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ABSTRACT

Age discrimination is regarded by many individuals and organizations to be a
problem. Indeed, the UK government has stated that it is “bad for the individual,
bad for business and bad for the economy”. However, relatively little research
has been undertaken into age discrimination. To address this lack of research,
this thesis investigates age discrimination in the workplace with a focus on hotel
employment in Ireland and the UK. The study reports on evidence from a survey
regarding managers' perceptions of older workers and from thirty three
iInterviews with older employees and HR managers in the UK and Ireland.

Despite the paucity of research and literature concerning age discrimination in
hotel employment, there is a wide range of research and literature regarding
age discrimination in the workplace and organisational employment policies and
practices. In terms of workplace equality, four major types of social justice are
examined: relative deprivation, distributive justice, procedural justice and
retributive justice. Furthermore, liberal, radical and managing diversity
approaches to equality are investigated and theories to ageing analysed.
Human resource management policies and practices, especially in relation to
the hospitality industry, are examined as these may perpetuate and legitimise
age discrimination.

The main findings from this thesis suggest that major differences exist in the
age diversity of a hotel’'s workforce with older workers being under-represented
In certain properties. Moreover, a number of organizational employment policies
and practices were found to potentially disadvantage older workers and HR
managers in the UK and Ireland possessed a poor knowledge of workplace
equality initiatives. The varied experiences of older employees themselves
highlight the heterogeneous nature of this group. The majority of older workers
stated that, with some reservations, they felt they were treated fairly by
management but a lack of IT skills, in particular, limited development
opportunities for older workers.
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Chapter 1. Introduction

1.1. Background and rationale
This thesis concerns age discrimination in the workplace with a focus on hotel

employment in the Republic of Ireland (ROI) and the UK. In attempting to
establish the nature, extent and characteristics of age discrimination in
employment, the experiences of older workers in hotel units will be ascertained.
These experiences will be affected by political, economic, socio-cultural and
technological factors in the firm’s external environment, competitive forces
related to the industrial sector in which the firm is located and the organisation’s
employment policies and practices, especially in relation to equality and
diversity, and influenced by managements’ perceptions of older workers. A
central argument of this thesis is that, in order to understand age discrimination
in the workplace, account needs to be taken of the political, economic- socio-
cultural and the technological factors affecting the employment of older people
and the commonplace interactions that contributes to the inclusion or exclusion

of older workers.

Discrimination based on age is not a new phenomenon. People have
experienced discrimination because of their age for hundreds of years. In some
societies the “old” were venerated but, in general, they were treated with hostility
(Minois, 1989). The hostility towards older people in England in the sixteenth

century can be gleaned from Shakespeare’s plays. For example, Hamlet

declares:

. Old men have grey beards, that their faces are wrinkled,

their eyes purging thick amber and plum-tree gum,

and that they have a plentiful lack of wit”

(Hamlet, 11.2. 197-202)

Negative and stereotypical views of older people are not the sole domain of
English playwrights in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries.

Negative views of older people exist today and represent a challenge to the fair



and equitable treatment of older people in society, employment and other
spheres of life.

Although the UK did not introduce a law to address age discrimination in
employment (and vocational training) until October 2006 (IRS, 2006), other
countries have long since pursued a legislative approach to confront age
discrimination. For example, the U.S.A. introduced the Age Discrimination in
Employment Act in 1967 (Harris, 1990) whilst, at the state level, Colorado
passed a law In 1903 which covered age discrimination of people aged 18-60
(Adams, 2003). In Europe, Spain appears to have the most developed
provisions for protecting older workers’ rights (McDonald and Potton, 1997). In
the Republic of Ireland (ROI), age was introduced as a ground of discrimination
In the workplace in the Employment Equality Act, 1998, and the Equal Status
Act, 2000 (The Equality Authority, 2002) and revised in the Equal Status Act,
2004 . It should be remembered, however, that because legislation exists to
combat age discrimination in employment, it does not necessarily mean that
age discrimination is eliminated. Much age discrimination in the workplace Is
subtle (Cooper and Torrington, 1981) and appears to be deeply embedded in
the policies, practices and cultures of many organisations (Hollywood, Brown,
Danson and McQuaid, 2003). Therefore, legislation alone cannot be expected
to fundamentally change peoples’ perceptions of older workers but can act as a

catalyst to foster change.

The focus of this thesis is employment in the hotel industry in the UK and the
Republic of Ireland (ROI). The rationale for selecting these counties In
examining age discrimination in employment is that no substantial research has
ever been undertaken on age discrimination in hotel employment in the UK and
ROl and, at the start of undertaking research on age discrimination in
employment, and until October 2006, the UK did not have legislation on age

discrimination in employment whereas the ROI did. Moreover, although the



concept of diversity has gained in importance in the Republic of Ireland as the
economy has grown and labour supply is tight (OECD, 2003), there is a distinct
lack of research on diversity in Irish firms and organisations (Linehan and
Hanappi Egger, 20086).

This thesis focuses on age discrimination in hotel employment as no major
piece of research has been undertaken into age discrimination in hotels, the
hospitality industry or associated sectors. Moreover, hotels and restaurants
employ significant numbers of workers in the UK and ROI. In March 2006, 1.79
million people were employed in this industry in the UK (ONS, 2006). In the
period March to May 2005, 111,000 were employed in hotels and restaurants in
the ROI (CSO, 2006). Hotels and Restaurants are part of the hospitality
Industry which is itself part of the Services Industry (see Appendix 1 for a
discussion of definitions pertaining to hotels, hospitality and the hospitality
industry). This is now the dominant industry for jobs in the UK and the ROI. In
2003, the Services Industry sector represented 81% of employee jobs in the UK
(Labour Market Trends, 2004) and 66% of persons in employment in the ROI
(CSO, 2005). Hotel and restaurant employment has been criticised for having
high labour turnover, low levels of pay, high levels of stress and low union
density (Wood, 1997). Despite poor working conditions, the industry continues
to attract a diverse workforce, in recent years bolstered by the ranks of young
Eastern Europeans looking for work in the UK and ROI. It is anticipated that the
recruitment of personnel will be a key issue in the hospitality industry, both In

the UK and RO, in the foreseeable future (Boella and Goss-Turner, 2006 and
Failte Ireland, 2005).

Traditionally, the hospitality industry has relied, to a large extent, on younger
workers. As a result of demographic changes, however, there will be fewer
younger people. For example, by 2020, there will be 0.9 million (4%) fewer
working people aged below 40 than aged above 40 in the UK (Shaw, 2006). The



ROI is somewhat less affected by population ageing than the UK or the rest of
Europe (CSO, 2006) but a decline by 15% in the school leaving-age cohort in
the period 2005-2010, associated with low unemployment and a high

participation rate of women in employment, points to recruitment difficulties for
the Irish hospitality industry (Failte Ireland, 2005).

This thesis focuses on the experiences of employees aged fifty and above.
Thus, the focus is on “older” employees. It should be noted, however, that age,
and the process of aging, are phenomena which are biological in nature but
their meanings are socially and culturally constructed (Hareven, 1995, Wilson,
2000). It is difficult to establish the moment at which a person becomes old. This
IS because old age is an imprecise term (Minois, 1989). An individual may not
realise he or she has become old as old age is sometimes more apparent to
other people than to the individual concerned (de Beauvoir, 1996). In
undertaking research on age discrimination in employment, a deliberate choice
was made to focus on age discrimination against “older” workers rather than
“younger’ workers as older people experience most age discrimination
(www.direct.gov.uk). This does not mean that younger people do not experience
age discrimination. Indeed, there is evidence that some organizations
discriminate against both older and younger workers in that they favour “prime

age” labour, defined as workers aged 25-35 (Loretto, Duncan and White,
2000a).

In relation to this thesis, an “older” worker is defined as a person aged fifty or
above. The rationale for choosing chronological age for research on age
discrimination in employment is that it is an objective, knowable measure of
age. Furthermore, much research on ageism in employment uses the age-band
of fifty and above to define an older worker. For example, McKay and
Middleton’s (1998) report on the Characteristics of Older Workers for the

Department for Education and Employment suggests that the age of 50 is a



Sultable point at which to refer to workers as “older”. The Cabinet Office’s (2000)
report "Winning the Generation Game” focused on people aged between 50 and
state pensionable age. Furthermore, Loretto, Vickerstaff and White’s (2005)
report on "Older workers and options for flexible work” for the Equal
Opportunities Commission defined an older worker or older person as being
aged 50 and above. Also, in discussing the labour market participation of older
people in the UK, Elizabeth Whiting (2005) defines an older person as anyone
aged 50 and above. In addition, in constructing statistical tables on labour
market trends in the UK for the Labour Force Survey (LFS), the Office for
National Statistics (ONS) uses the age category “50 and over’
(www.statistics.gov.uk).In addition, the OECD’s series of reviews on ageing and
employment policies in OECD countries, defined older workers as all workers
aged 50 and above whilst acknowledging that “the age of 50 is not meant to be
a watershed in and of itself in terms of defining who is old and who is not”
(OECD, 2004, p.3). However, not all organisations use the category 50 and
above in referring to older people. At an international level, the EU defines an
‘older worker” as someone aged 55-65 in employment in its Labour Force
Survey (http.epp/eurostat.ec.europa.eu). The “Older Workers Recommendation
1980” (Section 1), accepted at the General Conference of the International
Labour Organisation in Geneva, 1980, does not mention a specific age but
refers to older workers as “all workers who are liable to encounter difficulties in
employment and occupation because of advancement in age” (www.ilo.org).
However, International Labour Organisation statistics on older workers refer to

people aged 55-64 in the labour force (www.laborsta.ilo.org).

From a business perspective, hotel employers need to attract non traditional
employees such as those aged 50 and over. In order to utilise the skills and
knowledge of individuals in this group, employers should address issues of age
discrimination as “research points to the existence of widespreaa age

discrimination in the labour market” (Taylor, 2001, p.2) It seems that, compared



to younger adults, older workers are disadvantaged in the labour force and this

Is due to stereotypical views about older employees (Harris, 1990).

Furthermore, Bytheway (1995, p.49) has stated that “It is well known that there
s discrimination against older people in the labour market. Apart from the
Impact that this has on income, it restricts our choices on how we OCCcupy our
time”. A report on ageism in Britain by Age Concern England, based on
interviews with 1843 people throughout the UK, revealed that more people had
suffered from age discrimination than any other form of discrimination (Age
Concern England, 2005). The UK government believes ageism and age
discrimination to be a problem, stating that it is “bad for the individual, bad for
business and bad for the economy” (Department for Work and Pensions, 2005,
p. 19) whilst Folger and Cropanzano (1998) believe any form of injustice to be
detrimental to organisations and employees. Furthermore, an OECD (2004)
report into ageing and employment policies in the UK identified age
discrimination as a widely perceived problem. The hospitality industry is not the
most enlightened of industries in terms of progressive employment practices.
Indeed, a recent publication on managing an ageing workforce in hospitality for
the Department for Work and Pensions (McNair and Flynn, 2006, p.5) states
that “employers in hospitality are generally less sympathetic than others to

extending working life, with low degrees of flexibility over retirement dates”.

Despite the acknowledgement, by government and academics, of the existence
of age discrimination in employment (for example, The Carnegie Inquiry into the
Third Age, 1993; CIPD, 2001; DTI, 2003; Age Concern, 2005; Taylor and
Walker, 1998; Snape and Redman, 2003), compared to other forms of
discrimination, relatively little research has been undertaken (Age Concern,
2005). Indeed, “Discrimination by age remains the most pervasive and perhaps
the least recognised and acknowledged of prejudices in our modern society”
(The Edge, 2005, p.26) and age discrimination is the last outpost of
discrimination (Panorama, 2006). To address this lack of research, this thesis



Investigates age discrimination in employment in the hotel industry and presents
the findings of twenty three semi-structured interviews with older workers and
ten semi-structured interviews with Personnel and Training managers
representing ten workplaces in the ROl and UK within a multinational hotel
group (HotelCo). Furthermore, the thesis reports the findings of a survey to
ascertain, primarily, HotelCo managers’ perceptions of older employees. A
survey of managers’ perceptions was conducted as these “may be particularly
important in determining the employment of older workers” (OECD, 2004, p.
15). The beliefs and views of these people are located within a wider debate
about ageism and age discrimination in employment. A case study of HotelCo is
presented containing information from a variety of sources, both qualitative and
quantitative, about policies, practices, perceptions and opinions regarding older
people In the workplace and organisational employment policies and practices.
Moreover, the views of different sub-groups within the organisation are
ascertained concerning ageism in the workplace and an attempt is made to
establish the effects of Human Resource Management policies and practices on
the recruitment, selection, training and development of older workers. Indeed,
this is an approach recommended by Taylor (2001) in his report to the
European Commission entitled “Analysis of ways to improve employment

opportunities for older workers”.

The problem of age discrimination in employment in the hotel industry has never
been investigated in-depth, only as part of a wider study (e.g. Chiu, Chan,
Snape and Redman, 2001; Loretto and White, 2006a) or limited to an
exploratory survey (e.g. Magd, 2003). Furthermore, relatively little is known of
the experiences of older workers themselves (Loretto, Vickerstaft and White,
2006: Donovan and Street, 2000) or those older workers currently in
employment (Loretto and White, 2006c¢). Thus, older workers have been largely
sidelined by studies on age discrimination in the workplace and have been

treated as objects rather than subjects who are able to speak for themselves



(Blaikie, 1999). It is the intention of this thesis to redress this imbalance by
focusing on the views of older workers, as well as managers, in order to give
voice to those who, potentially, experience discrimination in the workplace. But it
S not the intention of this thesis to ignore the opinions, attitudes and actions of
managers as Human Resource managers, in particular, “play an important role
as guardians of equal opportunities” (Hoque and Noon, 2004, p.497). Moreover,
Human Resource managers have an important stake in how employees

perceive the fairness of outcomes (Folger and Cropanzano, 1998).

In an examination of management attitudes and perceptions towards older
employees in hospitality management, Magd (2003) concludes that “Many
hospitality organisations have realised the value that older workers bring to their
organisations and have begun aggressively recruiting them” (p.395), However,
only catering-industry examples (such as Pizza Hut) are given. Magd’s (2003)
research focussed on small and medium hospitality firms in Scotland and
employed a postal questionnaire. This could be considered a methodological
weakness since much age-discrimination is subtle and would not be identified
using such a method. Moreover, only 25 gquestionnaires were returned and, as
the questionnaire was completed by the owner or managing director of the firm,
it is likely that the results present a biased view of older workers in the
hospitality industry. The research is useful, however, in that it identified the

perceived benefits and disadvantages of employing older workers.

Although sex discrimination, race discrimination and disability discrimination
have been widely discussed in literature on equality, age discrimination Is “a
neglected social phenomenon” (Bytheway, 1995, p.1) and there is “little
information about age discrimination in employment” (IPM, 1993, p.24).
Although much has changed since the IPM’s (1993) report on Age and
Employment, with major growth of research in the UK on older workers (Loretto,

Vickerstaff and White, 2006), there is a lack of information and awareness in



organisations about older workers and the problem of age discrimination. Thus

a survey by Martin and Gardiner (2007) into awareness of the Employment

Equality (Age) Regulations 2006 by British hospitality industry managers prior to
the introduction of the new legislation, revealed a lack of preparedness for the
new age discrimination legislation. Despite this lack of awareness, in recent
years organisations have started to recognise the need to address age
discrimination (Thompson, 2003), probably as a result of demographic changes,
a tight labour market and impending legislation. The introduction of the
Employment Equality (Age) Regulations 2006 in the UK will mean that British
businesses will need to reflect on how they treat older workers as, in today’s

highly competitive environment, there is increasing pressure for companies to
behave in a responsible manner (Back, 2006, p.180).

The aim of this thesis is to investigate and establish the nature and extent of
age discrimination in hotel employment. This aim is supported by four research

questions which will provide an explicit organizational focus. These questions
are:

1. How can age discrimination in the workplace be explained?

2. What role do employment policies and practices play in the inclusion or
exclusion of older workers?

3. What are managers’ perceptions of older workers and how might these
affect employment policies and practices”

4. How does an analysis of the accounts of employment given by older
workers provide an understanding of age discrimination in the
workplace?

1.2. Theoretical framework
Despite the paucity of research and literature concerning age discrimination in

hotel employment, there is a wide range of research and literature regaraing

ageism and age discrimination in the workplace and organisational employment



policies and practices. These literature strands will provide the theoretical

framework for this thesis and are briefly discussed in the following section.

In terms of workplace equality, a social justice framework (Tyler, Boeckmann,
Smith and Huo, 1997) is used to establish the link between resources and
entittement and the perceived fairness of decisions regarding these. Thus four
major types of social justice are examined: relative deprivation, distributive
justice, procedural justice and retributive justice (Tyler, Boeckmann, Smith and
Huo, 1997). These types of social justice are related to types of equality
initiatives in the workplace, namely liberal, radical and managing diversity
approaches (Kirton and Greene, 2000). In order to understand age
discrimination it is necessary to establish the process by which ageism results in
discrimination. According to Hughes (1995), the economic structure, political
values, cultural heritage, historical legacy and social attitudes results in negative
images, stereotypes and messages about older people. These will affect policy,
personal values and the experiences of older people. Three economic
explanations for discrimination are presented: human capital theory, segmented
labour market theory and reserve army of labour theory (Hollinshead, Nicholls

and Tailby, 2003) and these are used to help explain age discrimination in the

workplace.

A number of different theories will be examined to establish their merits In
explaining age discrimination in the workplace. These include biological theories
to ageing which focus on finding reasons for biological and psychological
change in human beings over time; disengagement theory which refers to the
process whereby old people withdraw from society, ensuring continuity of the
overall system and balance between social groups (Hughes, 1995) and
structural theories which focus more on the political, social and economic
factors affecting older people (Thompson, 2006). Furthermore, social

constructionism theories, which argue that, to a large extent, a person’s ageing

10



Is affected by socio-cultural factors (Blaikie, 1999), and symbolic interactionism
theories, which argue that meanings of ageing arise out of social interaction that
manitests itself in stereotypes, images and labels (Blaikie, 1999), will be

examined in attempting to explain ageing and age discrimination.

As organisational employment policies and practices may facilitate the inclusion
or exclusion of older workers (Taylor, 2001), human resource management
policies and practices, especially in relation to the hospitality industry, are
examined as these may perpetuate and legitimise age discrimination (Lyon et
al, 1998). Indeed, Lyon et al (1998, p. 57) recognise HRM'’s role in perpetuating
age discrimination as HRM theory “can be seen to amplify older workers’
problems by reinforcing ageism in management thinking through the provision of
a commercially appropriate rationale which embellishes existing stereotypes
and doubts about the commitment of older workers”. HRM is examined within
the context of a three part cycle: attracting an effective workforce, developing an
effective workforce and maintaining an effective workforce (Baum, 2006). Thus,
HRM will be concerned with recruitment, selection, training, development,

remuneration, retirement and redundancies.

Employment relations in the hospitality industry is examined using an
application of Guest and Conway’s (1999) framework in relation to Employment
Relations policy choices as the type of employment relations found in an
organisation may affect the employment of older workers. As tlexible working
arrangements may help older workers combine work and family responsibilities
and also ease the transition from employment to retirement (OECD, 2006a),
these are examined using a variety of frameworks based on Atkinson’s (1984)
“Manpower strategies for flexible organisations” model. Furthermore, the role of
equal opportunities and managing diversity approaches to the employment of
older people is examined. However, a discussion of managing diversity is

particularly challenging as it has been packaged and repackaged for potential
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buyers and lacks any definitive formulation (Kaler, 2001). An attempt is made to
conceptualise both equal opportunities and managing diversity and establish
similarities and differences between these two approaches. In discussing equal
opportunities and managing diversity, a number of approaches, theories and
models are discussed. These include Liff’'s (1996) managing diversity
approaches, Gooch and Todd'’s (2001) key factors in the successful
management of diversity by the manager, Iverson’s (2000) diversity
management strategy and Kirton’s (2003) types of diversity policies. In the
context of older worker employment a critical discussion of managing diversity,
as well as equal opportunities, is important as “the managing diversity discourse

offers an alternative equality route to tackling age discrimination” (Duncan,
2003, p. 109).

1.3. The ageing population and the changing workforce
The European Union’s population is ageing. This is a result of falling rates of

fertility, increased life expectancy, effects of the “baby-boom” and migration
movements (Commission of the European Communities, 2002). In all OECD
countries the proportion of elderly people in the population is forecasted to
increase dramatically (Spiezia, 2002). In terms of the fertility rate in the EU,
figures have fallen for all countries (Eurostat, 2005). The declining fertility rate is
the result of a complex interplay of factors, including higher rates of female
participation in the labour market, women having children later in life, more
women in higher education, increased costs of child rearing, higher divorce

rates and an increase in the number of childless women (Hollywood, Brown,
Danson and McQuaid, 2003).

With reference to life expectancy in the EU, for both sexes this has increased by

eight years during the last forty years and, for the expanded EU, life expectancy

at birth stood at 75 years for men and 81 years for women in 2002 (Eurostat,

2005). During the period 1992-2002, life expectancy in the UK increased from
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/3.6 years to 75.9 years. For Ireland the increase was from 72.7 years to 75.2
years (Eurostat 2004). It is projected that, of all regions of the world, Europe will
be the most affected by population ageing with the number of people in the 50-
64 age group increasing by 26% in the period 1995-2015 (Taylor, 2001, p.1). In
the UK, figures for 2003 show that the population aged 50-64 was 16.9% in
2000; for Ireland the figure was 14.3% (Eurostat 2004). In the UK, the median
age of the population is forecasted to increase from 38.6 years in 2004 to 42.9
years by 2031, reaching approximately 45 years by 2060 (Shaw, 2006). There
are 19.8 million people aged 50 and over in the UK (www.statistics.gov.uk). This

represents a 24% Increase since 1961 and the number is projected to increase
by a further 37% by 2031 when the UK will possess almost 27 million people
aged 50 and over (www.statistics.gov.uk). As the baby-boom generation of the
Mid 1960s age, the working age population of the UK will become older. By
2020, there will be 0.9 million (4%) fewer working people aged below 40 than
aged above 40 in the UK (Shaw, 2006). In the UK, people aged between 50 and
the State Pension Age (SPA) account for just under 22% of the working
population (Age Positive, 2002). Compared to the 25-49 age group, workers
aged 50 and above in the UK are more likely to be self-employed, have spent a
longer time with their current employer, have fewer qualifications, have lower
unemployment rates and are more likely to be long-term unemployed (Age
Positive, 2002). People aged 50 and above are more likely to be economically
inactive (TUC, 2006). There are 2,486,00 economically inactive women and

men aged between 50 and the SPA in the UK and a further 221,000 are
unemployed (TUC, 2006).

As is the case with most OECD countries, employment of people aged 50 and
over in the UK has declined sharply since the 1970s although in the period 1998
to 2002, the number of people aged 50 and over in employment in the UK
increased by 650,000 (Disney and Hawkes, 2003). Furthermore, in the period
1997-2004, the employment rate for people in the UK aged 50 and above but
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below the SPA increased from 64.7% to 70.0% (Kersley et al, 2006). In
particular, the decline in economic activity rates of men aged 50 and older in
OECD countries over the last thirty years has been remarkable (Duncan, 2003)
with participation rates for older males falling on average between 29% and
30% in OECD countries in the period 1970-1990 (Desmond, 2000, p. 241). At
the end of 2002, about seven million people aged 50 and over were in
employment in the UK; of these 56% were male (Disney and Hawkes, 2003).
Employment rates for older people vary greatly between different parts of the
UK with activity rates being considerably lower in Scotland, Wales and Northern
England than Southern England (Brown and Danson, 2003). Amongst older
people, the unemployment rate is twice as high in Scotland compared to
England (Hollywood, Brown, Danson and McQuaid, 2003). In addition, it is likely
that severe inequalities exist amongst older people in the UK with respect to
employment opportunities with professional and managerial workers being able
to work part-time into their 70s whilst “manual workers with grotty jobs and few
skills often lack the opportunity, or desire, to work past their 50s” (The Guardian,
02/12/03). Demand for workers aged 50 and above is likely to be influenced by

their substitutability, comparability and cost compared with other workers
(Hotopp, 2005).

There is also considerable variation in Employment rates between European
Union countries. In 2003, the employment rate for persons aged 55 to 64 in the
EU’s 25 countries was 40.2% with the UK having an employment rate of 55.5%
and lreland 49% (Eurostat, 2004). The highest employment rate for older
workers was found in Sweden (68.6%); the lowest Slovenia (23.5%) (Eurostat,
2004). An ageing population affects the labour market in two ways: it reduces
labour supply, thereby influencing the unemployment rate, and increases
dependency levels, resulting in higher taxation and a reduction in employment

(Spiezia, 2002). Population ageing is likely to be the most important of all

demographic changes for the foreseeable future (Hollywood, Brown, Danson
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and McQuaid, 2003) and will have major implications for everyone in society

(Harper, 2000). Moreover, population ageing may result in labour shortages and
reduce economic growth (OECD, 2004). Concern about population ageing has
lead to a preoccupation with debate about a “demographic time bomb” where
declining birth rates, increased longevity and an ageing population pose a threat
to economic prosperity. However, in his book “The Imaginary Time Bomb”,

Mullan (2002) argues that such a threat does not exist. Rather, it represents a

warning against the dangers of playing on individual uncertainties and fears and
of naturalising social problems.

According to the OECD (2006), population, productivity and participation (known
as the three Ps), are key to address population ageing. Issues regarding
population ageing have been discussed above but the main negative impact of
an ageing population on GDP per capita growth relates to the decline in the size
of the prime-working population (those aged 20-64) and an increase in the size
of the older and younger age groups (OECD, 2006, b). In relation to productivity,
a decline in the prime-working population can be offset by a permanent increase
in the labour productivity of all workers (OECD, 2006, b). Increased labour
participation rates of older workers would have the effect of reducing economic
dependency ratios, increasing public finances and potentially enhancing
economic growth (OECD, 2006, b).

As this thesis concerns age discrimination in employment, with a focus on hotel
employment, it is necessary to assess the nature of hotel employment, located
within the broader context of hospitality industry employment which is part of the
service sector. Therefore, the following section will discuss some key issues

regarding employment and age diversity in the hospitality industry with a focus
on the UK.
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1.4. Employment in the hospitality Industry
Hotels combine production and service in the one establishment and POSSess

many of the characteristics of service industries (Mullins, 1998). Although
hospitality firms offer accommodation, food and drink and entertainment, the

hospitality firm’s main function is to provide a service to the customer

(Kandampully, 2002). According to Mullins (1998, p.17-18) there are seven main

services are largely intangible and it is difficult to measure performance.
Although it is claimed that hospitality services are intangible, this is not usually
the case as tangible elements, such as the hotel itself, the bed, bathroom, the
food and drink, and even elements of service delivery are tangible in nature.
However, there is an increasing focus in the hospitality industry on intangibles
and, therefore, the role and importance of human resources in the delivery of

products and services (Baum, Amoah and Spivack, 1997).

These features will affect the nature of employment in the hospitality industry.
As the consumer is a participant in the process, there is considerable interaction
between the host (employee) and guest (consumer). Therefore, for the
iInteraction to be successftul, the employee will need to establish the needs and
wants of the customer and deliver an appropriate service. As production and
consumption are simultaneous, there is added pressure on the employee to
deliver quality service. Quality is defined and judged by the customer and is
strongly related to the people who deliver the service (Arrowsmith and
McGoldrick, 1996). The encounter between the server and the served will mean
that hospitality employees will need to perform “emotional labour’ (D’Annunzio-
Green, Maxwell and Watson, 2002), which will require the suppression of

feelings in order to produce a belief in others that they are being cared for
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(Hochschild, 1983). This has resulted in many hospitality businesses focusing

on service excellence and this emphasis is likely to continue into the

foreseeable future (Olsen, Teare and Gummesson, 1996).

Hotel customers have different needs and wants. A simplistic division between
leisure customers and business people is often made in the hospitality literature.
Hotel supply is related to tourism demand and the development of the
nospitality industry is closely linked to the growth of the tourism industry
(Kandampully, 2002). In May 2006, the UK attracted 30.8 million overseas
visitors, an increase of 6% on the previous May (www.statistics.gov.uk). The UK
greatly benetfits economically from overseas visitors and in 2004 the UK earned

approximately £13 billion from overseas residents visiting the UK

(www.statistics.gov.uk). Overseas visitors tend to visit England, more especially
London, and in 2003 London represented 11.7 million overnight visits, the rest

of England 11.3 million, Scotland 1.6 million and Wales 0.9 million (British

Hospitality Association, 2003). England is also the most popular country in the
UK for domestic visitors, representing 415.8 million nights in 2002. This
compares to 64.5 million for Scotland, 39.8 million for Wales and 9.3 million for
Northern Ireland (British Hospitality Association, 2003). Spending by domestic
tourists in the UK for 2003 was £52.9 billion, including trips of one night or more,

day trips (estimated) and rent for Second Ownership (www.tourismtrade.orqg).

Figures from MINTEL (2002) suggest that there are about 60,000 lodging
establishments (a broader term than hotels) in the UK with 80% of the capacity
in England. A defining feature of the hotel industry is the large number of small
businesses (Nolan, 2002). For example, approximately 70% of hotels in
Scotland are classified as small (operations with fifteen bedrooms or less)
(Buick, 2003). The hospitality industry in the UK consists ot a large number of

owner operators with the average size of establishment being about 20 rooms.

(http://www.bha-online.org.uk/hotels-profile.asp). Indeed, over 99% of hospitality
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Industry businesses in the UK are classified by the DTl as SMEs: Small or
Medium enterprises (Martin, 2004).

The labour intensive nature of the industry (Mullins, 1998: Yu. 1999) means that
large numbers of people are needed for employment. As measured by the
Office for National Statistics (ONS), “Hotels and Restaurants” employed
1,785,400 people in the UK in March 2006 (ONS, 2006). According to the ONS
UK Industrial Classification of Economic Activities for 2003
(www.statistics.gov.uk), the Hotels and Restaurants Industry includes hotels and
motels, both licensed and unlicensed, camping sites and other provision of
short-stay accommodation, restaurants, including licensed, unlicensed, cafes
and take-away food outlets, bars, including clubs and public houses and
canteens and catering. There has been continued growth in the number of jobs
In Hotels and Restaurants in the UK. This has occurred largely due to the
growth in the annual turnover of British hotels which grew from £10 billion in
2000 to £11.2 billion in 2005 (MINTEL, 2006). In June 1993, 1.36 million
employee jobs were to be found in Hotels and Restaurants in the UK. By June
1998 this figure had increased to 1.55 million and in March 2006 the figure was
just over one and three quarters of a million (Labour Market Trends, 2004 and
2006). However, most jobs in hospitality are operational, requiring low levels of

skill and attracting poor levels of pay (Wood, 1994).

The success of hospitality businesses depends on its employees (Hornsey and
Dann, 1984) and how it effectively manages its human resources (Teare, Farber
Canziani and Brown, 1997). A hotel may possess the most developed
technology, luxurious facilities and enviable location but without appropriate
human resources the business will ultimately fail. As hotels become
standardised, and as hotel corporations offer broadly similar products and
services, the human element is argued to be crucial In achieving competitive

advantage (Knowles, 1998, p.165). Therefore, the role ot ditferentiating the
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hotel’s intangibles, such as its staff, becomes critical in developing and

maintaining competitive advantage (Lashley and Taylor, 1998).

A hospitality firm achieves competitive advantage when its actions create
economic value in the industry and where few competing firms engage in
actions which are similar (Barney, 2002). According to Porter (1990),
competitive advantage is a result of the ways in which a firm organises and
performs its activities. Porter (1996) terms these activities primary and support
and these constitute the “Value Chain” which represents the conversion process
from the beginning to the final product (Hannagan, 2002). Human resource
management is recognised as a support activity within the chain. Therefore,
according to Porter (1990), competitive advantage would be achieved by the
firm adopting innovative approaches in developing new technologies, new or
shifting buyer needs, the emergence of a new industry segment, shifting input
costs and availability and changes in government regulations. Whether a firm
adopts a differentiation, cost leadership or focus strategy (McGee, Thomas and
Wilson, 2005), the human resources will undoubtedly be important in any
business but perhaps especially so in the hospitality industry with its focus on

customer service (Mullins, 1998).

The Hospitality Industry in general, and more specifically hotels and restaurants,
employ a predominantly young workforce. This is confirmed by the results of the
2004 Workplace Employment Relations Survey (WERS) which found that, in all
workplaces surveyed, 32% of workplaces had 25% or more of their workforce
aged 50 and above. This compared to only 13% of workplaces in the Hotel and
Restaurants industry (Kersley et al, 2006). Moreover, older employees, defined
as those aged 50 and above, were absent from 14% of all workplaces
compared to 40% of workplaces in the Hotels and Restaurants industry (Kersley
et al, 2006). At the other end of the age spectrum, results from WERS 2004

revealed that 47% of workplaces in the Hotels and Restaurants Industry
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employed 25% or more employees aged 16 to 21 compared to 15% for all
workplaces (Kersley et al, 2006). Furthermore, younger employees, defined as
those aged 16 to 21, were absent from 37% of all workplaces compared to 16%
of workplaces in the Hotels and Restaurants industry (Kersley et al, 2006).
Much of the industry is style obsessed, particularly designer bars, boutique
hotels and celebrity-chef restaurants. The industry seems to be particularly
ageist and “The image of beautiful young things dressed in Armani dominates

the Industry. Employers seem determined to discriminate when it comes to age”
(Clark, 2000, p.24).

1.5. The structure and organization of the thesis
Chapter 1 will serve as an introduction to the thesis and has four main functions:

to present the theme, central argument and background to the research; to
establish why research on age discrimination in the context of hotel employment
IS important; to state the theoretical considerations and framework for
researching age discrimination in employment and to outline the key themes

and issues discussed In each chapter.

Chapter 2 reviews literature on ageism and age discrimination, from a general
perspective, focusing on older people in history and society, to a more specific
focus on age discrimination in employment. Thus, after defining ageism and age
discrimination, the chapter discusses literature related to cultural anthropology
and sociology and attempts to engage in the debate about equality and
inequality. In examining the link between ageism and discrimination, Hughes
1995 model will be examined. Furthermore, Tyler, Boeckmann, Smith and Huo’'s
(1997) four eras of social justice research: relative deprivation, distributive
justice, procedural justice and retributive justice will be used as a framework to
discuss equality and inequality in the workplace. Thereafter, liberal, radical and

managing diversity equality approaches will be discussed based on Kirton and
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Greene’s (2000) framework although managing aiversity will be critically
examined in chapter 3. In terms of age discrimination in employment, the role of
employers, employees and others in perpetuating age discrimination will be
examined. The chapter concludes with an investigation into legally-based
Initiatives concerning age discrimination in employment around the world,

Including supra-national organisations, such as the EU and UN, and national

Initiatives from 1903 to the present, with a greater focus on legislation in the
USA, UK and ROI.

Chapter 3 of the thesis focuses on organizational employment policies and
practices, commencing with a discussion of HRM as a dominant paradigm, the
major processes concerning the HRM approach, namely recruitment, selection,
training and development and the possible effects on the employment of older
workers. Thereafter, the hospitality industry labour market in the UK and ROl is
examined and policies and practices pertaining to hospitality industry
employment discussed. Employment relations and employment flexibility are
examined as separate issues and their effects on older workers assessed.
Equality policies and practices in the workplace are subsequently critically

examined, focusing on equal opportunities and managing diversity initiatives.

Chapter 4 is concerned with the methodological issues pertaining to the major
themes associated with an investigation into age discrimination in employment
and seeks to demonstrate that the research paradigm, methodology, methods
and analytical techniques are consistent with the research questions. In specific
terms, this chapter serves to examine the approach and philosophical
orientation to the research before describing the design issues, method and
administration of the principal methods used in the research, namely a case

study, interviews and a survey. The chapter then examines the major reliability

and validity issues
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of using a case study and mixed-methods approach within a critical realist

paradigm. The research context and potential researcher bias are subsequently

established and the major limitations to the methodology are examined.

Chapter 5 presents a case study of HotelCo which will outline the historical
development of the company, operations and strategy of the organization and
how the firm manages its human resources. Thereafter, the characteristics of
ten HotelCo properties (where interviews with older employees and Personnel
and Training managers took place) will be presented and these properties

analysed to determine the age diversity of the workforce, especially in relation to

the presence of older workers in each property.

Chapter 6 presents the findings of the principal methods used in this thesis,
namely a survey into managers’ perceptions of older workers and interviews
with older employees and Personnel and Training managers. The findings
related to the survey are presented first and, after a presentation of respondent
characteristics, are structured according to themes identified and discussed in
the literature, namely human resource and equality practices, the perceptions of
older employees and perceptions of age discrimination in the workplace.
Similarly, the findings in relation to the interviews are structured according to
themes identified and examined in the literature. The findings from interviews
with older workers are presented first and integrate responses from older
workers in the UK and ROI (as the questions asked were almost identical). The
findings from interviews with Personnel and Training managers mostly integrate
responses from Personnel and Training managers in the UK and ROl with a
separate section relating to equal opportunities and managing diversity as UK

and ROl managers were asked a different set of questions regarding equality

initiatives in each country.
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Chapter 7 reviews the evidence collected during the course of the research and

draws conclusions about how age discrimination in the workplace can be

explained, the role of employment policies and practices in the inclusion or
exclusion of older workers, managers’ perceptions of older workers and how
these might affect employment policies and practices and how the accounts of
employment given by older workers provide an understanding of age
discrimination in the workplace. Furthermore, specific recommendations are
given for companies to maximise the potential of older workers and to eliminate
discriminatory practices which may affect the recruitment, selection, training and
development of older employees. The chapter concludes by examining the

weaknesses and limitations of the study and implications for further research.

In conclusion, this thesis is concerned with an examination of age discrimination
in the workplace. This examination takes place at the unit, or hotel, level and a
detailed investigation is made into issues pertaining to age discrimination in ten
units, five in the ROI and five in the UK. The key issues which emerge from this
study include the ageing of the population and the resulting change in the
demographic nature of the labour market, the firm’s approach to how it
manages its employees, specifically with regards to employment policies and
practices, equality and diversity in the workplace, the beliefs of older workers

regarding their employment and the views of mangers with respect to older

employees.
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Chapter 2. Ageism and age discrimination in employment

2.1. Introduction
The aim of this chapter is to define ageism and age discrimination and to

demonstrate that these phenomena have a long history and are affected by
political, economic, socio-cultural and technological forces. Furthermore, the
role played by these forces in shaping ageism and age discrimination will be
examined. In order to understand ageism and age discrimination, the theoretical
constructs In relation to equality and inequality will be explored and types of
equality initiatives discussed. Age discrimination will be subsequently examined
from the perspective of research on the role of employers and, to a lesser
extent, employees in perpetuating discriminatory practices. The final section will
focus on legislative approaches to address age discrimination in employment at

the supra-national and national levels.

2.2. Ageism and age discrimination.
Ageism is not a new phenomenon (Kingston, 1999). Older people have

experienced extremes of treatment throughout history ranging from ridicule to
respect and history generally points to a less than positive view of older people
(Kingston, 1999). Indeed, throughout history it was not uncommon in some
tribes and societies for older people to be systematically killed (de Beauvoir,
1977, quoted in Branine and Glover, 1997). Some authors, notably Giddens
(2000), suggest a past golden-age where older people were accorded full
authority and prestige but it would seem, however, this is not necessarily the
case as the nature of ageism and the process of ageing are strongly influenced
by culture (Henrard, 1996). From a cultural anthropologist perspective, Lewis
(1981, p.279) notes that “Unlike ours, most traditional societies are

gerontocratic in that as men grow older they receive increasing prestige and
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power". For example, in north east Africa the Galla speaking peoples expect
that their citizens accept roles with increasing levels of responsibility as they get
older (Lewis, 1981). The gerontocratic nature of traditional African societies is
also discussed by Mair (1980, p.56), who states that “Simpler societies usually
attach greater importance to seniority. Also, it is often supposed that the old
deserve particular respect because they are nearer to death, and so to God and
their ancestors”. According to Mair (1980), traditional societies exist in which
roles are assigned to the male population by virtue of the social age of the age-

set to which the person belongs. Broadly speaking, older men are called upon

to undertake tasks which require wisdom in order to perform public duties,
rituals and arbitrate disputes (Mair, 1980).

Branine and Glover (1997) claim that older people were probably not as
respected and valued in the past as many people think. Furthermore, there is
considerable variation in the status of old people in different societies (Hazan,
1994). In his account of the history of old age from Antiquity to the Renaissance,
Minois (1989) demonstrates that, in general, the old were treated with hostility.
This was due largely to the fact that ancient societies were based on physical
strength and vigour, conditions that were unfavourable to old age (Minois,
1989). Similarly, during the early middle ages, the old were largely excluded
from public life in Europe (de Beauvior, 1996). According to Blaikie (1999),
throughout history old people only appear on record when they are a problem
and, as few people lived to become old, they were too scarce to be considered
anything other than a curiosity. From an examination of old age in history, it is
evident that older people were treated differently according to the period In
history and the society in which ageing took place. Thus, it is clear that great

differences exist in the status of the aged in different societies (Hazan, 1994,
p.53).
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Butler and Lewis (1973, p.127) developed one of the earliest definitions of
ageism, stating that it represents “the prejudices and stereotypes that are
applied to older people sheerly on the basis of their age”. Ageism is a form of
oppression which arises from a social construction of old age (Biggs, 1993).
Furthermore, ageism, as is the case with racism and sexism, pigeonholes
people and does not represent peoples’ unique ways of living (Butler and Lewis,
1973). Ageism limits an older person’s life chances due to restrictions being
placed on them as a result of stereotypical assumptions about their role and
abilities (Thompson, 2003). Research by Bowd (2003) reveal eight apparent
stereotypes by which older people are characterised: the impotent male, the
vain/virile male, the insatiable female, the unattractive female, the infirm old
person, the disinterested female, the forgetful old person and the innocence of
second childhood. Germaine Greer (quoted in The Times, 09/09/05) has
criticised some of Britain’s leading actresses for parts that caricature older
people in a vicious manner, commenting: “Just what is it that’s funny about Mrs
Overall? (an elderly woman who can barely carry a tray of teacups and could be
characterised, based on Bowd'’s 2003 stereotypes, as the forgetful old person).
However, Bowd (2003) warns against the “political correctness” of discouraging

jokes about ageing as much humour on ageing Is positive.

According to Bytheway (1995, p.14), ageism is “a set of beliefs originating in the
biological variation between people and relating to the ageing process and Is In
the actions of corporate bodies, what is said by their representatives, and the
resulting views that are held by ordinary ageing people that ageism is made
manifest”. It is interesting to note that Bytheway (1995, p.14) directs his
attention to the role played by “corporate bodies”. But what of bodies that are

not corporate in nature? Will ageism also be manifest in such entities? In

producing a working definition of ageism, Bytheway (1995, p.14) has stated that:
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"Ageism generates and reinforces a fear and denigration of the ageing process,

and stereotyping presumptions regarding competence and the need for

protection. In particular, ageism legitimates the use of chronological age to mark
out classes of people who are systematically denied resources and

oppprtur)ities that others enjoy, and who suffer the consequences of such
denigration, ranging from well-meaning patronage to unambiguous vilification”.

As well as generating and reinforcing a fear of the ageing process, stereotypical

views of older people may exist as a result of our own fears about loss of

control, loss of sexuality, loss of intelligence and loss of adaptability (Perdue
and Gurtman, 1990).

Bytheway (1995) believes ageism to be pernicious, leading to discrimination
based on chronological age. Similarly, Giddens (2000, p. 587) has defined
ageism as “Discrimination or prejudice against a person on the grounds of age”.
This Is similar to Glover and Branine’s (2001, p.4) definition of ageism as
“unconscionable prejudice and discrimination based on actual or perceived

chronological age”. This definition is perhaps more useful and insightful than

Giddens’ definition in that discrimination may occur because of a person’s
perceived age rather than their actual age. Lyon and Pollard (1997, p.245)
follow a similar approach to Giddens, stating that ageism is “discrimination on
the basis of chronological age”. This discrimination usually occurs against

certain age groups.

Although the focus of much British government intervention regarding age
discrimination has been on the over fifty age group, age discrimination can
affect people of all ages and now affects individuals in their thirties and forties
(Wersley, 1996). Age discrimination sets older people apart as being different in
a generalised and oversimplified way and is a set of social relations which is
used to discriminate against older people (Minichiello, Browne and Kendig,
2000). Ageism is a set of beliefs and attitudes which portrays older people in a

negative, stereotypical manner, reinforcing the fear of ageing (Hughes, 1995). It
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combines with globalization to stigmatize older people as bigoted, rigid and
backward-looking (Glover, 2001). The critical tradition of “anti-ageism”, which
has been developed most obviously in the social sciences, social services and
iIntergenerational relations, recognises that social injustice exists towards older
people (Coupland and Coupland, 1993). However, a potential problem of anti-
ageism is that it can draw on the same well of prejudiced assumptions about
older people as ageism, leading to unnecessary or misplaced concern and view

older people as being oppressed and vulnerable (Coupland and Coupland,
1993).

A model which helps explain the link between ageism and discrimination is
given in Figure 2.1. From this model it is evident that ageism and discrimination
are complex phenomena which are affected by a range of environmental factors
and result in stereotyped views of older people. At the policy level, supranational
Institutions, such as the European Union, can initiate policy to address age
discrimination, as well as national governments. Professional industry-bodies,
such as the British Hospitality Association, can also play a role in shaping
policy, as can the firm or organisation itself. Personal values may be shaped by
a range of factors including gender, class, educational background and religion,
as will the experiences of older people, although these may be positive or

neutral, a fact that is not represented formally in Figure 2.1.
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Figure 2.1 The relationship between ageism and discrimination (adapted
from Hughes, 1995, p.43)
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According to Thompson (2003) there are eight processes which are closely
associated with inequality, discrimination and oppression, these being
stereotyping, marginalization, invisibilization, infantilization, welfarism,
medicalization, dehamanization and trivialization. These processes, in turn, will
result in different categories of discrimination (e.g. based on age), leading to a
form of oppression (e.g. ageism) (Thompson, 2003). According to Young (1990)
there are five “faces of oppression”, these being exploitation, marginalization,
powerlessness, cultural imperialism and violence and any one of these faces
can lead to the oppression of a group. In particular, older people are oppressed
by marginalization and cultural imperialism with the former representing the

most dangerous type of oppression (Young, 1990). Similarly, Thompson and
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Thompson (2001) considers that older people represent an oppressed group
due to discrimination, marginalization and dehumanization. Thus. Thompson

(2006) argues, older people are assigned lower status in the labour market

because they are viewed as marginal to the labour market.

Biological theories to ageing focus on finding reasons for biological and
psychological change in human beings over time but these theories are
discriminatory and negative as they concentrate on the biological and
psychological decline of older people (Hughes, 1995). As they age, organisms
change biologically and, as human beings age, they undergo functional and
bodily changes (Hughes, 1995). These changes are the result of living which
produces toxins, leading to “age related degeneration” (Vincent, 20086, p. 685).
In biological terms, old age is a stage of cellular senescence corresponding to
less-efficient apoptosis and shortened telomeres (Vincent, 2006). Ageing results
In the shrinkage of the brain which can affect a person’s mental performance
(The Economist, 2006). However, this will affect different people in different
ways, leaving some people largely unaffected (The Economist, 2006). As much
literature in relation to old age is from a medical perspective, theories that focus
on “medicalization” can be themselves considered ageist since they focus on
old age as a problem, viewing it as a pathological state or disease (Thompson,
2006). Theories which instead adopt a structural approach to old age focus
more on the political, social and economic factors affecting older people
(Thompson, 2006). Furthermore, de Beauvoir (1996) contends that old age

cannot be understood from a biological focus alone as it is also a cultural

phenomenon.

Disengagement theory refers to the process whereby old people withdraw from

society, ensuring continuity of the overall system and balance between social

groups (Hughes, 1995). Thus, older people would tend to have lower

expectations as they gradually withdraw from roles, obligations and social
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networks (Vincent, 1995). Biggs (1993), however, claims that disengagement
theory can be rejected because older people actively create meaning and are
the authors of their own projects. Furthermore, disengagement theory has been
criticised because it may provide legitimacy for policies which reinforce
indifference to or the inevitability of retirement (Blaikie, 1999). McMordie (1981,
p. 72) criticizes the disengagement theory because, although there is evidence
to suggest that older people tend to withdraw from some aspects of activity, “to
attribute this withdrawal to an intrinsic, almost biological basis appears
questionable”. Instead, McMordie (1981) claims that a person’s experience of
old age will be fundamentally affected by the person’s previous experience in
forming and developing intimate relationships. Such claims led to the
development of “Activity theory” which questioned the underlying assumptions
about disengagement, postulating that meaningful roles, relationships and

activities would be equally important to an older person as to a younger person
(Hughes, 1995).

According to Blaikie (1999) there are two theories of ageing: social
constructionism and symbolic interactionism. Social constructionism theorists
reject the view that ageing is natural and argue that, to a large extent, a
person’s ageing is affected by socio-cultural factors (Blaikie, 1999). Thus, old
age differs according to historical period, culture and class (Blaikie, 1999).
Social constructionism theories are critical of traditional models of society as
these do not recognise the importance of meaning and perception (Thompson,
2003). Although social constructionism theories are diverse in nature, they
share a belief that meaning is a social construction rather than a private,
cognitive construction (Hackley, 1998). Symbolic interactionism theorists
believe, however, that people imagine themselves in other social roles ana,
therefore, meanings of ageing arise out of social interaction which manifests
itself in stereotypes, images and labels (Blaikie, 1999). Moreover, symbolic

interactionism proposes that, as people age, they have to develop a consensus
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as 1o their new role and relationship with other people (Hughes, 1995). Jeon

(2004) contends that symbolic interactionists share many beliefs with

phenomenoligists, emphasizing an individual’'s meaning, experience and
behaviour and attempting to understand these from the participant’s
perspective. Neither social constructionism nor symbolic interactionism are
wholly satistactory because “the former risks portraying action as over-

determined by external forces, while the latter ignore these selfsame
constraints” (Blaikie, 1999, p. 5).

Research on age discrimination in employment principally concerns professional
encounters, I.e. encounters in the workplace. However, these will be affected by
the social construction of ageing which, in turn, will be influenced by wider
political, economic, socio-cultural and technological factors (Lucas, 2004).
These factors will facilitate or inhibit change and will affect the organisation’s
formal and informal systems (Wainwright, 1981). As a result of actual or
perceived age discrimination, policy will be developed at different levels. The
government level may also include supranational government such as the
United Nations and the European Union. Within an organisation, discrimination
can take one of three forms: individual discrimination, structural discrimination
or organisational discrimination (Hollinshead, Nicholls and Tailby, 2003).
Individual discrimination concerns prejudice demonstrated by one individual
against another; structural discrimination results in certain groups being
excluded due to certain practices (e.g. requirements for promotion) and
organisational discrimination reflects commonly-held beliefs about the suitability

of certain groups for certain jobs (Hollinshead, Nicholls and Tailby, 2003).

According to Thompson (2003), discrimination operates at three levels. Firstly,
at the personal level discrimination manifests itself as prejudice which may be
explicit or implicit (Thompson, 2003). Secondly, at the cultural level

discrimination can be used to exclude other groups, it can create beliefs of
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superiority and assumptions which lead to discrimination (Thompson, 2003).
Thirdly, at the structural level, discrimination includes political, social and
economic factors and inequalities which are embedded in the social order and

play an important role in maintaining this order (Thompson, 2003).

2.3. Age and society.
Age is a complicated phenomenon. It represents a title covering complex socio-

cultural formations (Hardy, 1997) and its use is not unproblematic as a factor in
defining a group within society (Hughes, 1995). Age represents physiological
ageing, social and economic change and membership of a generation or cohort
(Arber, Davidson and Ginn, 2003). It is a dimension of social structure and is
used to allocate opportunities, power and privilege (Thompson, 2006).
Experiences of ageing will be radically influenced by gender, class and race
(Biggs, 1993). Indeed, differences according to class will invariable persist into

old age and may be exacerbated (Blaikie, 1999). Age can be regarded as a trait

but it may be useful to consider age as a string of events with a focus on
survival (Hardy, 1997). Ageing involves both psychological and biological
changes (Doering, Rhodes and Schuster, 1983). It is, however, important to
remember that both ageism and old age are ideas and ways of thinking,
reflecting cultural forces which are very powerful (Bytheway, 1995). Age, and
the process of aging, are phenomena which are biological in nature but their

meanings are socially and culturally constructed (Wilson, 2000). Ageing is about

how people construct their lives (Sachs, 1993).

In order to study ageism, the way in which age is measured is crucial
(Bytheway, 1995). This measurement usually corresponds to chronological age.
However, it is important to remember that, for some people, a clear boundary
into old age does not exist (Wilson, 2000). Indeed, because of the heterogeneity

of older people, it is important to remember that ageism “does not relate to a
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unitorm and circumscribed set of moral criteria which apply across all social

contexts” (Coupland and Coupland, 1993, p. 279-280). Monk and Katz (1993)
argue that, as far as women are concerned, chronological age does not by itself
mark status and role, employment, child-bearing or marriage. Furthermore,
Bodily (1991) argues that an uncritical and unreflective use of chronological or
typological age may legitimise and reinforce ageism. Therefore, in examining
and explaining ageism age should not be used “as a dustbin of residual
variation for which we lack explanations or as a misleading conceptual proxy for
the actual events and processes that concern us” (Bodily, 1991, p. 259). The
OECD comments that chronological age and perceptions of being old are

loosely connected and invariably and inherently subjective (OECD, 2004).

In any discussion on age, it is important to consider the words used to describe
phenomena, processes and situations and, wherever possible, use relative
rather than absolute terms. Therefore, an attempt should be made to abandon
ageist language, especially the word “elderly” (Bytheway, 1995). In relation to
ageing, it may be useful to consider stages of life rather than chronological age.
This approach would involve viewing ageing as a processes involving change
during a person’s life course (Harris, 1990). However, this approach also has its
dangers because the stages of life may form “The basis of rigid cultural
expectations about behaviour and appearance” (Bytheway, 1995, p.19).
Moreover, the concept of life stages is itself culturally determined. For example,

the traditional Hindu life course does not include a stage termed “old” (Wilson,
2000).

It is difficult to establish the moment at which a person becomes old as old age
is affected by socially-constructed practices (Mullan, 2002). Old age is an
imprecise term and there is no fixed moment in a person’s life when she or he
becomes old (Minois, 1989). Ageing does not start when a person reaches sixty

or seventy: it is a continuing process through different life stages and starts
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when a person is very young (Greengross, 1985). One way of defining old is to

ask the person concerned whether she or he regards herself/himself as old
(Hazan, 1994). Regardless of the system used to define age, be it scientific,
bureaucratic, socially-constructed or by the individual concerned, any theoretical
constructs about ageing are “replete with contradictions, conflicts, and

paradoxes originating in our cultural system (Hazan, 1994, p.17).

Ageing is a gradual and sometimes almost imperceptible process (Harris, 1990).
Old age should be expected though it is more often unforeseen and old age is
sometimes more apparent to other people than to the individual concerned (de
Beauvoir, 1996). There are also cultural differences with regard to the view of
ageing and old age-these are constructed differently depending on the society
(Wilson, 2000). Hazan (1994) claims that older people are separated from
soclety due to ageing being identified with ugliness, horror and evil and to

ageing being perceived as a dangerous phenomenon |located between life and
death.

Ageing as a psychological process of decline still pervades attitudes towards
older people (Hughes, 1995). Hobman (1978) rallies against the idea of old age
being a social problem or disease. Human beings, of course, have a finite life-
span. “We are born, we live, we die” (Featherstone and Wernick, 1995, p.1). In
fact, we are conceived dying. All living organisms have a developmental pattern
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