States, the invention of the pension system was
more than just a way to insure older workers who were no
longer able to work. Companies used this system to control the
flow of labor and develop human resource management in line
with the principles of Taylorist Scientific Management. They
thus rationalized the withdrawal of older workers from the
labor force while replacing them with young people who were
thought to be more efficient.

Once old age as a definite, foreseeable stage in the life course
was instituted, welfare policies were gradually worked out for
providing specific coverage to this age group. A range of welfare
policies for the elderly provide services and facilities related to
care and leisure.

In France, coherent public programs targeting youth and the
elderly were drafted as of the 1960s. Their clear intent was to
improve the management of these age groups and implement
comprehensive and coordinated public action plans with inte-
grated multilevel programs for responding to the specific
problems of these groups. French public authorities published
the first major report on old age titled – ‘Old age policy’ – in
1962. It contained a public action plan for integrating the
elderly in society. In pursuit of this goal, home care was to be
provided instead of institutional custody, which the report
declared contrary to its objectives. As an analysis of French old
age policy has shown (Guillemard, 2000), this report marked
a turning point in diagnosing the problems related to old age.
Fighting against poverty through interventions targeting income
was now but one way, among others, of achieving social
‘inclusion.’ Since the main old age problem was said to be the
lack of social integration, it was important to act on the envi-
ronment and lifestyle of the aging population so as to help it –
by building adapted housing, expanding home-care services or
the neighborhood facilities necessary for helping them remain
living at home – continue living an independent life as long as
possible. These new policies focused on issues related to the way
of life more than on improving living standards. A similar trend
can be observed in the United States with the passage of the
Older American Act in 1965 (Estes, 1979).

These old age policies emerged along with a segmentation
by age of the professions responsible for managing this group,
similar to what we have seen in the case of age policy for

children. Geriatrics and gerontology became specialties in the
health professions (Haber, 1986) and social work. Professional
groups were formed around these new specialties, for instance
the Gerontological Society in the United States and the Society
of Gerontology and Geriatrics in France. They form what Estes
(1979) has called ‘the aging enterprise.’ Later policies were
drafted for caring for the frail elderly and the vulnerability of
that phase of life, advanced old age (Olson, 1994).

The Perverse Effects of Age Policies

By implementing these age-based policies, public authorities
invented and now regulate infancy, childhood, adolescence, old
age, and advanced old age. They have assigned social contents
and identities to these stages of life. These policies have not,
however, always had the effects intended (see Population Aging:
Economic and Social Consequences).

Research on the old age policies implemented in the United
States or Europe since the late 1960s has shown that the
measures for providing social services and facilities to help the
aged continue living at home and avoid institutional custody
(with ‘marginalization’ and lessened autonomy as conse-
quences) have made these persons dependent (Guillemard,
1983; Walker, 1980). The central argument in studies on
these perverse effects is that – despite both the good intentions
underlying government interventions and the tangible results
for beneficiaries – these programs have, in general, not main-
tained or developed the targeted group’s autonomy. Arrange-
ments for home services have, perversely, turned any physical,
mental, or social disability into a form of ‘dependence.’ Thus
emerged a new definition of the senior citizen as the “recipient
of services whose extent and nature are decided by others”
(Townsend, 1981: p. 19). Moreover, fragmentation in the
provision of home-care has led to defining beneficiaries by
a long list of needs for health care, social ties, home helpers,
cleaning services, etc. A category of professionals has been
assigned to satisfy each of these needs; and the beneficiary is the
hub of a merry-go-round of services, as helpers, care providers,
and professionals successively arrive at his/her bedside,
according to their own schedules while the beneficiary lacks any
control over the services thus dispensed.

The Rise and Fall of Age Policy

For more than a century now, the state has adopted an age-
based management of the population. This form of manage-
ment seems to have reached its limits.

In her pioneering book, Neugarten (1982) has questioned
both the relevance of age as the main lever for handling the
social problems of this age group and the efficiency of public
policies targeting it. Her call for an ‘age-neutral society’ suggests
organizing government interventions on the basis of needs
instead of age. This questioning of the relevance of age is
apparently related to current trends in developed societies. The
advent of a postindustrial, knowledge-based, or network society
(the terms varying according to the theorist) has upset indus-
trial society’s tripartite organization of the life course. The life
course is becoming flexible (Best, 1981). Biographical itiner-
aries no longer fit into the pattern of three distinct, successive,
well-ordered stages. Continuity in careers is coming undone, as
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periods of training and inactivity are interspersed throughout
the worklife. The new imperative of lifelong learning under-
mines the idea of youth as a period specialized in education.
The tripartite life course, its stages blurred, is being dein-
stitutionalized and destandardized (Guillemard, 2005).

The spread during the 1980s and 1990s of a wide variety of
schemes for withdrawing early from the labor force is evidence
of this deinstitutionalization (Guillemard and Van Gunsteren,
1991), since they subvert the regulated transition from work
to retirement and wreak havoc in the orderly succession of the
three stages of life. Although early exit, or preretirement, seems
to signal an event that simply occurs sooner on the retirement
calendar and nothing else of significance, these age-based
measures have had so great an impact that we can interpret
them as increasing flexibility at the end of a life course that is
undergoing reorganization (Guillemard, 1997). The most
frequently used early exit schemes were developed not under
pension systems or old age insurance but instead under
disability and unemployment insurance. In all countries, these
extremely malleable schemes have continually evolved as
a function of employment conditions. We can interpret this as
a ‘dechronologization’ of the life course: the individual can no
longer imagine a continuous, foreseeable life marked by chro-
nological age thresholds.

The order of the stages of life and the activities assigned to
them are no longer precise, and are even contingent. The
timing of definitive exit from the labor market is unforesee-
able. No one working in the private sector knows when (at
what age) or how (under what conditions) they will defini-
tively stop working. The chronological thresholds at the end
of the worklife are no longer clearly visible. We now observe
a leveling of age thresholds along with the reversibility of
transitions and itineraries. These trends invalidate the rele-
vance and effectiveness of an age-based management of the
population, since, given the destandardization and individ-
ualization of biographical itineraries, individuals of the same
chronological age might be living in very different situations.
For example, a wage earner 50 years old might be experi-
encing late parenthood and still have children in school
whereas another of the same age might be facing an ‘empty
nest,’ the children having grown up and left home. The
retirement strategies developed by these two persons will
differ significantly. A single, standard retirement age cannot
meet such different needs. Instead of an age-based manage-
ment of the population, the destandardization of the life
course calls for managing biographical itineraries. Life-course
policies capable of providing ‘flexisecurity’ to individuals
with destandardized itineraries must be designed to replace
age policies (Guillemard, 2010). Riley et al. (1994) have
drawn attention to the ‘structural lag’ between the expecta-
tions of the aging, owing to their long life expectancy, good
health and extended capabilities, and the limited ‘opportu-
nity structures’ offered by public age policies. She has drawn
the conclusion that a new formula for combining work,
family, and leisure must be worked out to create an ‘age-
integrated society’ where work, family, and leisure activities
are woven through all stages of life. This echoes the European
Commission’s call for a ‘society for all ages’ (EC, 1999),
repeated in the “2012 European year for active ageing and
solidarity between Generations” evinces the new interest in

fighting against age barriers and age-based discrimination in
employment (European Foundation, 1997) and in devel-
oping ‘age-diversity management.’

See also: Age Stratification; Age Structure; Age, Sociology of;
Aging, Theories of; Life Course in History; Motivation: Life
Course and Sociological Perspectives; Population Aging:
Economic and Social Consequences; Reformation and
Confessionalization; Retirement and Encore Adulthood: The
New Later Life Course; Retirement and Health; Retirement,
Economics of; Welfare Economics; Welfare Policy
Comparisons; Welfare.
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