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From passive to active consumers? Trends in ownership of key goods in retired and non-retired households in the UK from 1968-2001. 

Abstract 
The significance for social policy of the UK’s ageing population has been generally acknowledged, however its implications for consumption have not been so fully explored. The consumption patterns of older people are important because the last few decades of the 20th century saw profound social changes in the nature of later life, many of them linked to the emergence of ‘consumer societies’ in the UK and elsewhere. The increased uptake of consumer goods amongst the young and those of working age has been well documented as evidence of the emergence of mass consumer societies. However research on consumption and consumer practices frequently neglect older people. Conversely social gerontology has neglected the increasing engagement of older people in consumer culture. Yet the uneven nature of retirement, as well as the relative affluence of many retired people, has effects on patterns and experiences of consumption. Older people are, on average, leaving the labour market earlier and are in better financial circumstances than previous cohorts and are choosing to spend this extra time and money on leisure goods and services. However later life consumption is not undifferentiated. The collective and individual histories of older people frame their current consumption choices and influence future ones. This paper charts the engagement of different household types based on the labour market status of the head of the household with the ownership of key consumer goods. The data are drawn from 8 years of the Family Expenditure Survey taken at 5 year intervals between 1968 and 2001. The data demonstrate the growing extent of ownership of key goods across all household types. Furthermore there is evidence of convergence in the proportions of retired households and working households which own key goods. 
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Background 
The significance for social policy of the UK’s ageing population has been generally acknowledged, however its implications for consumption have not been so fully explored. While there have been a number of papers which have highlighted the issue of older people’s consumption patterns, there has been very little empirical work published outside that of commercial market research which has addressed this issue
. The consumption patterns of older people are important because the last few decades of the 20th century saw profound social changes in the nature of later life, many of them linked to the emergence of ‘consumer societies’ in the UK and elsewhere. The uneven nature of retirement, as well as the relative affluence of many retired people, has effects on patterns and experiences of consumption. These patterns are even more important, if, as some key writers have pointed out, identity is increasingly formed around processes of consumption rather than those of production and reproduction (Bauman 1998; Beck 1991). While much research on the link between consumption and identity has been carried out on young or working age groups (Hebdidge 1979; Nixon, 1996), ageing research has often deemed older people to be outside the cultural dynamics of consumption or implicitly assumed that such dynamics play little part in the day-to-day lives of older people (Gilleard 1996, Gilleard and Higgs 2000).  However, as several commentators are aware (Dychtwald 1999; Freedman 1999; Metz and Underwood 2005), the cohorts of people retiring today are those who participated in the creation of the post-war consumer culture. The period marked by the decades of the 1950s, 1960s and 1970s saw the emergence of youth-orientated consumer markets directed at these cohort located sub-cultures. While the numbers of people making up the ‘babyboomer’ generations was certainly significant this was not the main reason for their significance. Young people during this period had money and but they also had an increasing range of non-essential items to spend it on (Bocock 1993). In many ways these new consumer opportunities went further than just provide outlets for fashion and conspicuous expenditure; in fact they provided the basis for generational identities which are continuing to be played out many decades later. If the post- war cohorts lived through the emergence of the ‘affluent society’ they also participated in creating the consumer society that exists today. The emphasis on choice in what they wore, as well as in the entertainment that they consumed, provided the stimulus for a consumer culture that was as different from what had gone before. 

The once young consumers of the post war period have grown older, all the while retaining their propensities to be active players in a society where the pursuit of lifestyle and identity is as likely to emerge out of the commodities purchased as it is out of the ascribed identities of employment. This later life consumption is not undifferentiated. As with consumption at earlier points in the life-course, it is necessary to see such activities as multi-layered phenomena; consumers are not only differentiated in terms of their cohort and generation but also in terms of their social location, income and wealth.  Their collective and individual histories frame their current consumption choices and influence future ones. Those born at earlier times had less opportunity to participate in the formation of consumer society and were less engaged with it (Kramper 2000). Similarly, those born later may have different experiences of the role of cnsumption and life transitions from dependence to independence (Jones 2005).  In this paper we attempt to do four things.  First we attempt to provide a theoretical framework for understanding consumption and ageing.  Second, we address the concept of generational field and generational habitus as a way of situating the experiences of growing older in the last three decades of the 20th century. Thirdly, we undertake an analysis of the engagement of different household types with the ownership of key consumer goods between 1968 and 2001 using data from a large continuous national survey; the UK Family Expenditure Survey (FES),  We use these data to illustrate the extent to which there as been increasing ownership across broad household categories including retired households.  Lastly we discuss the implications of convergence of ownership patterns between household types for the understanding of current consumption patterns in later life.

Consumption and Generation 

What is meant by consumption? All social life in one sense is involved in the consumption of resources and products as well as their production and reproduction. The use of the term consumption stems from changes in the nature of contemporary societies, changes that have increased the cultural significance of commodities as they have become more abundant. Historians and anthropologists have demonstrated that there has always been a symbolic context to consumption whatever the period or culture under study (Pennell 1999). For the same reasons they have been keen to stress the need for distinction between consumption and consumerism, the latter relating to a set of relationships in the provision of goods and services and the former being associated with the distribution and social significance of such goods and services. Equally the term consumer society has a charged meaning not only in terms of its viability as a description but also its periodisation with some historians locating its emergence in the late 18th century as opposed to the second half of the 20th century (Trentmann 2004). While the debate is not of immediate concern to our study, the reasoning behind it is. Some historians have chosen this earlier date because that is when the manufacture, sale and marketing of commodities began to make its impact on British society. However, it was not until the second half of the 20th century that the ownership and hypercommodification of consumer goods became crucial to processes of identity and cultural differentiation, as well as being a demonstration of the growing affluence of Western market economies. These qualitative and quantitative transformations have led to a number of different disciplinary and research paradigms all focusing on the significance of consumption.  These range from the abstract theorisation of Baudrillard (1998), Featherstone (1991), and Ritzer (1996), through to histories of consumers’ organisations (Hilton 2003) and consumer citizens (Cohen 2003) and to ethnographies of shopping (Miller, 1998). Others have concentrated on the practices of social distinction through food (Warde 1996), eating out (Warde and Martens 1998) and fashion (Lipovetsky 1994; Lury 1996). The significance of consumption has also risen  as class based sources of cultural differentiation and identity have declined (Chaney 1996). The evidence at an economic level is clear.  In the UK between 1951 and 1998, total household expenditure more than tripled in real terms.  This increase varied across different forms of spending with expenditure on services almost doubling in the period and average household expenditures on televisions, video and audio equipment quadrupling in real terms (Matheson and Summerfield 2000). Furthermore, these changes have been experienced unequally by different sections of the British population.  Using data from the UK General Household Survey (GHS) McMeekin and Tomlinson (1997) have looked at trends in the adoption of dishwashers, freezers and microwaves by the social class of the head of household. After controlling for income they found evidence for the existence of class based habitus influencing the adoption of these novel durable goods. If consumption patterns can be affected by class habitus, they are also likely to be influenced by generation.

Karl Mannheim (1952) is the classical sociologist who is most closely associated with the use of generation as a social concept. While it has an obvious usefulness for this research, it is not routinely used in sociological research because of the difficulties in formulating what it means (Riley 1973). How can the boundaries of a generation be delineated to make it rigorous? Some writers see it as such an imprecise term that its use should be restricted to kinship relationships between parents and children (Kertzer, 1983). Others hold that the term creates confusion especially when cohorts and generations are used as interchangeable entities (Ryder, 1963). We feel that generation has a particular utility in studying consumption because it allows us to link together structure and agency in the way that expenditure and ownership patterns are linked to social identity and period. Furthermore cohort and the linked term period cannot address some of the cultural dimensions that generation implicitly addresses. We would also argue the term generation helps us understand the habitus experienced by different generations as they pass through their life-courses during different historical and cultural moments. Instead of rejecting the idea or talking of ‘social generations’ (Pilcher 1994) we suggest that adopting the concept of ‘generational habitus’ (Gilleard and Higgs, 2005) provides a useful framework for understanding social change when used in conjunction with age-period-cohort models
. Drawing on the work of both Mannheim and Bourdieu (1977), we would argue that not only are people affected by the historical period in which they grow up and live their lives but that this also gives rise to a ‘generational style’ which produces a distinct consciousness of that experience. This is not to locate generation in particular moments of history. Unlike Becker (1991) who relates generation to events, we would not want to conflate specific historical events with important social changes that may be occurring at the same time as those events. We would argue that it is not ‘identity-generating’ events that provide meaning but rather the habitus of particular age-cohorts who are operating in a particular generational ‘field’ where there are changed relationships between past and present social spaces. In other words generational habitus can be treated as a composite of dispositions that generate and structure individual practices and which are defined by a particular generation field in which social changes and events are happening
.

This means that those who came to adulthood in the 1960s had very different expectations and experiences than those born ten years earlier that experienced the Second World War and its aftermath. Not only had there been the establishment of the welfare state, there had been the ending of rationing and near full-employment. The generational habitus of this post-war generation was marked by rising living standards, the growth of consumer culture and the expansion of youth culture (Akhtar and Humphries 2001; Bernstein 2004; Capuzzo 2001; Rubenstein 1986; Sandbrook, 2005).  If those who experienced this generational habitus were marked out from those who had preceded them they carried this difference with them as they grew older influencing the society around them as well as changing the nature of the life-course. While it might be going too far to locate many of the changes in contemporary society to the impact of generational culture, it also has to be acknowledged that the blooming of youth culture which occurred in the 1950s and 1960s has had a formative impact on the cultures of consumption (Marwick 1998; Rosen 2003). This can be seen in the fusing of fashion and identity, in the commodification of lifestyle and in the erosion of status and tradition (Beck and Beck-Gernsheim 2002; Giddens 1991). That these are becoming more globalised conditions affirms that these are structural as well as cultural phenomena. How they are described; post-modern, liquid modern or as reflexively modernised, is a matter of choice.  Nomenclature is not as important as accepting that the generational habitus of those whose formative experiences happened during the latter part of the 20th century plays a role in understanding the current circumstances of both society and the different cohorts that constitute it. This may, in turn, give rise to newer generational consciousnesses which could create a new habitus that overturns that which presently exists. But for now we must limit ourselves to what is happening and how this has set up new parameters for later life.

Retirement and Consumption

Outside of those explicitly studying poverty in later life such as Peter Townsend (1963; 1981) there has been a dearth of sociological interest in examining the consumption patterns of older people. Even when it is explicitly addressed it is seen as a discriminating against older people (Vincent 1999)
. Part of the reason for this may be the dominant assumptions that older people were in a process of spending down and their patterns were unlikely to change (Hurd 1990). However, a more powerful reason may be that, in the UK at least, old age was associated with poverty and the consumer society was deemed not to have reached pensioners. Post-war social policies towards older people were founded on the idea that even the basic needs of old age pensioners were lower than those of the rest of the population (Thane 2000). This was used to justify low levels of retirement pension and its effects became the bedrock of the ‘structured dependency’ approach to ageing (Townsend 1981). During the 1950s social researchers such as Abrams (1951) regarded the circumstances of older people as to be so low as to necessitate their exclusion from any analysis. A decade later, Marsh (1965) saw ‘pensioners’ as constituting the lowest social class grouping because they were at ‘the lowest level of subsistence’. This began to change slowly as the relative prosperity that accompanied the post-war boom began to filter through to the older population. The progress was slow and the numbers of older people (particularly women) who remained in poverty should not be underestimated (Ginn and Arber 1999), however the circumstances of the different cohorts of people entering retirement during the second half of 20th century changed the experiences of retirement. This was to some degree inevitable as newer retirees had benefited more from the rise in standards of living than those who had retired before them (DWP 2003). Those reaching retirement age in the 1950s and 1960s were still marked by the effects of economic recession and mass unemployment that had dominated their earlier lives.  This group also had not had the time to accumulate the resources that would become more common with later cohorts of retirees. Consequently, even in 1979 45 per cent of the retired population were in the bottom quintile of income in the UK (DWP 2003). The transformation of the circumstances of the retired population can be gleaned from the fact that the same data sources show that the increase in the income of retired people outstripped that of the rest of the population and was even faster if the retiree had access to an index linked occupational pension based on final salary. These changes had such a significant impact that by 2001 the income distribution of the retired population as a whole became more closely matched to that of the working age population than it did to other groups such as the unemployed or lone parents with children. Paradoxically this also meant that there were wider disparities of income between the better-off and the worse-off retired as later life began to more closely reflect the greater inequalities of society at large. Evidence from the GHS suggests that younger generations will be healthier in later life than current generations of older people and that labour market participation rates have changed dramatically for younger cohorts (Evandrou and Falkingham 2000). Following on from our earlier argument, the UK may be experiencing a transformation of the field of ageing as cohorts who grew up in relative prosperity become used to that relative affluence and bring into later life a generational habitus of consumption. Data from Casey and Yamada (2002:39) point to the fact that not only is total spending by retired couples close to that of working couples but that spending on recreation and leisure by this group is even closer. These trends are certainly being encouraged by the British Government as it seeks to reduce its commitments to funding later life. Mann (2006) argues that the UK Government is increasingly using the language of consumption in articulating its pensions and retirement policies. Rather than retirement being a Government responsibility it is now seen as the arena of the active citizen consumer and lifestyle manager. Those who wish to remain as ‘passive welfare recipients’ lose out all of the way whether this is in terms of income or in terms of being seen as ‘passive’.  So like it or not, people in retirement find that they are incorporated into the processes of consumption. 

The scale of these changes, as well as the demographic impact of the retirement of the baby boomer generation in the USA, has led some writers to go so far as to argue that consumer culture at the beginning of the 21st century is not only generationally dependent but is being reformed by those in retirement (Dychtwald 1999, Wallace 1999). One example of this can be seen in terms of trans-national retirement living (Katz 2005). The mid 20th century phenomenon of retirement to seaside towns in Britain has been well documented and has been seen as the result of retirees re-locating themselves in places that they spent holidays in when younger.  It is therefore not surprising that increasing numbers of British (and other EU) retirees today choose to retire to the Mediterranean coastline that they first experienced as the package holiday took off in the 1960s and 1970s (King, Warnes and Williams 2000; Warnes 2001; Gustafson 2001). The importance of both past and present factors in explaining later life consumption is one that has been overlooked and needs addressing.  It is therefore important to study how consumption is affected by later life and how this has changed over the past few decades. In particular we need to examine the consumption patterns of older people at both an intrinsic and a comparative level to look at whether generational experiences of pre-retirement life mean that older people today can no longer be considered a residual category of society marked out by their lack of participation in consumer society.

In our analysis we examine patterns of consumption for different time points between the 1960s and the beginning of the 21st century using secondary data from the FES on household ownership of consumer goods. By comparing trends in household ownership of key consumer durable goods among heads of households by labour market status we are able to examine the relative rates of uptake of these goods among retired households.  We do this firstly in relation to goods that penetrated mass consumer markets at an early point in the time period (telephones, television sets, and washing machines) sometimes referred to as standardised consumer durables.  Secondly we repeat the analysis in relation to the adoption of newer commodities (Video Cassette Recorders, microwave ovens and Personal Computers) sometimes referred to as novel consumer durables
.  The data provide some evidence of older people's increasing (but possibly uneven) engagement with consumer society through ownership of key goods.  Finally, we discuss the implications of these findings for future research on consumption patterns in later life. Although we are aware of the preliminary nature of these findings we feel that if there is any link between generational fields, consumption and ageing an historical analysis of consumption data is a necessary starting point for establishing such a link.

Methods

The sample

The data were taken from 8 years of the Family Expenditure Survey (FES) of Great Britain
 at 5 year intervals over the period from 1968-2002. These data were accessed through the Economic and Social Data Service (ESDS). The FES is a voluntary survey of a random sample of private households in the United Kingdom carried out by the Office for National Statistics (ONS). The FES is primarily a survey of household expenditure on goods and services, as well as household income. The original purpose of the survey was to provide information on spending patterns for the purpose of calculating the Retail Price Index (RPI). The survey has been conducted annually since 1957 although since 1994, the survey reference period has changed from the calendar year to the financial year. Data collection is carried out throughout the year to avoid potential bias arising from seasonal variations in expenditures. In addition to expenditure and income data, the FES includes information on a range of socio-economic characteristics of the households, e.g. composition, size, social class, occupation and age of the head of household.

[table 1 about here]

The basic unit of the survey is the household although data is collected on both the household and the individual level. The FES sample for Great Britain is drawn from the Small Users file of the Postcode Address File. From this 672 postal sectors in Great Britain are randomly selected during the year after being arranged in strata defined by Government Office regions (sub-divided into metropolitan and non-metropolitan areas) and two 1991 Census variables - socio-economic group and ownership of cars. The sample size and response rates for each of the years included in these analyses are presented in table 1. On average about 7,000 households are included surveyed each year representing an average response rate of 60per cent although this has declined over the period. 

For the purpose of these analyses households were divided according to the self reported labour market status of the head of the household (HoH). In the FES the head of the household is defined as follows: The HoH must be a member of the household and is, in order of precedence, the husband of the person or the person who either (a) owns the household accommodation, or (b) is legally responsible for the rent of the accommodation, or (c) has the household accommodation as an emolument or prerequisite, or (d) has the household accommodation by virtue of some relationship to the owner, lessee, etc. who is not, himself, a member of the household. In the case of a married couple, where both are members of the household, the husband is the HoH, even if the wife owns the property. If the husband is not a member of the household, but the accommodation is in his name, his wife is the HoH. If two members of different sexes have equal claim the male is to be take as HoH. If two members of the same sex have equal claim, the older is taken as HoH. In each year the HoH was asked to define their labour market position. In order to bring the FES classification of economic activity more into line with international definitions and other surveys, the range of options available varied slightly over the years. For example in 1968 respondents were asked to define themselves as one of the following self-employed, a full-time employee at work, a part-time employee at work, a full-time employee away from work, a part-time employee away from work, retired or unoccupied. By 1983 a further distinction had been added to both the retired and unoccupied categories as to whether the respondent was above or below the minimum National Insurance pensionable age and in 1993 the category of being on a ‘work related government training program’ was included. In this analysis four groups were distinguished, those who identified themselves as self-employed, those who were in employment (both full and part-time), those who were retired and those who were unemployed. The proportions in each of these categories are shown in table 1. However, for the purposes of these analyses the self-employed were excluded as they are a particular and relatively small group which makes it difficult to interpret their patterns of ownership of key goods. 

At each year the FES collected information about a range of goods owned by the household. An indication of the expansion of consumer culture in the UK over the time period is the growth in the number of variables in these household level datasets. In 1968 there were 571 variables which increased to 1741 by 2001, reflecting the availability and importance of new goods on the market. For the purpose of these analyses we selected those goods that were common to as many years as possible in order to explore changes over time. Household ownership of a telephone was recorded in each of the data years. Television ownership was asked in all years apart from 1993. However in 1988 the question changed to how many televisions the household had from simply whether the household owned a television. To maintain comparability over the time period the responses in these latter waves were recoded into whether the household owned at least one television against households where there was no television. Whether the household owned a washing machine and whether the household owned a car were asked at each year from 1973 to 2001. In 1973 and 1978 respondents were asked whether the household owned a fridge or a freezer separately. However from 1983 until 1997 respondents were asked whether they had a fridge, a fridge-freezer and/or a freezer.  In order to maintain conceptual comparability across the waves, and to reflect the affordability of fridge-freezers from the 1980s, households that owned either a fridge or a fridge-freezer were combined. However in 2001 this was changed again and fridge ownership was no longer an available option only fridge-freezer. As there was still a significant minority who owned fridges in 1997, this meant that responses were no longer comparable for this year and were excluded. We were also keen to find out about the ownership of new consumer goods resulting from technological advance. Given their more recent development these variables were available for a much shorter time-span and consequently their trajectories that much more truncated. From 1993 respondents were asked whether the household owned a video cassette recorder (VCR), a personal computer (PC) or a microwave oven. 

Results

[Figures 1-9 about here]

Figure 1 compares the proportions of households that owned a phone for the different labour market position of the HoH from 1968 to 2001. What is immediately striking about these figures are the low percentages of households that owned a phone regardless of the labour market position of the head of the household. In 1968 about 1/3rd of households where the HoH was in employment owned a phone, compared to about one quarter of those who were retired and 1/5th of those who were unemployed. Over the period this increased for all groups and by 2001 almost 100 per cent of households headed by an employed HoH or a retired HoH owned a phone whilst just over 90 per cent of households headed by an unemployed HoH had one. Figure 2 shows that although there were high levels of TV ownership even in 1968 for all three groups there were still disparities with 93 per cent of households with employed HoH owning a TV compared to 81 per cent of households with a retired HoH. Figure 3 shows the proportions of households that owned a washing machine for the different labour market position of the HoH from 1973 to 2001. Although the absolute levels of ownership rise for all groups there are differences across the three groups at each year with those in households with an employed HoH with the highest levels of ownership, 74 per cent in 1973 rising to 96 per cent in 2001. The retired and unemployed lag behind the employed in ownership of washing machines but closely match each other, except for some minor variations, throughout the period. 

The trend in household ownership of fridges/fridge freezers, figure 4, shows much clearer patterns of convergence. In 1973 there is a clear gradient in the rates of ownership with 84 per cent of households with an employed HoH owning a fridge compared to 62 per cent of households with a retired HoH and 57 per cent of households with an unemployed HoH. 

Figures 5 to 8 show the results for the most contemporary goods we have been able to measure. The data for household ownership of microwave ovens and for VCRs show similar patterns. In 1993 there are clear inequalities in ownership. Households with a retired HoH reported lower levels of ownership than either households with an employed HoH or an unemployed HoH. While this inequality persists across 1997 and 2001 surveys, this gap narrows considerably. The data on household ownership of a personal computer (PC), in figure 7, shows some evidence of convergence across the same period but much more marked inequalities persist. In 1993 less than 2 per cent of households with a retired HoH owned a PC compared with 9 per cent of households with an unemployed HoH and one quarter of households with an employed HoH. By 2001 rates of ownership amongst households with an employed HoH had slightly more than doubled and rates amongst households with an unemployed HoH had almost tripled whilst rates amongst households with a retired HoH had increased tenfold. Despite this dramatic uptake of new technology by retired households they were still over 75 per cent less likely than households with an employed HoH to have PC in the house. Figure 8 shows that there are very low levels of dishwasher ownership for all three groups, although those in employment are more likely to own one. Furthermore, the levels of ownership have remained remarkably static across the period for all three groups. 

Figure 9 shows the results for household ownership of a car. We have included car ownership despite the fact that one could question its status as a household good.  Here the pattern is different than that already presented for the other goods. Although there is a clear rise in the absolute levels of ownership for all groups the rate of convergence between retired households and those headed by an employed HoH appears to be much slower and may reflect strong cohort effects relating owning a driving licence. 

Discussion and conclusion

Of primary importance to our argument is the emergence and centrality of a consumer society in Britain. Such a society can only be said to exist if there is widespread ownership of consumer durables and the adoption of new types of consumer goods by large sectors of society. The data demonstrate that there has been a general growth in the ownership of household goods in the Britain since the 1960s and that this growth has also kept pace with the development of new technologies and goods. These goods range from fridges and microwave ovens on the one hand to VCRs and PCs on the other. Within such ownership, differentiation does occur. However, unlike earlier examples of consumption where ownership was confined to particular groups or strata the modern mass markets have saturated and penetrated the population as a whole. Non-ownership of many goods such as cars and TV can lead to forms of social exclusion. Car ownership which was a minority experience in the 1960s has, like telephone and TV ownership, crossed a boundary from consumer good to essential household item and thus become normative. Similarly developments within consumer markets lead to new products and models becoming available and ownership becoming more diffuse. By setting up expectations such market diffusion engages all sections of the population in consumer practices whether or not they actually own particular goods. 

Our data demonstrate that not only has there been markedly increased ownership of certain goods but that this has occurred for the working, retired and unemployed households.  These results are unsurprising for the employed households given the continued rise in both incomes and standards of living across this period (Benson 1994). However contrary to accounts focusing on poverty in later life the data demonstrate that by the beginning of the 21st century retired households are increasingly similar in their patterns of ownership of household goods to the rest of the population. 

The early 1980s appear to be a key transitional point for the convergence of ownership patterns between these two groups. However there are several types of good identifiable in the FES that do not follow this pattern, these include dishwashers, tumble dryers and microwave ovens. This difference is significant because it allows us to speculate on the factors that may be inferred from the ownership or non-ownership of certain goods. For example, factors such as the size of the average kitchen may limit the take up of dishwashers and the same may be true for tumble dryers (Freeman 2004). An additional factor may be household composition; the presence of young children may necessitate more regular washing and drying than would be the case for other households. Likewise ownership of microwave ovens exhibits a trend that sees unemployed households having greater ownership than retired ones. This may in part be due to the fact that such ovens often offer a cheaper option for cooking than conventional cookers. It may also reflect, that like the employed households, such unemployed households are younger and microwaves a relatively recent innovation and thus more likely to be seen as normative.  It is important to remember that this is a preliminary analysis based on broad household categories and that further differentiation within these broad groupsis necessary to clarify the nature of household composition and spending potential.. These analyses will become an important component of our subsequent work.


It is also important to be aware of the limitations of the data available in the FES. A potentially serious consideration is that these data only relate to whether the good is or is not present in the household. Thus we have no information on the quality or cost of the product, its (symbolic) meaning for the consumer or how it is used, or by whom it is used, in the household. Consequently our interpretations can only be based on the facts of ownership. It is conceivable that retirees are not purchasing new goods but buying older or even second-hand versions of these consumer products. If this were the case it would suggest that older people are less fully engaged in consumer culture and are operating with a more utilitarian approach to these household items. Also as Vincent (1999) points out, the accumulation of different goods over the course of years may create problems of compatibility which may affect ownership patterns.  While we cannot discount these possibilities or directly test them with these data, the uptake of microwave ovens, VCRs and to some extent PCs point to retired households engaging with goods that have a cultural significance. Ownership of these goods not only represents engagement with new forms of consumer orientated technology but also in the case of VCRs and PCs, entertainment. While it is possible that these goods are not used to their full potential – the PC used as a typewriter for example, these products do allow access a greater level of engagement with popular culture. This in turn, suggests that retired households are not simply satisfied with watching programs on TV but want to be able to access the latest films and, by extension, participate in popular culture to the same extent as the rest of the population. Obviously in order to do this they require the appropriate technology, the VCR (and now the DVD player). If retired people simply operated with a utilitarian approach to (audio-visual) entertainment and simply wanted watch programmes there would be no reason to purchase VCRs as TVs continue to show programmes. Entertainment is increasingly a crucial aspect of consumer culture and it is not surprising that levels of ownership show such rapid rises. These increases, however, also need to be situated within the markets in which they operate. VCRs are rapidly being superseded by DVD players. In order to keep up with market dominant entertainment formats it is now necessary to have both. Future data may show a decline in ownership of VCRs but a rapid increase in DVD players or even their replacement by hard drive digital recorders. In a similar fashion, vinyl records have been replaced by CDs which are now being made obsolete by MP3 systems. Each innovation requires new purchases in order to keep pace with the market and to be able to participate in contemporary society.  Alongside PC ownership the ownership of these key goods show how engaged in a consumer culture retired people are. Unlike phones and TVs there is no benefit in passive ownership and no equivalent of the low user telephone tariff. A further limitation could be that the acquisition of goods is more of a result of younger family members bringing them into a household with older people living in it rather than older people owning these goods themselves. In order to explore whether this could be a potential confounding factor we looked at the the percentages of multigenerational households headed by someone who is over state retirement age for the sample. This declines from just under 20per cent in 1968 to just over 10per cent in 2001(data available on request).

Conclusion

The data we have presented here demonstrate that there is evidence for the argument that in relation to ownership of key consumer goods retired households are becoming much more similar to working households. We can see that over time the ownership of key consumer items by different sections of the population converges. There has been a gradual increase in car ownership by working, unemployed and retired households and an almost total saturation of ownership of televisions and telephones.  This pattern may go hand in hand with the growing affluence experienced by most sections of the population but particularly by large proportions of those in retirement or who have moved into retirement over the past three decades. Even among those households which are recorded as having an unemployed HoH we see a pattern of convergence which may in part reflect the episodic nature of most unemployment (except for a period during the 1980s where interestingly car ownership is higher among the retired than the unemployed). This should not be surprising because increasing ownership of such goods goes along with prosperity in countries where real incomes have risen. What is occurring is that ownership of key goods is spreading out across the whole population. Ownership of refrigerators shows a pattern consistent with increasing ubiquity. However, even with this everyday object we can see how both necessity and culture interact. The ownership of separate fridges and freezers and their separate counting could reflect a social division that made the freezer a desirable consumer item but which did not last long enough in popular consciousness for it to avoid being subsumed into the category fridge/freezer. In a similar fashion, ownership of washing machines has become normative in the majority of households but not the ownership of tumble dryers. 

These patterns of convergence in what could be termed essential as well as novel consumer durables suggest that over the past few decades the differences between the consumption patterns of the working and retired populations have diminished. This is not to say that inequalities do not persist but the idea common in the mid twentieth century that later life was dominated by poverty and exclusion from society no longer holds. If we link up these data of ownership with the more theoretical concerns of generation what we can postulate is that over the time that the FES has been conducted there has been growing engagement with consumer society at each successive point at which the data has been collected. While such broad stroke patterns of ownership cannot explicitly tell us about the cultural dynamics being experienced by successive cohorts of  retired people they can show that as British society becomes more concerned with consumption so do older people. Once again this is not surprising because as we have argued earlier these are the same people who brought into existence many of the features of consumer society. The ownership of  key goods relating to entertainment could be seen as an aspect of this as cohorts of post-war consumers take their engagement with popular culture into retirement with them. The direction of engagement with consumer society by older people is towards greater involvement even if it seems that older people are not seen as primary markets by advertisers or that the representation of later life is ageist.

Our intention in presenting this paper is to show how that even at its simplest level - the ownership of goods –  the retired population are not only present in consumer society but also have become very similar to the rest of the population in their engagement with it. Further work is needed  to investigate the inter-relationship between  inter alia:different cohorts, gender, consumption and retirement as well as the nature of retirement households on the patterns we have described. Only by doing so will we be able to deepen our understanding of how later life has been transformed by the generational habitus of the first generations of the consumer society as they themselves move into retirement.
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Table 1.  Number of households, response rate and labour market position of the head of the household in each year of the FES used. 

	
	1968
	1973
	1978
	1983
	1988
	1993
	1997
	2001

	Study characteristics
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Number of households 
	7183
	7124
	7001
	6973
	7265
	6979
	6409
	6637

	Response rate
	63.01
	62.49
	61.41
	61.17
	63.73
	61.22
	56.22
	58.22

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Labour market position of the head of household
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Self employed
	7.14
	6.91
	6.20
	7.30
	9.55
	9.03
	8.18
	8.09

	Employed
	68.22
	65.30
	61.19
	51.28
	49.21
	44.98
	48.15
	48.70

	Retired
	13.92
	15.79
	17.70
	20.28
	24.36
	38.92
	39.41
	25.61

	Unemployed
	10.72
	12.00
	14.91
	21.14
	16.88
	7.08
	4.26
	17.60


Figure 1. Percentage of households that own a telephone by the labour market position of the head of the household 1968-2001.
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Figure 2. Per centage of households that own a television by the labour market position of the head of the household 1968-2001.
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*Data not available for 1993

Figure 3. Percentage of households that own a washing machine by the labour market position of the head of the household 1973-2001.
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Figure 4. Percentage of households that own a fridge (freezer) by the labour market position of the head of the household 1973-1997.
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Figure 5. Percentage of households that own a microwave by the labour market position of the head of the household 1993-2001.
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Figure 6. Percentage of households that own a VCR by the labour market position of the head of the household 1968-2001.
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Figure 7. Percentage of households that own a personal computer by the labour market position of the head of the household 1993-2001.
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Figure 8. Percentage of households that own a dishwasher by the labour market position of the head of the household 1993-2001.
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Figure 9. Percentage of households that own a car by labour market position of the head of the household 1973-2001. 
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� See Ahmad (2003); Gilleard, Higgs, Hyde, Wiggins and Blane (2005); Metz and Underwood (2005) for the UK. There is considerably more published in the USA. See for example Dychtwald (1997); Flanagan (1994); Leventhal (1997) as well as the popular business books by Wallace (1999) and Dychtwald (1999).


� In order to undertake analysis of social data for the purpose of understanding social change it is often necessary to adopt an age-period-cohort model.  Such models look at the effects of ageing, time period and cohorts on phenomena at societal level.  Age is generally taken to be chronological age and problems of differential rates of biological or cognitive ageing are bracketed off. Period effects refer to changes in historical phenomena.  These can range from wars, political change, new social movements and economic change to the impact of new technologies.  The selection and definition of specific period effects as well as the overlapping of different periods is an area of contention.  Cohort effects can refer to birth cohorts; that is groups of people born within the same time frame and who experience the same period of history.  More widely cohorts can refer to groups of people of possibly different ages who enter into common experiences such a course at university or joining the civil service. The terms generation and cohort are not synonymous in that differences between cohorts are a necessary but not sufficient condition for generational identities to form and generational identities may exist in common between members of different birth cohorts.


� Such an interpretation accords with Bourdieu’s own work on generation: “generational conflicts oppose not age classes separated by natural properties but habitus which have been produced by different modes of generation… which… cause one group to experience as natural and reasonable practices or aspirations which another group finds unthinkable or scandalous” Bourdieu, 1977:78


�Vincent writes:  “Older people’s access to consumption opportunities is limited, as is that of disabled people, by the physical structure of retailing. Out of town supermarkets effectively discriminate against non-car users. Not only are older people less likely to drive or to have a car; but the alternative outlets, the corner shops and city centre stores are being driven out by competition. There are other retail outlets in addition to shops. Mail order and telephone shopping, for example, can facilitate consumption choices by older consumers. However, these remote systems lose much of the valued social contact which local shopping can facilitate, and older people tend to have less access to the latest communications technologies”. Vincent 1998:151.


� See McMeekin and Tomlinson (1997) for an explication of the distinction between standardised and novel durables.


� The ONS also conduct the Northern Ireland Family Expenditure Survey which is very similar to the FES. However we did not include these data in our analyses. 
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