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Governments are encouraging later-life working and state pension

ages are being raised. There is also a growing debate on intergener-

ational equity and on ageism/age discrimination. John Macnicol, one of

Europe’s leading academic analysts of old age and ageing, examines the

effect of neoliberalism on the recent ageing and social policy agenda in

the UK and the USA. He argues that the demographic and economic

impulses behind recent policy changes are in fact less important than

the effect of neoliberalism as an ideology, which has caused certain

key problems to be defined in a particular way. The book outlines past

theories of old age and examines pensions reform, the debate on life

expectancy gains, the causes of retirement, the idea of intergenerational

equity, the current debate on ageism/age discrimination and the likely

human consequences of raising state pension ages.
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Social Welfare Provision (editor, 2000) and The Politics of Retirement in

Britain, 1878–1948 (Cambridge University Press, 1998).

www.cambridge.org/9781107115187
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-11518-7 — Neoliberalising Old Age
John Macnicol
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Neoliberalising Old Age

John Macnicol

www.cambridge.org/9781107115187
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-11518-7 — Neoliberalising Old Age
John Macnicol
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

University Printing House, Cambridge CB2 8BS, United Kingdom

One Liberty Plaza, 20th Floor, New York, NY 10006, USA

477 Williamstown Road, Port Melbourne, VIC 3207, Australia

314-321, 3rd Floor, Plot 3, Splendor Forum, Jasola District Centre, New Delhi - 110025, India

79 Anson Road, #06-04/06, Singapore 079906

Cambridge University Press is part of the University of Cambridge. 

It furthers the University’s mission by disseminating knowledge in the pursuit of  

education, learning and research at the highest international levels of excellence.

www.cambridge.org  

Information on this title: www.cambridge.org/9781107115187

© John Macnicol 2015

This publication is in copyright. Subject to statutory exception  

and to the provisions of relevant collective licensing agreements,  

no reproduction of any part may take place without the written  

permission of Cambridge University Press.

First published 2015

A catalogue record for this publication is available from the British Library

Library of Congress Cataloging in Publication data

Macnicol, John.

Neoliberalising old age / by John Macnicol.

 pages cm

Includes bibliographical references and index.

ISBN 978-1-107-11518-7 (hardback) – ISBN 978-1-107-53554-1 (paperback)

1. Aging – Government policy. 2. Ageism. 3. Older people – Social conditions.

4. Older people – Services for. I.  Title.

HQ1061.M236  2015

305.260973 – dc23   2015014699

ISBN  978-1-107-11518-7  Hardback

ISBN  978-1-107-53554-1  Paperback

Cambridge University Press has no responsibility for the persistence or  

accuracy of URLs for external or third-party internet websites referred to in  

this publication, and does not guarantee that any content on such websites is,  

or will remain, accurate or appropriate. 

www.cambridge.org/9781107115187
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-11518-7 — Neoliberalising Old Age
John Macnicol
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Contents

List of figures page vi

List of tables vii

Acknowledgements viii

1 The changing meanings of old age 1

2 Old age in the past 22

3 Pensions reform, from the 1990s onwards 43

4 Demography as destiny? 65

5 Retirement 87

6 Intergenerational equity 136

7 Towards age equality? 171

8 Conclusion 202

Bibliography 212

Index 235

v

www.cambridge.org/9781107115187
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-11518-7 — Neoliberalising Old Age
John Macnicol
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Figures

4.1 Births and deaths, UK page 70

5.1 The number of UK male employees aged 65+, 1950–1971 98

5.2 Employment rates, by sex and age, April to June 2012:

United Kingdom, percentages 124

5.3 Lifecourse, men retiring in 1950 and 2004 134

7.1 Average age of withdrawal from the labour market: by sex,

1984–2012 199

vi

www.cambridge.org/9781107115187
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-11518-7 — Neoliberalising Old Age
John Macnicol
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Tables

1.1 Average incomes, taxes and benefits by quintile groups of

retired households, £ per annum, 2012/13 page 6

4.1 Expectation of life in years, USA 77

4.2 Expectation of life at age 65 in the UK 81

5.1 UK males aged 45–64, economic activity rates (percentages) 100

5.2 Percentage of males and females at each age gainfully

occupied (including out of work), England and Wales, 1931

and 1951 101

5.3 Old age assistance recipient rates in the USA and average

monthly payments in June 1951 by region 115

vii

www.cambridge.org/9781107115187
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-11518-7 — Neoliberalising Old Age
John Macnicol
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Acknowledgements

This book merges together several research themes that I have been

investigating in recent years – in particular, ageing and social policy and

neoliberalism/neoconservatism as an ideology, with regard to both the

UK and the USA. It builds upon my previous researches into the history

of retirement and the analytical complexities of age discrimination, while

also drawing upon past work on neoconservatism and the ‘underclass’

debate in the USA. Both projects were initially supported by two different

Leverhulme Fellowships, and I can only apologise to the Leverhulme

Trust for the fact that the published results, while voluminous, have been

rather slow to materialise in print. However, that is simply the way some

researchers work.

Writing a single-authored book is never easy, involving countless hours

of isolation and self-doubt; yet this is always more than balanced by exhil-

aration and the inspirational company of fellow-researchers. My first debt

of gratitude is to the Department of Social Policy at the London School

of Economics for continuing my status as a Visiting Professor, involv-

ing some teaching of its exceptional students and a most stimulating

research environment. I would like to thank successive Heads of Depart-

ments (Anne West, Ali McGuire, Tim Newburn and David Lewis) for

all their support. On an individual level, Mike Murphy has provided me

with excellent advice and very friendly encouragement, while being a

wise, restraining influence on matters demographic. David Piachaud’s

vast stock of knowledge on social policy and his exceptional generos-

ity of spirit in discussing issues were much appreciated. We co-operated

happily on the research and writing of a report on intergenerational

equity commissioned by the Equality and Human Rights Commission,

which revived my interest in that fascinating topic. A debt of gratitude

is owed to the past and present Social Policy Departmental Managers at

LSE, John Wilkes and Damian Roberts, for many acts of practical help.

Among fellow-researchers in the Department of Social Policy I would

especially like to thank Gail Wilson, Christine Canazza, Sean Boyle,

Philip Noden and Robyn Rowe. Three LSE students provided me with

viii

www.cambridge.org/9781107115187
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-11518-7 — Neoliberalising Old Age
John Macnicol
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Acknowledgements ix

much-needed help in the final stages: Jack Cunliffe performed electronic

cosmetic surgery, expertly tidying up tables and reformatting the text;

Liwan Huang and Alex Talbot rescued me when it came to the collation

of the bibliography and checking of all the footnotes.

Many fellow-academics in the UK and around the world gave me

help at various stages of this book, among whom I should especially like

to thank Lars Andersson, Chris Ball, Andrew Blaikie, Elisabet Ceder-

sund, Eileen Crimmins, Harry Hendrick, Rob Hudson, Steven Lukes,

John Mattausch, Chris Phillipson, Debora Price, David Sinclair, David

Smith, John Stone, Jonathan Wadsworth and the two anonymous readers

for Cambridge University Press. I should also like to thank George Law-

son, Maxine Offredy and Jamie Whittington for being wonderfully sup-

portive friends. A particular debt of gratitude is owed to Sara Rix, for

her kind encouragement and invaluable advice, drawn from a remark-

able knowledge of all things gerontological in the USA. It goes without

saying that all the above individuals bear no responsibility for any errors

in this book. Aspects of my research were presented as seminar and con-

ference papers in recent years, the most important of which were: the

International Sociological Association Forum on Sociology, Barcelona,

September 2008; the British Society for Gerontology Annual Confer-

ence, Bristol, September 2009; the International Sociological Associa-

tion World Congress, Gothenburg, July 2010; the European University

Institute, Florence, May 2011; the Social Policy Association Annual Con-

ference, July 2012; the Gerontological Society of America Annual Sci-

entific Meeting, San Diego, November 2012. I should like to thank the

participants at these and other events for their very helpful comments.

Finally, I would like to thank my editor at Cambridge University Press

on this and my previous book, John Haslam, for all his wise guidance.

www.cambridge.org/9781107115187
www.cambridge.org

