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WELFARE SPACES OF (NON)AGEING –  
A DISCOURSE PERSPECTIVE 

The aim of this paper is to articulate an approach for discursive research on welfare cultures of ageing that 

that to understand conditions under which people are ageing in different countries, various societal levels and 

or are allowed to do so. As a result, this paper indicates the lack of spaces of ageing in the welfare context 
in Poland. People are expected not to grow old; old age remains a misunderstood phenomenon. Contrary to 
the excessive knowledge  old age. Therefore, spaces 

the idea of old age as something terrifying and, on many occasions, immoral. 

Key words: spaces of (non-)ageing, old age, discourse, welfare culture 

1. INTRODUCTION

The idea stems from attempts to incorporate a cultural aspect into social policy studies and 

Consequently, the welfare state is assigned a new meaning that accentuates its contested, 
constructed and contradictory nature (Clarke 2004). The role of the welfare state is seen 
as exceeding frames of welfare provision, and its active function in shaping and “produc-

situations” (Russell and Edgar 1998: 6). Each welfare state favours some groups of people 

 * Jönköping University, monika.wilinska@hhj.hj.se



26

their status and positions are considered as secondary. The key to understanding the welfare 
state, within this perspective, lies in explaining the moral and ideological underpinnings of 

take part in the processes of change.
In this paper, I take the example of welfare culture of ageing in Poland. There seem to 

However, attitudes towards this condition differ: whereas some use a disease metaphor to 
comment on it (see, for example Golinowska 2009), others present a more optimistic view 
and allude to a “work in progress” perspective (see Inglot 2008). Social policy in Poland 
mainly takes the shape of reactive policies (Golinowska 2009) that deepen social inequali-
ties among various groups rather than counteract them (Krzyszkowski 2011). In comparison 

comes to social assistance and welfare provisions (Orenstein and Haas 2002). The country is 

Social exclusion remains the prime issue of concern (Golinowska 2009), and the so-called 
the 3B1 syndrome of poverty, unemployment and homelessness (Kawula 2002) pervades 
social reality in Poland. 

-
munism; old people entered a new reality, which, in general terms, worsened their situation 

-

The aim of this paper is to articulate an approach for discursive research on welfare 
cultures of ageing that responds to the challenges facing contemporary research on old age 

old and/or are allowed to do so. 

 1 
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2. DISCOURSE AND OLD AGE 

This article takes as its starting point the idea that old age is a socially constructed phe-
-

-
tive accentuates the processes of assigning different meaning, roles and positions to people 

-

to the process of welfarization. This concept stresses the process of the social degradation of 

actions are given meaning, and this meaning is context-dependent. Discourses change as 

Therefore, no social phenomenon is ever complete in terms of meaning it has; hence, apart 

and Stavrakakis 2000: 3–4). Everything we do has some meaning that is relevant to our way 
of living, yet this meaning changes. In other words, “discourses have implications for what 

-
cault 2007[1972]). Discourse, hence, is not coterminous with a social practice; it is created 
as a consequence of various practices (Andersen 2003). For example, the discourse of age 
discrimination is created at the axes of many different practices, such as the use of discrimina-

housing, to mention just few examples. These are ready-to-go practices that show what to 

particular place, are crucial for the construction of social reality. These aspects of discourses 
are considered as normal, natural and standard. Take the example of discourse of ageism that 
associates old age with the process of decline, misery and disease, and constructs ageing as 
worthless and hazardous. Consequently, people tend to fear ageing and engage in various 
activities to stave off its appearance. The concept of discourse allows us to understand, for 
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-

for old people, and it sheds new light on active and positive ageing policies. These examples 
also highlight that discourses have material consequences and affect even the smallest choices 

3. METHODOLOGICAL CONSIDERATIONS

To examine the welfare culture of ageing in Poland, I conducted four studies2, in which 
I used four different methods of data analysis (see Figure 1). Although I used different 
methods of data analysis in my studies, language received the most attention in all of them. 
The concept of discourse indicates a variety of social practices that impart meaning in our 

-

feel the world through the language; thus, studying language is essential for understanding 
the social world (Burr 2007[1995]; Pascale 2007; Smith 2005). The four methodological 
approaches: attitudinal positioning, motive analysis, narrative analysis and nexus analysis 
present different aspects of language and its presence in social life, yet all of them agree that 

The main premise of discourse theories is that discourses organise our lives. However, 

a focus on analysis of discourses and discourse analysis is recommended (Bacchi 2005). 

Figure 1
Welfare culture of ageing – summary of a research strategy

Welfare culture of ageing
aim data method

Study 1 to examine attitudes to-
wards old age and old peo-

them with the reference to 
ageism

121 articles from four ma-
jor weekly news magazines 
in Poland: “Newsweek”, 
“Wprost”, “Polityka”, 

attitudinal positioning (af-
fect, judgement, apprecia-
tion)

 2 

Doctoral Thesis: Dissertation Series No 24; School of Health Sciences, Jönköping 

to each of them, see notes 4–5 and 8–9.
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Study 2 to examine motives of age-
ing policies

two social policy docu-
ments: one from Poland, 
and one from Sweden

motive analysis (acts, agents, 
agency, purpose, scene)

Study 3 to examine stories of old 

of the Third Age (U3A)

interviews, written narra-

and documents

discourse-oriented narrative 
analysis

Study 4 to examine the process of 
old age identity construc-
tion within a setting of 
social welfare work

-
cations and documents

nexus analysis (social action: 

order, discourses in place)

Old age is a category very much related to the contemporary welfare state discourse. 
Through focusing my attention on social policy, media, a non-governmental organization 

ingredient, or rather as the co-producer of the welfare culture. Not only do media texts 

at the level of the immediate organisation of welfare for old people. From there, my at-
tention was drawn to two different types of welfare organisations, a non-governmental 
organization and the U3A. These two organisations presented themselves as having a lot to 

at each organisation as an individual actor, and as a collection of individual people, places 

social practices (Pascale 2007). 

4. FOUR FACES OF WELFARE CULTURE OR ONE FACE  
AND ITS FOUR SIDES? 

4.1. MEDIA FACE3

 
old people, 
important element of social reality construction and a powerful actor that affects our think-

part of the letter, so the messages the media display are part of our social reality construc-

 3 

, “Journal of Aging Studies” 4: 335–343. 
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our feelings, and ultimately, our actions. The method of attitudinal positioning that I applied 
in this study allowed me to inquire into the ways in which the media evoked and provoked 
certain attitudes toward old age and old people. 

I selected four large Polish weekly opinion newsmagazines and analysed articles that 
appeared in the 2004–2007 period. Newsmagazines that were selected for the purpose of this 

four newsmagazines were alike. The overall picture was similar in terms of negative and 
discriminatory attitudes. It seemed that the topic of old age was not pleasant; on the con-
trary, emotions such as fear, disgust and anxiety underpinned many of the analysed texts.

There were three main areas in which old people and ageing were discussed: family, 

were produced: e.g. a grandparent is the one who takes care of grandchildren; s/he does 
not have any history, interests, or friends. In cases when one category was moved to a non-
original sphere, for instance, a grandmother to the sphere of society, such shifts provoked 
negative attitudes. While in the sphere of family a grandmother was loved and admired, in 
the societal sphere that was not the case. “Grandmother” was used there as a judgmental 
statement, reminding everyone that the character/person in question is out of her space; 
moreover, that this space is highly inappropriate for her. 

rooted assumptions that are key to understanding common sense knowledge which is 

in their 40s who decided to have a child, and people in their 50s who decided to retire. 
While the former group was portrayed as far too old for parenting; the latter was presented 

and judgmental language. Both groups were clearly condemned, and their actions were 

their lives to helping and caring for grandchildren and/or when they could consume and 

to these two processes as the familisation and marketization of old age respectively. Old 

-
 

worker.
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4.2. SOCIAL POLICY FACE4

5 and one from Sweden6. 

analysis applied in this study followed the key principles of motive analysis. Each policy 

organisational and institutional consequences. To study motives of such policy proposals is 
to attend to  who are seen as the key players,  that are seen as necessary,  
as envisaged ways of pursuing various acts,  that exemplify goals of such acts, and 

 that contain all these elements.

the main focus of the analysed policy proposals. Ageing was feared in those documents, and 
imagined consequences of the population ageing were attenuated. There were two main as-

 -
ing organisational and institutional changes. As shown in the study, economy played a key 
role in such reasoning, though differently in each country. In Poland, costs of supporting 

the sick were put forward. 
This study offers an insight into discursive space of old age in Poland and Sweden. It 

Old people, presented as naturally weak, are an example of the unfortunate ones. In Sweden, 

-
ing a precautionary principle in social policy that often leads to reductionist and simplistic 
perspectives that focus on only one aspect of a given phenomenon. 

 4 

, “Language, Discourse & Society” 1: 54–78.
 5 

2007–2013], http://www.mpips.gov.pl/index.php?gid=486 [2009–03–03].
 6 -

tion 2005/06:115 [National development plan of care and welfare for elderly], Stockholm: Ministry of Health 



32

This study draws attention to several features of policy-making processes that also have 

-

of pro-social activities are presented as the remedy for everything. Indirectly, it is said that 

if needed. Predominately, the document focused on things that people should and could do, 
rather on things that the state may offer. In Sweden, the opposite is the case. It is seems to 

main task is to wait and accept all forms of help, care and support that the state has to offer. 

4.3. THE UNIVERSITY OF THE THIRD AGE FACE7

The study of media and social policy discourse on old age in Poland gave a rather pes-
simistic view. It seemed that there was no place for old age in this country. Therefore, my 
attention was drawn to the University of the Third Age (U3A), which claimed to have found 

position of the U3A in the social space of ageism. In 2008, I initiated contact with the U3A; 

the U3A and collected written narratives from other students of the U3A. Additionally, 

The results of this study indicate that rather than resisting ageist discourses, the U3A 

who have nothing in common with old people outside of the U3A. The U3A draws a very 

simply old. Their common-sense knowledge tells them that the negative images of old age 

the retirement age or are younger and unemployed. 

a great deal of effort on separating themselves from others, especially those of the same age. 

 7 

, “Sociology” 2: 290–305.
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-
enon  Their role is to act against it; they always see it coming, and they defend themselves 

 personal 
risk that, in the advanced economy, simply excludes one from social life.

Paradoxically, although the negative image of old age is presented as a main reason ex-
plaining why the U3A is needed, it also thrives well thanks to the U3A. The main category 
used at the U3A is a category of third age: age that is not old. Discourse of anti-ageing is 
vital to the third age construction (Gilleard and Higgs 2002, 2007). Third age is presented 

them to distance themselves from old age that, as they know and feel, refers to them as well. 
However, the category of third age is not only constructed against old age; there are several 

seen as lazy and narrow-minded. 
The U3A actively reproduces negative images of old age, and it positions itself as an actor 

that can successfully counteract this type of threat. This position is also gendered. The majority 

are addressed to women. Being involved in multiple projects, performing volunteer work, 

they simply have more time for engaging in other types of activities. The reality of old age 
is also deeply intertwined with the reality of gender.

4.4. THE NGO FACE8

In the fourth study, I decided to focus more closely on concrete social welfare practices 

age identity construction within a setting of social welfare work with old people. I sought to 
identify social welfare practices that construct and enforce certain old age identities. I decided 

The empirical material analysed in this article comes from a study of a non-governmental 

 8 , “Qualitative Social 
Work” 3: 346–363.
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social actions through a historical and ethnographic perspective. During the course of study, 

the organisation with which I corresponded decided to include old age and the welfare of old 
people as part of its program. My initial question was: why? The contact with the organization 
lasted for two years (2008–2010), and during that time I collected multimodal data, includ-

to the project organized for old people in four different communities. I could also interview 

people.
The results of this study demonstrate a complex process in which welfare professionals 

create the identities of preferred clients. The study shows that social welfare practice is often 
oriented toward imagined client identities that have little to do with real people. In the course 
of the analysis, I could identify the following practices that organised meaning of old age: 

each of them drew upon various aspects of social reality. Hence, the results of this study show 
an intricate matrix of interacting discourses, places and actors, and relations among them.

-

looked old in the eyes of the researchers. 
situation of old people. 

-
eration with local authorities. Moreover, the organisation designed a social welfare project 
that was addressed to old people in four communities. The project was aimed at answering 

unemployed and living in impoverished, rural areas. At this moment, the concept of old age 
identity gained a new meaning. 

However, such a construction of old age was surprising to many, shocking to a few, 

to take part in the project. Those who participated did so for different reasons; some wanted 

main forms of the program. With these videos, the organisation produced valid evidence 
showing the relevance and importance of the project.
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temporal context and its relationships with different actors occupying the same spaces. First 
of all, the project designed for old people was a welfare project, in which the professional 

-

age in Poland affected the type of actions that the organisation proposed. Because old age is 
-

ganisation immediately. All actions were directed towards increasing the level of activity of 

in which they resided. 

put into action to create old age. The reality of these imaginaries was intertwined with other 
ideas relating to the concept of knowledge, good social-work practice, and community. People 

5. CONCLUDING REMARKS: WELFARE SPACES OF (NON) AGEING

The aim of this paper was to outline an approach for discursive research on welfare 
cultures of ageing that responds to the challenges facing contemporary research on old age 
and inequalities. By attending to four different welfare-state scenes, I could follow how 
the concept of old age was used, reproduced, and sustained. Such a research design gave an 

and serving different purposes. As Pascale (2007) states in her study of race, gender, and 
class, a focus on processes and practices of inequality (re)production entails research that can 

invoked to explain it (Schram 2000). Within the welfare context, some topics are discussed, 
-

When looking at the empirical material that I gathered, I started seeing that ageing, or 

something terrifying and, on many occasions, immoral. 

among which the ideas of activity and utility dominated. In the post-socialist Poland, activity, 
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population in terms of pre-, post- and productive ages in social policy is one indication of 

on ageing in Poland tend to push forward the economic perspective that discusses old age in 

example, the position of a grandmother is presented in the media discourse as the most prefer-

who should devote their lives to the family (Hardy et al. 2008) regardless of their age.

the process of ageing, showing that, when people (men) age, they stop working. Retiree, 

Similarly, when presenting old people engaged in cultural activities, old women are called 

The example of the NGO demonstrates how such an image is used to inform the rationale 
of proposed welfare programs and projects. As a result, old people are invited to participate 

only under certain conditions.

-

culture is a process that is never static, norms and values discerned in this research are re-
sults of years of history and tradition, and similarly, to change them, many years will have 
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what a good life and who a good citizen is. 
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