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Abstract

This article explores the conditions for extended working life from an organising perspec-
tive. Based on the idea that temporality makes up a fundamental organising dimension, it
discusses conceptions of internal job mobility, and if and when employees are expected to
relocate to a different unit at work. The material consists of interviews with 11 men
between the ages of 56 and 74, working in manual and managerial capacities at a foundry
of a Swedish branch of a large international steel company. The results show that internal
work mobility is regulated by normative assumptions of mobility in terms of on- and off-
time. This socio-temporal order constructs younger age groups as the age normality while
designating the older employees’ transitions as a normative breach. It is also shown that
the temporal order constitutes a disciplining element steering employees from an early
stage to plan for limitations that may arise as a result of ageism and/or physical changes.
The result confirms that transition to less-physically demanding tasks is a prerequisite for
continuing working in a physically demanding job. These transitions are not, however,
included in the socio-temporal order of the company, but are presented as the older
employees’ individual problem. All together, these results show the need to introduce
organisational practices and corporate strategies in the debate on extended working life.

Keywords: age normality; extended working life; internal job mobility; marked—unmarked age;
precarisation; temporal organising; temporal regimes

Introduction

Since the end of the 1990s, there has been a rapid increase of policies supporting
extended working life (Phillipson, 2019). The policies have tended to focus on indi-
viduals, and the debate has to a great extent described older people as the problem.
Their participation in working life and current retirement trends are described as
problematic as well as self-serving, uninformed and out-dated, and as a threat to
welfare provision and benefits (Krekula and Vickerstaff, 2017). Many governments
have therefore focused on trying to persuade older workers to make ‘wiser’ deci-
sions and delay their retirement, for example, by creating favourable conditions
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for older people who are able and willing to continue working (Krekula et al,
2017b), by making work pay through tax incentives (Vickerstaft and Loretto,
2017) and by narrowing gateways to early exit (Smeaton and White, 2016).

The description of extended working life as a simple matter of older workers’
individual choice is contradicted by research, which shows that work content factors
influence labour market participation in later life (Pohrt and Hasselhorn, 2015;
Smeaton and White, 2016). The description is also debatable in view of research
on work ability, i.e. the balance between the demands of work and the resources
of the individual, which, together with motivation and the opportunity to work,
is described as intermediate steps to early retirement (Takala and Seitsamo, 2015).
Research has also shown that ageism, e.g. in the form of discrimination, negative
attitudes and a stereotypical picture of older workers (for the concept, see Butler,
1969; Wilkinson and Ferraro, 2002), forces people out of working life (Ilmarinen,
1997, 2006; Bennington, 2001). Regardless of whether the categorisation ‘older
workers’ is applied to middle-aged people, to elderly people or to people over the
age of 50, older workers are discursively described as having a subordinated position
in work organisations (Riach, 2009; Fevre, 2011; Krekula and Vickerstaff, 2017).

Age-based marginalisation affects individuals’ wellbeing and their will to work.
Research shows, for example, that perceived ageism affects subjective health (Cadiz,
2010; World Health Organization, 2015), and that older workers are more prone to
staying in workplaces that are less ageist (Cadiz, 2010). Behind the rhetoric about
self-serving, uninformed and problematic older workers, there are thus well-
documented organisational practices which create age-based marginalisation and
limit older people’s participation in working life. The necessary conditions for
extended working life need to be explored in a broader political and social context,
and the debate needs to be based on knowledge of how age-based marginalisation
and the organisational practices of the workplace relate to retirement decisions
(Hasselhorn and Apt, 2015; Krekula and Vickerstaff, 2017; Phillipson, 2019).

This article is a contribution to this debate by highlighting conceptions of the age
at which employees are expected to change work station and duties in workplaces
with physically demanding jobs. On the basis of qualitative interviews with men
aged 56-74 in an industrial company and on the assumption that temporality
makes up a fundamental dimension of an organisation, I identify the presence of
temporal norms related to internal work mobility. By showing that the temporal
order (Zerubavel, 1981) affects older workers’ possibilities to stay at work, the article
problematises the notion that working life in physically demanding workplaces can
be extended through shifting work tasks. The article also illustrates that the temporal
norms related to internal work mobility at an early stage influence individuals to
plan for limitations that they fear will arise as a result of ageism in the future.

Literature survey

In a context of considerable economic decline in the industrial sector in
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) countries
from the end of the 1970s to the early 1990s, policies at the time aimed to facilitate
early retirement, and research focused on the characteristics of early exit. Against
the backdrop of population ageing, more recently the focus has shifted, both in
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policies and in research, to analyse the possibility of people extending their working
lives into their sixties and seventies (Van Dalen and Henkens, 2002; Phillipson,
2019). When extended working life is currently implemented in many countries,
it takes place in a context with a gap between what older adults want and need
and what they are offered by policy makers and employers (James et al., 2016),
where opportunities for full-time employment are restricted (Phillipson, 2019),
labour force participation rates for prime working-age men, i.e. 25-54, have been
falling (Dvorkin and Shell, 2015) and employments with uncertain pension
terms and guaranteed hours are on the increase (OECD, 2015).

At the same time, retirement is transforming from being a shift from full-time
work to full and permanent retirement into a process of stages over several years
(Sonnega et al., 2016). Cahill et al. (2015: 385) refer to the process as the
‘do-it-yourself approach to retirement, including phased retirement from full-time
to part-time work to full retirement, and transitions from a full-time career job to
another, shorter duration job to full retirement, e.g. intermediate jobs or ‘bridge
jobs’. Research also indicates the existence of ‘unretirement’, in which workers
return either to full- or part-time work after full retirement (Maestas, 2010).
According to Kail and Warner (2013), to a great extent unretirement means that
men resume full-time work and women return to part-time work.

Research indicates a number of factors that affect older workers’ participation in
working life, namely health, economic incentives, physical and psycho-social work
environment, family/leisure, rate of work and working hours, the competence and
skills of senior staff, work satisfaction, and attitudes to older employees (Nilsson,
2016). At a general level, the reason for people retiring has been described as an
interaction between (a) ‘push’ factors, e.g. no appreciation of or demand for
older workers; (b) ‘pull’ factors, e.g. voluntary retirement for assumed economic
reasons; and (c) jump’ factors, e.g. retirement as a way of ageing with pleasure
(Lund and Villadsen, 2005; Thorsen et al., 2012).

Research indicating that marginalisation and exclusion of the elderly are obstacles
to older people’s participation in the labour market (Ilmarinen, 1997, 2006;
Bennington, 2001; European Commission, 2009) is also central to the present
study. In the same vein, there is research showing that opportunities for develop-
ment are associated with remaining at work or late retirement (Thorsen et al., 2012).

Marginalisation of older workers also emerges in studies showing that long-term
unemployment increases with age (Henkens et al., 1996; Schwartz and Kleiner,
1999); that older workers have the lowest re-employment probabilities (Yearta
and Warr, 1995; Loretto et al., 2000; Chan and Stevens, 2001; Kalavar, 2001; Gee
et al., 2007); that older people are not called in for job interviews (Benedick
et al., 1999; Nelson, 2005; Neumark, 2009); and that they have high probabilities
of part-time employment while suffering the largest wage losses (Hirsch et al.,
2000; Bennington, 2001). However, the quality of life at work seems to affect
men and women’s retirement planning differently (Larsen, 2008). Ageism, lack
of recognition and lack of development opportunities are associated with older
male workers’ retirement plans (Thorsen et al., 2012). Perceived ageism is described
as a significant factor for retirement before the average retirement age among men,
but not among women (Soidre, 2005).
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Concurrent with the ongoing debate on extended working life, research shows
that older employees experience a growing discontent with work demands and
the nature of work (Smeaton and White, 2016). This is in harmony with studies
of work factors in relation to the employment participation of older workers,
where heavy physical work demands have consistently been associated with disabil-
ity retirement (Lund and Villadsen, 2005; Pohrt and Hasselhorn, 2015). It is also
argued that work ability declines with age, especially in jobs with physically
demanding tasks, and that some older workers are stuck in jobs that are physically
demanding, which has been explained by their low levels of education (Takala and
Seitsamo, 2015). Further, the quality of an individual’s working life may affect
women and men differently. Blekesaune and Solem (2005) found that among
men, both disability and non-disability retirement were related to low autonomy
in job tasks, and they argue that hard physical work is not generally associated
with early retirement among men, as the case is for women. According to
IImarinen and Ilmarinen (2015), the physical and mental work environment, work-
ing hours, work organisation, the work community and work tasks, as well as man-
agement, are central factors influencing older employees’ participation at work.
Although these issues related to quality at work, the duties offered to older employ-
ees and the importance of avoiding being ‘stuck in” heavy tasks are highlighted in
research, systematic knowledge of how these factors are handled in the work organ-
isation and their consequences for extended working life is lacking.

In the light of research mentioned above on work quality, occupational transi-
tions and internal job mobility, i.e. switching tasks in the same workplace, have
been designated as factors promoting working at an old age. In a study of later-life
occupational transitions (Sonnega et al., 2016), it was found that most career
changes were made between closely related occupations. The researchers also
found that occupation workers are most likely to move into jobs that tend to be
seasonal or have low barriers to entry, and that employees in physically demanding
career jobs are less likely to have changed into a different occupation by age 66.

While work mobility in younger ages is associated with career development
(Rosenfeld, 1992; Bidwell and Briscoe, 2010), changes of occupation at older ages
tend to involve a drop in wages (Groot and Verberne, 1997; Johnson and
Kawachi, 2007; Sonnega et al., 2016). The job switching is also related to health,
and studies show that downward occupational mobility in middle age has deleteri-
ous effects on women’s health in later life (Wilkinson and Ferraro, 2012).

Research on internal job mobility among older people indicates that such tran-
sition above all means movement towards lower-status tasks, and it is difficult to
find studies which look at promotion ladders among older people. This can be
seen as an expression of the recurrent descriptions of ageing workers’ bodies as
‘at-risk’ bodies (Katz, 2000), which is rationalised by the conflict between biological
ageing processes and work requirements. Riach (2007) argues that the overall con-
struction of a category of ‘older workers’ takes place by essentialising older workers’
characteristics. When older workers are aligned with particular jobs, it comes down
to work tasks which, rather than being based on knowledge or professional skills,
are easier and less demanding. Overall, and from a critical age perspective
(Krekula and Johansson, 2017), this research shows that internal job mobility
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does not constitute a unique and homogenous phenomenon, but that it has differ-
ent meanings and consequences depending on age.

Theoretical frames

The analysis has a focus on the organising of age and time and how it is related to
age relations at work and to older workers” participation in working life.

Organising refers here to the overarching processes in which people co-operate to
create shared understanding of given situations (Weick, 1969; Czarniawska, 2014).
Age is a key organising principle with great impact because it is often seen as neutral
(Fineman, 2011; Krekula and Johansson, 2017). This starting-point means that age,
regardless of whether it is conceptualised as resource or marginalisation, is viewed as
embedded in practices, that is, as a contextual doing (Laz, 1998; Calasanti, 2003;
Krekula, 2009; Krekula and Johansson, 2017; Krekula et al., 2017a, 2018).

Organising is intimately connected to constructions of social categorisations and
privilege relations. Everyday organising such as designing the work environment
and access to tools are examples of subtle forms of pressure as individuals act in
accordance with what a system requires (Foucault, 2004). Organising age is based
on age coding; distinctive practices associating a context or a phenomenon - such
as internal job mobility with demarcated ages (Krekula, 2009). Coding means that
some age groups are systematically favoured at the expense of others in different
contexts, and that age normality is created in the form of limited age groups,
and their actions assume a taken-for-granted position as an unproblematised
norm (Krekula and Johansson, 2017; Krekula et al., 2017a, 2018).

Brekhus (1996, 1998) argues that (age) normalities are created through actors
seeing one part of a dichotomy (old/young, man/woman) as epistemologically
unproblematic. By labelling some categorisations with an attribute (older workers),
the categorisations are marked as distinctive, while the unmarked part of the com-
pound (workers) is simply generic. In the analysis of how job mobility is related to
the construction of age normality and marginalisation, respectively, the binary
marked/unmarked age is used in this article. Unmarked age here represents an
unproblematised generic position, against which the marked age is constructed
as a deviation (Krekula and Johansson, 2017; Krekula et al., 2017a, 2018).

Organising also takes place in terms of time (Zerubavel, 1981; Adam et al., 2008;
West-Pavlov, 2012), and then often through subtle aspects. Zerubavel (1987) pro-
vides examples of time being used as semiotic codes signifying priority and respect,
without the need for verbal articulation. For example, making people wait, or giving
them limited access to time in public environments, signals low priority (Zerubavel,
1987; Krekula et al., 2017a). These non-verbal temporal practices are also active in
the processes that create age normality (Zerubavel, 1981; Krekula et al., 2017a).
Krekula and Johansson (2017; see also Krekula et al., 2017a) use the concept
norma-/temporality to describe power practices based on this link between tem-
poral organising and construction of normality, and argue that the one cannot
be understood without the other.

Temporal disciplining is also exercised through social activities structured by
temporal regularity such as rigid sequential structures, fixed durations, standard
temporal locations and uniform rates of recurrence (Berger and Luckmann,
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1967; Zerubavel, 1981; West-Pavlov, 2012). There are several forms of temporal pat-
terns in societal organising. While the concept ‘socio-temporal order’ describes
temporal regulation of social entities such as families, professional groups, complex
organisations and even entire nations, the ‘bio-temporal order’ concerns temporal
regularities involving living entities, e.g. duration of pregnancy periods and
age-related physical changes (Zerubavel, 1981: 2).

Temporal organisation in working life has been illustrated with the concept ‘car-
eer timetable’, that is, age-graded career steps which individuals are expected to fol-
low (Lawrence, 1988). In an article on mobility in industrial companies, Martin and
Strauss (1956) argue that the speed at which individuals move along specific career
lines tends to follow fairly identifiable timetables, which enable individuals to predict
their chances of advancement to higher levels. Lawrence (1988) argues that, while
being ahead of the timetable is seen as positive, being behind is regarded as negative.
A number of studies support this thesis, and show that individuals who have been
promoted at the expected pace are described as being ‘on time’ or ‘on schedule’,
while individuals who have been promoted faster are seen as ‘ahead of time’,
‘ahead of schedule’ or on the ‘fast track’. Conversely, those who have been promoted
later than expected are ‘behind time’, ‘behind schedule’, ‘deadwood’ or ‘old timers’
(Cleveland et al., 1997; Shore et al, 2003; Quintens and Matthyssens, 2010;
Lawrence, 2011). This dichotomisation of on- and off-time (Zerubavel, 1981)
shows that temporal regularity is based on assumptions about norms and deviation.

The analysis of the statements made on extended working life in the collected mater-
ial is based on the assumption that political steering towards extended working life con-
tributes to increasing individualisation of working-life risks and to limiting security in
respect of pensions (Lewis and Giullari, 2005; Krekula et al., 2017b; Phillipsson, 2019).
Standing (2011) discusses these processes in terms of the concept of the precariat, which
he describes as the growing group of people in the labour market with insecure working
conditions who lack basic rights and have few opportunities to make a career.
According to him, the ageing population is an important factor in the growth of the pre-
cariat since older workers constitute a growing source of cheap labour, thereby also
forming a group with a high risk of ending up in the precariat.

Butler (2015) and Lorey (2015) argue that precarisation means more than inse-
cure jobs and the lack of security given by waged employment. It should rather be
understood as a general experience of living with the unforeseeable. It means that
everyone is affected by the processes of precarisation, and that they are the rule
rather than the exception. Because insecure experiences are evident in all areas of
life, a new form of disciplining is created, and precarisation becomes a particular
form of exploitation that characterises contemporary society. Precarity is a basic
dimension of a neoliberal governance through social insecurity. Lorey (2015)
uses the concept of ‘governmental precarisation’ as a framework for these processes.
This perspective on precarisation emphasises that it is important, although not suf-
ficient, to display the consequences of political governance towards extended work-
ing life by identifying especially exposed groups. In addition, the range of practices
also needs to be problematised through identifying the processes in, for example,
work organisations that normalise and trivialise the precarisation following in
the wake of policies on extended working life.
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Context, material and method

Sweden, the national context of the article, has a high proportion of older people in
the population. In 2015, 19.8 per cent of the population were 65+ (Statistics
Sweden, 2016). In the same year, the average retirement age was 64.6 for women
and 64.4 for men (Swedish Pensions Agency, 2016). In the age group 55-64,
71.5 per cent of the women and 76.3 per cent of the men were working in 2014
(Eurostat, 2016), which is a high number from an international perspective, clearly
exceeding the 50 per cent recommended by the European Union (European
Commission, 2009).

The average retirement age in Sweden for men in the occupational group dis-
cussed in this article, that is, manual workers in the metals industry, is 64.1. This
is somewhat lower than the age of 65, still regarded as the ‘normal retirement
age’, and it is almost three years below the current highest retirement age of 67,
which is seen as necessary in order to qualify for a reasonable pension
(Andersson, 2015). This retirement pattern corresponds with a study on
retirement-age preferences of women and men aged 55-64 years in Sweden
(Soidre, 2005), which showed that qualified blue-collar workers had a significantly
greater preference for early retirement than upper-rank white-collar workers.

The present study is part of a major research project on organising age in work
organisations, for which data were collected through interviews, observations and
text analysis in the context of two case studies (Yin, 2009). This paper is based on
data from one of the cases, namely a large international steel company with a branch
in Sweden. The company was chosen because it offered rich material in terms of age
coding and age organising, since it had many varied units and a great number of
employees of different ages. This was a male-dominated organisation.

The policy discourse on extended working life has, to a great extent, been based
on a homogeneous image of a generic, individualised ‘adult worker’ (Lewis, 2002,
2007; Hasselhorn and Apt, 2015; Krekula and Vickerstaff, 2017). This paper has a
focus on the interviews conducted with men in order to contextualise the results
and contribute to complexifying the homogeneous presentations. The focus was
also based on the fact that there were very few older women on the staff, which
is why I do not discuss results in terms of ‘older workers’, but delimited to
(older) men in manual work.

The material analysed consists of interviews with 11 men between the ages of 56
and 74. They worked as foundry men, fitters, welders, economists and education
managers. The latter occupational groups were included to, in the first stage of
the study, enable a broad and overall picture of the internal mobility that is viewed
as possible and expected within the work organisation in question.

Because of the great economic fluctuations in the industry over the last decades,
and several bankruptcies and new ownerships, many of the employees, including
some of the men interviewed, were not employed by the company but by a staffing
agency.

Respondents were partly recruited through so-called snowball sampling
(Creswell, 1998). At interviews we asked for further persons aged 50+, and for spe-
cial groups such as unretired persons, older persons employed via a staffing agency,
and persons with duties involving a great deal of travelling or strenuous physical
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work. Some respondents were recruited in connection with observations made. The
ambition was to ensure variation in terms of age, duties and experience of being
employed at the company.

The interviews, made by the author and a project colleague, lasted around 60
minutes and took place in offices at the company during the respondents’ workday.
All interviews were digitally recorded and transcribed verbatim.

The overall topic of the interviews was age in relation to power, status and career
prospects, and descriptions of the respondents” working-life transitions and retire-
ment plans. Respondents were first asked to outline the organisation and its differ-
ent units schematically. The sketches gave us an idea of the company from their
perspective, and also served as a basis for talking about their units, their relocations,
and their expected and unusual moves within the organisation. In short, it served as
a trigger of memories and as a point of departure for our discussions (Pink, 2001).

The empirical analysis was an interpretative process carried out in several steps. A
thematic analysis was made of passages in the transcribed material (Guest et al.,
2012), illustrating the reasoning connected to the meanings of age, work mobility
and future work. Data collection and analysis aimed to clarify the processes in ques-
tion from the respondents’ perspectives (Blaikie, 2007). In practice, this meant that I
approached the analysis with the concepts of age and time, while social security and
precarisation were introduced into the process when the central role of these con-
cepts emerged.

Temporal regimes creating age normality and disciplining

In previous research, work mobility among older workers has mainly been related
to the inability to carry out physically strenuous work (e.g Ilmarinen and
Ilmarinen, 2015; Takala and Seitsamo, 2015). Also policies have stressed the possi-
bility of being given less strenuous tasks as a crucial factor for extended working life
(SOU, 2013). While these studies have discussed the nature of work in relation to
older workers, social organising of work mobility and its significance to extended
working life has received less attention. In this section, I problematise the organis-
ing of work mobility by showing the presence of temporal norms creating age nor-
mality and affecting the employees’ behaviour and their movements between
different units in the workplace.

Temporal regimes creating age normality

In the empirical material, there are recurring descriptions of how transitions
between different units and work tasks are expected to take place at a given age,
and after having done something else for a certain period of time. The data also
show that the opportunity to change work tasks varies with the different units in
the company and that some transitions are seen as highly unlikely, as expressed
in the following statements: ‘The typical age to become project manager is 35
because by then you have acquired experience in construction’; T don’t think it’s
common for someone to move from the foundry to other units in the company’;
and ‘You are probably not recruited to Start-up from administration or HR
[Human Resources]’. Overall, these statements show that there is a predominant
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and shared perception of when and how employees are expected to change units
and work tasks.

Perceptions of when transitions are assumed to be possible and appropriate are
expressed in terms of best age for transitions, which creates a dichotomy of transi-
tions as being on-time or off-time. In this respect, the statements harmonise with
studies of career timetables (Lawrence, 1988, 2011; Cleveland et al., 1997; Shore
et al., 2003; Quintens and Matthyssens, 2010). In the present material, however,
not only career-making, i.e. promotion ladders, is discussed, but also horizontal
moves to other units with similar status. Expressed differently, the career timetables
identified do not only apply to upward career mobility but also to relocation gen-
erally in the organisation.

A suggested age for expected and appropriate transitions is gradually established
through statements indicating when transitions by younger and older employees are
off-time, for example, in the following statement on a career move being overdue: ‘At
40-45 you start to think that it’s a little too late to move from engineer to project
manager. When the younger age groups are described as being off-time, it is par-
ticularly in relation to the idea that people can be prematurely promoted to a man-
agerial position. This is illustrated by statements such as ‘Sara was her age, between
35 and 40, when she got the production job. It’s pretty early in the tech unit.

The age at which movement is assumed to be on-time is not specified directly in
terms of chronological age, but emerges, as in the quotations above, through the nar-
ratives of its opposites, that is, transitions considered to be off-time, i.e. too early or too
late. Categorisations of on- or off-time are thus relationally constructed. From a con-
structivist and critical perspective on age, in which age is seen as contextually and rela-
tionally constructed (Krekula, 2009; Krekula et al., 2017a), the processes can be
understood as a concurrent construction of age normality, e.g. unmarked age, because
their transitions are described as expected, unproblematic and generic. Consequently,
the description of other transitions as being off-time represents a marking of corre-
sponding age groups (Krekula and Johansson, 2017; Krekula et al., 2017a). The tem-
poral orders on which the dichotomy of on-/off-time is based can therefore be
understood as a temporal regime, and as examples of the form of power that has
been referred to as norma-/temporality (Krekula and Johansson, 2017).

Some of the interviewees also mentioned how painful it can be to deviate from
the temporal expectations. In the following quotation, a respondent describes what
it was like to become a manager ahead of schedule:

I was 25 at the time and too young to make that kind of career move. It was tough
because I got very difficult tasks from the start and it was at a time when everything
was supposed to move to computers. The old timers who were supposed to support
the CEO [Chief Executive Officer] were so critical of me; ‘What could a young
engineer have to teach us?’ It was so tough that I cried a lot in the beginning.

The quote illustrates that work transitions off-time can be openly criticised,
evoke strong emotions and affect individuals’ wellbeing, all of which indicate that
temporal orders also constitute social norms. As such, they express social values
about what is seen as normal and what is seen as deviant. As indicated above,
the temporal norms enforce social control through sanctions, thus producing

https://doi.org/10.1017/50144686X1800137X Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/S0144686X1800137X

Ageing & Society 2299

shame (Heller, 1985; Scheft, 1990; Krekula, 2009). When individuals comply with
the norms about when and how to move within the work organisation, it is an
example of temporal adaptation to temporal norms, which has been described as
a formal pattern of social organising (Zerubavel, 1981).

Disciplining through fear of ageism

The empirical material also indicates that there is a fear of ending up in a situation
when it is too late to entertain the idea of moving to another unit or tasks at all. As
a 74-year-old man put it: ‘T'm surprised that some people haven’t moved - that they
stay. They have worked so long now that they couldn’t even get a job as a financial
manager at a company.” The fear of being off-time and finding that it is too late to
change units can also affect individuals’ behaviour, as in a 63-year-old man’s quota-
tion below reflecting on starting his present job:

I was at a suitable age when I began working here. However, I thought I was a little bit
too old because it was the last chance to change jobs completely because otherwise I
would have been 50+ and that would have been difficult. That’s what I thought then.

In this reasoning, the respondent relates to a conception of a best-before-age to start
over in a new unit; in his case before the age of 50. He states that he planned his job
change so that it would take place before he became ‘too old’ to get the opportunity,
thus illustrating a fear of age being an obstacle to career moves, which is supported
by research showing that older people are discriminated against in recruitment pro-
cesses (Benedick et al, 1999; Kalavar, 2001; Nelson, 2005; Gee et al., 2007;
Neumark, 2009). Fear of age discrimination made this respondent take action
before he got too old. In the words of Foucault (1991), this can be an expression
of disciplining, where temporal norms and worries about ageism are internalised
and lead to the attempt to harmonise behaviour and the norm.

Opverall, the results above display the central role of socio-temporal orders in
work organisations. They illustrate that the internal work mobility is regulated by
normative assumptions on temporality, e.g. that they are based on temporal
regimes. They also show that conceptions of career moves as being on- or off-time
are constructed parallel with age-normality constructions, and that the temporal
order constitutes a disciplining element for the employees; it makes individuals
plan for avoiding future job limitations as a result of ageism. This disciplining
can thus be seen as an example of the ‘governmental precarisation’ that Lorey
(2015) describes as governing through social insecurity.

Changing corporate strategies with prevailing social insecurity

In parallel with the temporal orders described above, where transitions within the
organisation at certain delimited ages are seen as expected, other movements
appear to be outside the socio-temporal order. This section deals with workplace
mobility involving a change from physically strenuous tasks to less physically
demanding tasks, which I discuss in relation to established temporal orders and
vulnerability to insecurity.
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Individualisation of the risks of working life

The analysed data provide several examples of respondents describing many of
their work tasks as heavy and difficult to combine with a long working life. It is, for
example, stated that T don’t know if we should be doing this when we’re over 60,
it’s too heavy’; ‘In heavy industry, you can feel it’s hurting’; and ‘If you think that
an industrial worker should work until he is 67, you don’t know the reality of this
job.” These quotes indicate that there is an apparent need for less physically strenuous
tasks if working at an older age should be possible. This relates to studies showing that
both preferred retirement and the actual average retirement age are lower among occu-
pational groups in physically demanding work (Soidre, 2005; Andersson, 2015), and
to research pointing to the difficulties of maintaining work ability in jobs with phys-
ically demanding tasks (Pohrt and Hasselhorn, 2015; Takala and Seitsamo, 2015).

When the respondents talked about internal mobility, these transitions towards
physically easier tasks were not mentioned. However, the theme was commented on
when we explicitly asked them about the opportunities for older workers to get
other work tasks, and then the answers varied greatly. Someone said that he had
made that type of transition, others questioned whether the company had so-called
‘retreat positions’, while some thought that the option existed since they had heard
about employees who had been given easier tasks when unable to perform their
normal duties. A 56-year-old foundry repair man, for example, said: ‘If you cannot
manage because the work is too heavy, I think “the Company” will take care of it. I
have noticed that some people have gotten easier tasks as they get older.’

The many different types of answers and levels of uncertainty about which tran-
sitions can actually be made indicate that they are in the form of individualised
arrangements and not based on formal routines, if at all possible. There are no
established practices expressing that the company values the competences of
older employees. The demand for tasks adapted to the individual is left to the indi-
vidual to handle. The comments indicate that these types of transitions are not
socially expected or recognised. Using Zerubavel’s (1981) terminology, they can
be described as a bio-temporal order construction with a focus on physical bodies,
rather than as incorporated in the socio-temporal order with its relation to social
structures and processes in the organisation. Social processes are, in other words,
redefined as a matter of individual physical bodies.

The analysed material further shows that the exclusion of alternative tasks from
the socio-temporal order has emerged over time, as expressed in the following:

If you're working here, there aren’t that many alternatives but we follow the rules
of ‘the Company’, We cannot offer someone an easier position before retirement
the way we used to do. All those types of jobs have been removed. When I was
younger there were lots of such jobs. If my body says, ‘No’, there’s not much I
can do, unfortunately. If that’s the case, in the end you’ll have to stop working
because we don’t have those types of jobs anymore. We're a joint-stock company
and if one thing crashes everything crashes. We went bankrupt in the past and 100
people lost their jobs, 30 got to stay. There’s no room in the budget for easier jobs,
so you have to bring it up with the HR department ... It’s hard to find retreat posi-
tions today. It used to be easier and people could do more simple things like
sweeping the floors or cleaning. (Man, 59 years old, foreman at the foundry)
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The quotation suggests that it has been possible to get physically easier work
tasks but that this no longer applies for economic reasons. The absence of formal
routines supporting older employees corresponds with previous reports showing
that the majority of employers in most countries lack measures to retain and recruit
older workers (Walker, 2005; Van Dalen et al., 2009; Jensen and Meberg, 2012).
The argument that this is due to economic reasons projects the company as an
anorectic organisation where staffing is continuously reduced in relation to the
demand of the products in question. On the basis of descriptions of downsizing
as a globally established practice since the 1980s (Radnor and Boaden, 2004;
Tyler and Wilkinson, 2007), this can be seen more as a manifestation of contem-
porary corporate strategies than as a characteristic feature of this company.

In the quotation above, it is further stated that tasks previously allocated to older
employees were simple tasks like cleaning and sweeping the floors, which is tanta-
mount to downward mobility and not a way to take advantage of the professional
skills developed during a life of work experience. This is a trend also noted in pre-
vious studies (Riach, 2007; Wilkinson and Ferraro, 2012). The reason that the com-
pany previously offered other tasks to older workers was not then that there was a
different and more positive view of their competences than today, or that active
efforts were made to make use of their knowledge and experiences.

Taken together, the results indicate an individualisation of risks for older work-
ers in this company, where the employer’s previous responsibility for supporting
older workers’ continued participation in the workplace through reallocation of
tasks, based on a socio-temporal order over time, has been turned into a problem
for the individual, and justified on economic grounds.

Manifestations of precarisation

The results also show that for some groups of employees there is an added element
of insecurity in terms of employment and work tasks.

In the narratives of the respondents employed by staffing agencies there is a
recurring theme of lack of support in the organisation and of being in a situation
of having to have the strength to perform tasks, as in the following statements:
‘There are no retreat positions for those of us who come from staffing agencies’
and

Those who work on the assembly line, they are being looked after, of course. But
those of us with temporary positions, we don’t have a line of retreat. Yes, I know
that there are different types of jobs for employees and people from staffing agencies.

A further example of the perceived absence of support for this group is the
following:

I actually don’t know what the situation is like today with retreat positions. Back in
time, you would always get easier work tasks when you got older. But I don’t think
it’s like that anymore. Nowadays, I think they will take you to an old people’s home
if you can’t manage. It’s a little bit more like that now. At least if you're hired
through a staffing agency. (Man, 63 years old, fitter and welder)
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The quote indicates that those who are hired via staffing agencies only have a place
in the organisation as long as they can perform what they have been hired to do.
The phrase ‘if you can’t manage’ suggests that the responsibility for future work
rests with the individual, as discussed above.

Some of the staff in this company were in charge of installing the machines that
the company manufactures on site in other countries, which meant that they were
expected to have around 150 travelling days per year, which was considered difficult
to combine with family life and entails vulnerability if they should be taken ill
abroad. Stories were told about employees changing jobs when they or a family
member were ill. This work also meant insecurity about future work, not least
among workers employed for limited periods and jobs. A travelling consultant,
employed via a staffing agency, described the situation in this way: If I can’t travel
anymore, I will have to find another job. After all, my job is to travel’

For the staffing agency, and other temporary employees, insecurity related to
whether or not there would be a continued need of their services or not. A
63-year-old man gave an example of this when reflecting on for how long he was
planning to work: T plan to continue working until they don’t want me anymore.’

The empirical material displays that the respondents share the general insecurity
concerning working at an older age with physically demanding jobs in this com-
pany without formal procedures supporting elderly people who have problems
handling their tasks and where the need to get other tasks is presented as an indi-
vidual problem. Results also indicate that precarisation is expanding in different
degrees among various employee groups. For staffing agency employees, insecurity
also included narrowly defined tasks and periods of employment, and the knowl-
edge that there may be no work beyond the fixed-term employment.

Concluding remarks

This article has looked at work mobility among men in physically demanding work-
places, and its temporal organising. By problematising the work mobilities that are
regarded as possible, expected and coveted, I have pointed to the presence of temporal
regimes and the key role which they play in the work organisation and for the employ-
ees’ opportunities to continue working at an older age. Together, the results show the
need for more thorough studies of how work ability relates to the physical aspects of
the workplace as well as to its social organising, including temporal practices. They
also show the fruitfulness of bringing time and temporality into socio-gerontological
studies and into sociology of age (Krekula and Johansson, 2017).

Drawing on the idea of temporal organisation as a power practice, I have illu-
strated that internal work mobility is surrounded by normative assumptions,
which, if violated, also affect individuals’ wellbeing. Consequently, I have referred
to the assumptions as temporal regimes and shown that they create an age normal-
ity against which the older workers are marked as problematic in terms of mobility
in the organisation. The article thus contributes to research on age relations, and
sheds light on the fruitfulness of identifying age groups that constitute age normal-
ity and the practices and discourses that produce age normality through concurrent
marking of other age groups (Krekula et al., 2017a). The study also supports pre-
vious arguments that age-based privileges are constructed through notions of time
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(Krekula and Johansson, 2017; Krekula et al., 2017a) and contributes to such
research by illustrating the disciplining that is formed through expectation of tim-
ing transitions with temporal norms in the workplace. By demonstrating how the
temporal processes relate to disciplining the employees, the article also contributes
to placing the debate on extended working life in a contemporary social analysis.
The results illustrate that the local socio-temporal order make up a disciplining
element of the employees as they, from an early stage of their working life, are pres-
sured to plan and act to create a safer future for themselves. In this material, two
aspects of disciplining appear: in relation to feared ageism and to expected physical
limitations. The results display the place ageism has in the work organisations. The
processes discussed here, in which fear of ageism creates disciplining, emphasise the
central position which ageism can have in neoliberal governance by creating social
insecurity among older workers (cf. Butler, 2015; Lorey, 2015).

The study also shows that over time insecurity has been individualised and that this
change is not based on a changed perception of elderly people, but rather on developed
economic corporate strategies. When alternative tasks are offered to older workers, it
represents a downward mobility, as shown by previous studies (Riach, 2007;
Wilkinson and Ferraro, 2012). Organising in the studied work organisation, in other
words, is narrowly based on the notion that older workers’ bodies, knowledge and
skills are problematic, that is, a marking of old age. This supports Standing’s (2011)
claim that older workers run a greater risk of precarisation, emphasising that this
ultimately depends on the organising of work on the basis of younger ages as the
norm. These results indicate that we need more knowledge of the organising of work-
places and age normality related to older workers’ wellbeing and retirement strategies.

Above, we have also seen that individualisation of risk in old age is highly related
to the use of staffing agencies, and the dismantling of corporate responsibility.
Against the backdrop of increasing insecure employment in terms of pension and
guaranteed hours (OECD, 2015), the results are noteworthy. They indicate a need
to highlight company strategies and what they mean from an age perspective; not
least to older workers. Extensive research has shown that the political ambition to
implement extended working life has different consequences for groups of elderly
people, and that, for instance, gender (Loretto and Vickerstaff, 2013), socio-
demographic variables and sectoral composition of the economy (Phillipson and
Smith, 2005) and care of next-of-kin (Lewis, 2007; Dewilde, 2012) are central factors.
In addition, this study shows that the varying employment terms and vulnerability
of older workers are also created through local practices and routines in work orga-
nisations. Like other studies (Hasselhorn and Apt, 2015; Krekula and Vickerstaff,
2017; Phillipson, 2019), this study shows the need to introduce organisational prac-
tices and corporate strategies in the debate on extended working life.

At the overall level, the study points to the importance of workplace organising
to the political initiatives for extended working life. Against the background of the
mechanisms of workplace organising, the policies describing older workers’ retire-
ment trends as self-serving and problematic (for a discussion, see Krekula and
Vickerstaft, 2017) appear as simplified and uninformed about workplace terms
for older workers. The rhetoric contributes to concealing the central role that
organisational processes play in creating insecurity among older workers, and in
normalising social insecurity related to extended working life.
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