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Older Workers in a Globalizing World: An International Comparison of Retirement and
Late-Career Patterns in Western Industrialized Countries was written primarily as a
doctoral dissertation by Dirk Hofäcker of the University of Bamberg, Germany. There is a
strong foreword by Hofäcker’s well-known dissertation advisor, Hans-Peter Blossfeld. This
introduction serves to put the book into context with other labor market research involving
“vulnerable” workers, including youths and women.

The book is clearly written for an academic audience and is of particular interest to
sociologists, economists, gerontologists, or social psychologists with a concern for European
and American retirement and economic patterns. It would also interest policy analysts in the
United States, Europe, and across the globe. While the timely issues involved are important
for all gerontologists and psychologists, the academic sociological language might make the
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book a tedious read for those who do not have a background or specific interest in
sociological evidence.

This carefully synthesized analysis of labor patterns across different countries in the
European Union and the United States is extremely well organized and rich in content. It
begins with a multidimensional problem and ends with potential political solutions. The
supporting evidence is both longitudinal and cross-sectional and is cohort controlled when
applicable.

The opening chapter is a description of the two-faced crisis facing most Western
European countries. The first face is the gradual increase in life expectancies and overall
lower fertility rate for most of Western Europe and the United States. This leads to a
population shift toward fewer younger workers supporting an aging and increasingly frail
older population. The second face is the simultaneous trend toward early withdrawal of older
workers from the labor market. An impressive array of visual data across the different
countries is presented to illustrate this increasingly important dilemma, both in this chapter
and throughout the book.

The elegance of this work is the way that it weaves together different areas of inquiry
in multiple disciplines, especially in economics, sociology, and, to a lesser extent, social and
developmental psychology. Hofäcker argues effectively that one needs to address the two-
faced problem with a sociological, “life course” approach, while also incorporating his own
model of rational choice. This contrasts with the more traditional life-span approach that
many of us who were trained as psychologists before the 1990s might take (Mayer, 2004).

The life course approach places the individual in a particular sociological context. The
life-span approach tends to emphasize evidence and solutions on the basis of universal
developmental evidence and theory in psychology (Mayer, 1997). In contrast, the life course
approach, together with Hofäcker’s unique rational choice model, presents a broader, deeper
understanding of the multifaceted problem. His approach recognizes that the logical choices
of individuals are inextricably linked with the overall geographic, historical, and political
context of the labor market in each country. This approach demands multiple, flexible,
nation-specific solutions to the two-faced problem.

Hofäcker clearly articulates the added dilemmas involved in an increasingly global
employment market in which national and political boundaries are less important to
employers than they were in the past. Technological change happens so quickly in this
intensely competitive environment that many older—especially male—workers are seen as
inflexible, outdated, and burdensome to employers. Paradoxically, the labor unions and
welfare systems primarily based on seniority, designed to protect many of these older
workers, backfire in this new economic age.

Hofäcker addresses this problem, later in his conclusions, by proposing a mixed
approach in which these systems are not eliminated completely but may be accompanied by
other flexible reforms that mitigate some of the negative consequences. He is clear to point
out that despite the overall trends, there are considerable cross-national differences in how



the dynamics have played out over time and how the issues can be addressed. Despite the
differential solutions, he advocates for a global reduction of institutional ageism at all levels
of society, beginning with educational systems and moving through the life course to
retirement systems. He supports a continuous process of skill updating for all workers in
order to promote a flexible, vibrant aging workforce.

Furthermore, in some countries, there already seems to be a reversal of the trend for
fewer older workers in the labor market. Hofäcker adds that this may be due to the need for
older workers to return to employment because of the decreased generosity of the formerly
adequate pensions and retirement systems in some countries. It may be due partially to the
success of the reforms adopted by many countries, especially the Scandinavian countries. It
may also be due to a general global economic recovery that began during the 1990s, or to a
combination of other variables. Moving forward, it will be important to carefully analyze
these emerging trends in the same rigorous manner that Hofäcker has analyzed the past.

As an American developmental psychologist, largely unfamiliar with the specific
pension or welfare systems of Western Europe, I was fascinated by Hofäcker’s work. I
especially valued his presentation of differentiated life course regimes in light of current
events. According to this theory, the United States is actually a liberal country, in contrast
with other postindustrialized countries that are considered conservative or social democratic.

In the liberal filter, the main focus of public policy has been on only basic security for
workers, mostly through the Social Security system. Retirement processes for most workers,
excluding unionized workers, are individualized and highly vulnerable to global economic
patterns, a vulnerability that has played out dramatically in the United States during this
current global recession. This contrasts with the conservative and more generous state-
oriented policies of southern Europe. These conservative systems, such as that of Greece,
have their own vulnerabilities, which were played out in the press this summer, after Older
Workers in a Globalizing World was written.

Limitations

I noted that this book is not written in APA format and does not have contact information for
the scholar. From a purely content-related perspective, the book does not include discussion
of possible changes in immigration policy and how these shifts might affect future
employment trends. This is especially important in the United States, where hundreds of
people (primarily young adults) enter our country illegally every day, desperate for work.
Even small shifts in immigration policy could dramatically alter our entire labor structure.
Finally, the book in the current format will probably not be widely accessible to many
American psychologists due to the heavy use of highly decontextualized sociological
discussion.
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These issues, albeit from the perspective of only one developmental psychologist,
should in no way take away from the value of this scholarly work. No applied dissertation
could cover every facet of a multidimensional problem. Furthermore, this particular
dissertation was not written primarily for a psychological audience but rather for academic
sociologists with an interest in multidisciplinary perspectives.

Perhaps in a future book, Hofäcker could collaborate with a psychologist or
gerontologist to provide a book that is more readily accessible to a wider academic or
popular audience. A few illustrative case studies might add a more human face to the two-
faced crisis that he presents. Overall, Hofäcker deserves praise for his important and timely
scholarship.
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