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A B S T R A C T

Age is omnipresent in our lives and a fundamental element in the organisation of human societies. Age relations, 
like other power relations, generate social inequality. As a reflection of its importance, age is frequently used in 
empirical studies in the field of sociology and other social sciences. However, the social theorisation of age is 
inchoate and dispersed, compromising empirical research on this topic. This article critically analyses relevant 
conceptual work on age carried out so far in social sciences, proposes a conceptual framework inspired by so
ciological theory that integrates and expands this work, and provides a set of propositions on age. This frame
work provides a multilevel perspective on age, mapping the sociocultural structures in which age is embedded 
and exerts its influence, as well as the dynamics that are established between them, allowing for an analysis of 
the relationship between age-based structures and age-related practices. Furthermore, this more comprehensive 
framework includes relevant constructs that have rarely been considered. It is expected that this article will 
encourage more conceptually informed use of age in empirical research.

Introduction

Although we all relate to age in our personal lives, the importance of 
age in the functioning of societies remains less clear for most people. 
However, its importance is enormous: for example, in most societies, 
there is a minimum age for voting, working, retirement, driving motor 
vehicles, consuming alcoholic beverages, military service, and so on. In 
addition, age is present in daily social interactions, as the way we act 
towards other persons depends, in part, on the perception we have of 
their ages. To emphasize the all-pervasiveness of age, Bytheway (2011, 
p. 216) reminds us that “we are all growing older all the time,” yet most 
of us falsely dichotomise age (“young” or “old”) and do not identify 
ageing as a process that begins a birth (see also Beard, 2017).

As a reflection of this, human age is widely used in social scientific 
research (especially in the field of sociology), mainly as a sociodemo
graphic characterisation or as a control variable (Barrett, 2022; Johfre & 
Saperstein, 2023). However, in most cases, age is selected routinely and 
somewhat thoughtlessly and assigned a secondary role in the analytical 
strategy (Barrett, 2022; Bytheway, 2011; Calasanti & Slevin, 2006).

However, despite its social relevance and recurrent use in social 
research, several scholars (e.g. Barrett, 2022; Bradley, 2016; Johfre & 

Saperstein, 2023; Laz, 1998; Pickard, 2016) consider age one of the least 
explicated concepts in the field of social sciences, typically featuring as 
“an add-on to mainstream sociology’s key theories” (Pickard, 2016, p. 
18). In addition, the mobilisation of the intersectionality perspective 
remains uncommon and unclear in studies on ageing (Calasanti, 2019), 
and age is not always included in the list of intersectional variables, with 
preference given to the trilogy of gender, socioeconomic status/class 
and race/ethnicity (Thorne, 2004).

From our point of view, the problem is not so much in the absence of 
works that in some way theorise/conceptualise age (see, for example, 
Bytheway, 2011; Laz, 1998; Pickard, 2016; Riley, Johnson, & Foner, 
1972; Settersten Jr., 2003; Uhlenberg & Dannefer, 2007), but above all 
in the insufficient systematisation and cumulative integration of these 
works. This explains why the theorisation/conceptualisation of age has 
not yet reached the state of maturity that we find, for example, in 
relation to gender, social class and race/ethnicity. In this sense, we can 
speak of under-theorisation/conceptualisation of age. This under- 
theorisation/conceptualisation of age is reflected, for example, in the 
absence of an entry for “age” in most sociology and social gerontology 
dictionaries (e.g., A Dictionary of Sociology; The SAGE Dictionary of So
ciology; The Blackwell Encyclopedia of Sociology; Key Concepts in Social 
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Gerontology).
At the level of empirical research, the under-theorisation/ 

conceptualisation of age leads, in most cases, to the failure to provide 
a clear definition/operationalisation of it. Most empirical studies use age 
routinely as a synonym for number of years of life (chronological age) 
(Bytheway, 2011; Johfre & Saperstein, 2023), implicitly serving as a 
“rough indicator of biological, psychological, and social statuses” 
(Settersten Jr., 20033, p. 20). As Barrett states, “[the] common practice 
of giving consideration to age only as a control variable reveals little 
about the effect of age itself, which can index diverse con
structs—developmental stage, physiological functioning, cohort mem
bership, nearness to death, and risk of ageism, among others” (2022, p. 
216). Many empirical social scientific works use age in one way or 
another, ranging from seemingly unthinking collections of ages or age 
brackets that are appended to research participant pseudonyms in some 
qualitative research, to deploying age as an independent variable in 
quantitative research. Yet, when asked about the significance of age, 
researchers are often not able to explain why “Maria, age 87”, for 
example, is labelled thus in an interview-based study. Should we un
derstand 87 years only in its chronological dimension? If so, what is the 
relevance? If not, what are we referring to? One sign of the thoughtful 
use of a label is that the conceptualisation behind it is clear.

In the face of this, Barrett (2022) and Johfre and Saperstein (2023)
recently proposed sociologically inspired conceptual frameworks on age 
aiming to be as comprehensive as possible. Although the two frame
works advance the systematisation and articulation of several “con
ceptual bricks” about age, therefore being of undeniable usefulness, we 
believe the integration of these conceptual bricks can be taken further 
and the introduction of new ones is warranted.

The conceptual frameworks proposed by Barrett (2022) and Johfre 
and Saperstein (2023) serve as the main starting point of this article, as 
these were based on extensive literature reviews and intended to be 
comprehensive. To the best of our knowledge, we consider that these 
are, in fact, the most comprehensive conceptual frameworks of age in 
the social sciences domain. With this starting point, we aim to develop a 
more integrative conceptual framework on age, and a set of propositions 
derived from it, based not only on the work of Barrett (2022) and Johfre 
and Saperstein (2023), but also on other relevant literature on age and 
the mobilisation of general sociological theory. Ultimately, this article 
seeks to contribute to conceptual clarity among all who use age as a 
concept, a category, or a variable in their research.

Conceptualisation of age across the entire life course cannot be un
dertaken within the scope of a single article. Therefore, in this article, we 
focus on adulthood, with an emphasis on older ages.

Conceptual frameworks on age: strengths and limitations

Barrett’s framework

Barrett (2022) proposes a conceptual framework on age that in
tegrates relevant literature from the fields of life course sociology, age 
studies, age relations and gerontology. This elevates age as a key axis of 
social inequality and is structured around three dimensions: “age as 
institution,” “age as performance,” and “age as identity.” Age as insti
tution is defined as a set of interrelated age positions (age-based cate
gories) supported by age ideology (e.g., the successful ageing discourse) 
and age norms (e.g., the best age to do certain things). “Age as perfor
mance” refers to age as something that is accomplished in everyday life 
(doing age), while “age as identity” refers to subjective age (the age we 
feel most of the time). Barrett emphasises that these three dimensions 
contribute to the reproduction of age inequality.

Barrett’s framework draws attention to age as a source of social 
inequality and provides a set of useful constructs for studying the role of 
age at the societal and individual levels. At the societal level, this 
framework makes clear that “age as institution” means that age is 
ingrained in societal structures (see also Bytheway, 2011; Dannefer, 

Uhlenberg, Foner, & Abeles, 2005; Riley, 1987; Riley et al., 1972; Set
tersten & Angel, 2011; Settersten & Mayer, 1997). First, age is used as a 
criterion to access and participate in several social domains. For 
example, age is a criterion for entering and relinquishing social roles (e. 
g., the role of the president of a country, serving in the military), 
acquiring rights (e.g., the right to vote) and accessing services (e.g., 
public education). Social roles are “unequally rewarded with wealth, 
power, and prestige,” therefore being one of the sources of social 
inequality (Foner, 2011, p. 640).

Second, norms based on age are another component of “age as an 
institution” (e.g., the appropriate age to carry out certain activities, to 
play certain social roles, etc.). For example, studying is not a normative 
activity when individuals are in their 40s and 50s (Isopahkala-Bouret, 
2013). According to Barrett (2022), age norms are shaped by age ide
ologies (see also Pickard, 2016); that is, beliefs, views, and narratives/ 
discourses about age and ageing, such as the notion of “aging as decline” 
(Gullette, 1997) and the successful ageing discourse (Barrett, 2022).

Third, “age as institution” is manifest in the widespread practice of 
using age to categorise people (e.g., the young and the old) (see also 
Turner, 2016). In this regard, Settersten and Mayer (1997, p. 235) stress 
that “age is one of the most primary social and cultural categories.” The 
age category in which we are located matters, as it shapes the way we 
see ourselves and the social opportunities we have. But age categories 
matter above all because, according to Barrett (2022), the system of age 
categories establishes a social hierarchy, benefiting certain age groups at 
the expense of others, thus fostering age-based inequality (see also Arber 
& Ginn, 1995; Settersten & Mayer, 1997).

Lastly, Barrett (2022) also incorporates the idea that age stratifies the 
life course (see also Settersten Jr., 2003). In this respect, Kohli (1986)
argues that chronological age is used to segment (institutionalise) the 
life course into three periods: the period of preparation for work (edu
cation), the period of work activity, and the period of retirement. Kohli 
(2007) suggests that this “tripartition of the life course” continues to 
exist, while other scholars argue that we are witnessing a dein
stitutionalisation of the life course (e.g., Guillemard, 2010).

Let’s take an example of how Barrett’s conceptualisation of “age as 
institution”, “age as performance,” and “age as identity” could be 
deployed to make sense of social phenomena. Because many social 
policies are strongly rooted in age, we are witnessing growing disjunc
tures between age-based policies (institutions) and the evolving signif
icance of age due to population ageing and changes in the life course 
(pertaining to the practices and identities of people of different ages). 
The most obvious example of this is the (institution of) retirement age, 
originally pinned close to the average male life expectancy and now 
increasingly removed from it due to extensions in lifespans. The insti
tution of retirement/pension remains relatively fixed or is cautiously 
reformed while the practices (‘performance’) and identities evolve as, for 
example, some older persons work longer and maintain their 
employment-focused identities (while others resist this).

In addition to drawing attention to the macro dimension of age (age 
at the societal level), Barrett (2022) also underlines the performative 
nature of age (age as performance), a theme that has been explored by 
Laz (1998, 2003), inspired by West and Zimmerman (1987). Laz’s 
(1998, p. 85) construct of “age-as-accomplished” emphasises that “We 
all perform or enact age” (Laz, 1998, p. 86). The expression “act your 
age” (Laz, 1998) denotes the social nature of age accomplishment, as it 
urges individuals to align their actions in accordance with age norms 
and expectations. It is also important to stress the possibility of “undoing 
age,” in the sense of practices that resist the relevance of age and 
dominant discourses about it (Ben Dori & Kemp, 2020; Höppner, Wanka, 
& Endter, 2022).

Barrett’s framework also makes one last important contribution: it 
links age to time by emphasising the contribution of the life course 
perspective. As Bytheway (2011, p. 6) put it, “age is about time.” The 
ageing that humans experience since they are born is the most obvious 
evidence that age is linked to time (see ontogenetic/biographical time in 
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Settersten Jr., 2003). But if individuals have the privilege of growing 
older (see Beard, 2017), they move through different societal and fa
milial generations (children’s generation, parents’ generation, grand
parents’ generation), presenting an opportunity for understanding 
ageing as a progression through generational time (Settersten Jr., 2003). 
Moreover, there are social norms/expectations regarding the appro
priate/expected time to carry out these and other transitions, which 
refer to the notion of social clocks (Neugarten & Neugarten, 1986) or 
social time (Neugarten & Datan, 1973). This resonates with the 
construct of “timing,” which is relevant in the life course perspective 
(Kok, 2007; Settersten Jr., 2003). According to this perspective, the 
impact and meaning of individual experiences (e.g., transitions and 
events) depend on their timing, which, in a certain society and a given 
socio-historical context, can be considered in time or out of time.

Finally, individuals’ lives unfold in certain historical times and 
contexts, which present them with a series of opportunities and con
straints (Settersten Jr., 2003). Historical time is related to the notion of a 
birth cohort, a cluster of individuals born during the same period of 
time. The “principle of cohort differences in aging” stipulates that people 
in different birth cohorts age in different ways, because society changes 
(Riley, 1987). In this sense, individual time or individual change 
(ageing) is interconnected with societal time or societal change: people 
in successive cohorts “grow up, grow old, die, and are replaced by other 
people” (p. 2), and people of different ages are exposed to socio- 
historical contexts that change over time.

Despite the undeniable contribution of Barrett’s framework, in our 
view, it can be taken further by developing a multilevel perspective. It is 
true that many readers can deduce at which levels the different con
structs are located, namely that “age as institution” is a macro construct 
and that “age as performance” and “age as identity” relate to the micro 
level. While Barrett does not explicitly place the dimensions of her 
framework at different levels (only once does she use the terms macro 
and micro), nor does she explore intra- and inter-level relations, a 
multilevel perspective on age has been proposed by other scholars (e.g.,
Riley, 1987; Uhlenberg & Dannefer, 2007), which emphasises the 
interconnectedness of the micro, meso, and macro levels. This inter
connectedness enables age to operate and be constituted through 
interwoven processes (Riley, 1987; Uhlenberg & Dannefer, 2007). 
However, only a few of these processes and levels at which they might 
manifest have been identified. For example, the multilevel perspective 
adopted by Riley (1987) in the conceptualisation of an “age stratifica
tion system” focused mainly on structural strains between levels, such as 
“structural lag.” In turn, Uhlenberg and Dannefer (2007) applied a 
multilevel perspective to study age segregation, but nuance in these 
processes can be further conceptualised and the meso level should be 
integrated.

The co-existence of different constructions of age at multiple levels 
means that age becomes a contested terrain, with debates and discourses 
that sometimes are in conflict or otherwise problematic. Often, this 
happens through the (additional but related) construct of generations. 
For example, people of a certain age/generation might be labelled 
‘boomers’ or ‘the lucky generation’ as they were the ‘right age’ at the 
‘right time’ (e.g., purchasing houses when prices were lower relative to 
incomes). In this way, age is co-opted and harnessed into political de
bates that assign blame to certain age categories for what are, arguably, 
policy failures or socioeconomic inequalities in access to housing. 
Pitting generations against one another threatens intergenerational re
lations and solidarity that sociologists deem vital.

A multilevel perspective also engages how age-related practices (e.g., 
age as performance) reproduce and are reproduced by age-related in
stitutions/structures (e.g., age positions, age ideology and age norms). 
Barrett’s framework can be expanded to account for these processes, 
which refer to the general issue of the structure-action relation that has 
been the target of sociological theorisation for a long time. In this regard, 
Marshall and Clarke (2010) observe that the links between social 
structure and action have not been sufficiently conceptualised by the 

sociology of ageing and social gerontology.
Barrett’s (2022) framework could also benefit from addressing age 

and ageism in a more differentiated way by clarifying the differences 
between these two concepts. In our view, the dynamics related to age, 
that is, the different ways in which age plays a role in society, go beyond 
ageism. Ageism does not explain all age-related phenomena, just as 
racism does not explain all racial phenomena (Bonilla-Silva, 1997). 
According to Rennes (2019, p. 7), we can say that ageism exists only if 
the lack of access to a certain “social good (material or symbolic)” takes 
place without considering the “abilities and interests” of those targeted. 
According to this definition, the prohibition of alcohol and tobacco 
consumption by individuals under 18 years of age may not be considered 
ageist because their bodies are less able to deal with the harm of these 
substances, and it is in minors’ interest to protect their health. Rennes 
(2019) also suggests that the manifestations and consequences of ageism 
depend on whether ageist practices and attitudes are based on chrono
logical age, social age (being considered “too old” or “too young” to 
carry out certain activities and assume certain social roles), or biological 
age.

Barrett’s framework also defines age identity as synonymous with 
subjective age, whereas other scholars frame subjective age as just one of 
the dimensions of age identity. Settersten and Mayer (1997, p. 241)
suggest that subjective age refers to “how old a person feels, into which 
age group he or she categorizes him or herself, or how old one would like 
to be, regardless of one’s actual age.” Kaufman and Elder (2002, p. 171)
extend this definition, proposing five dimensions of age identity: sub
jective age (the age felt most of the time); others’ view of one’s age; 
desired age (“if you could be any age you wanted to be right now, what 
age would that be?”); desired longevity (“to what age do you hope to live 
to, at the very least?”); and perceived old age (“at what age does the 
average man or woman become old?”). However, most of the studies 
focus on how old a person feels, using a single question such as, “Many 
people feel older or younger than they actually are. What age do you feel 
most of the time?” (Schafer & Shippee, 2010, p. 93). Age identity res
onates with the metaphor of “the mask of age” introduced by Feather
stone and Hepworth (1989), which accounts for the tension between the 
age one feels and the age that one appears to be. This is also resonant 
with Kaufman’s (1994) “ageless self”. Age identity is shaped by life 
experiences (Riley, Foner, & Waring, 1988), interaction with others 
(Coupland & Coupland, 1994) and life events (Hendricks, 2010), and 
also deeply expressed and preserved through narratives (Holstein & 
Gubrium, 1999) and the body and its actions (Kontos, Miller, & Kontos, 
2017; Tulle, 2015).

Lastly, Barrett’s framework does not address the concept of age 
segregation, which is the focus of a relevant portion of the literature on 
age and ageism. Uhlenberg and Dannefer (2007, p. 56) define age 
segregation, at the structural level, as the process of using “age as an 
eligibility criterion for participation in social activities”. They argue that 
the use of age criteria to enter and exit institutional domains such as 
education, work, and retirement are the clearest examples of age 
segregation. At the micro level, age segregation is found “when there is 
an absence of social interaction between people of diverse ages” 
(Uhlenberg & Dannefer, 2007, p. 56). Confinement to age-homogeneous 
social networks “limits opportunities for lasting cross-age ties, blocks 
possibilities for transcending us/them thinking linked to age and im
pedes perspective-taking and mindfulness” (Hagestad & Uhlenberg, 
2005, p. 357). According to these scholars, age integration is the 
opposite of age segregation.

Johfre and Saperstein’s framework

The second conceptual framework was developed by Johfre and 
Saperstein (2023), also based on an extensive review of relevant liter
ature. The first central argument made by these scholars is that age is a 
social construction, as it is “neither a universal nor socially neutral 
metric” (Johfre & Saperstein, 2023, p. 341). They state that 
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“chronological age is not a natural characteristic” (p. 342) and that “the 
division of the lifespan into meaningful age categories is not static” (p. 
342). The social constructionist view of age emerged in the 1970s and 
early 1980s (Gilleard, 2025) and has since been deployed by countless 
scholars (e.g., Estes, 1979; Holstein & Gubrium, 2007; Laz, 1998; Set
tersten Jr., 2003; Settersten & Mayer, 1997). Age can be counted and 
measured in different ways (chronologically, biologically, etc.), but it 
also has socially constructed meanings, as seen when an 80-year-old 
person can consider herself young or when the government can tell a 
perfectly capable 70-year-old person who is willing to work that they do 
not fit the classification for working age anymore. The portrayal of 
ageing as a “problem” exemplifies how advancing age and old age are 
socially constructed - a process with significant consequences for those 
labelled as old (Estes, 1979). Some of the knowledge generated in the 
field of gerontology feeds into this negative construction of ageing and 
old age (Katz, 1996). The second central argument made by Johfre and 
Saperstein (2023) is that age forms a system of inequality which crosses 
multiple levels of social reality (individual, interactional, organisa
tional, and cultural). At the individual level, they suggest that age is best 
conceptualised and operationalised through several dimensions, some of 
them commonly referred to in the literature (chronological, physical, 
and psychological), and others less prevalent (generation, life stage, 
responsibility, experience, and cultural consumption). These scholars 
propose several indicators to measure each dimension of age. The 
multidimensionality of age at the individual level, long emphasised in 
ageing scholarship (e.g., Birren & Cunningham, 1985; Neugarten & 
Hagestad, 1976; Riley, 1993), draws attention to the fact that age is 
more than the number of years of life. It is important to add that there is 
not necessarily a synchrony between the different dimensions of age. A 
person may be chronologically 50 years old, yet their biological age may 
be either younger or older, or a person may be viewed as old from a 
chronological point of view but young from a psychological point of 
view.

Johfre and Saperstein’s framework reinforces the importance of age 
as a source of social inequality and lists a diverse set of age dimensions 
(and respective indicators) at the individual level, which are useful to 
guide empirical research. They sought to overcome the absence of an 
explicit multilevel perspective on age found in Barrett’s framework by 
proposing different levels of analysis. One way to build on their work 
would be to avoid separating the individual and the interactional, since 
from our point of view both fall within the micro level, and to include at 
the macro level not only the cultural components but also social com
ponents and institutions such as the economy, education, health, etc. 
(see Riley, 1987; Turner, 2016; Turner & Roberts, 2023; Uhlenberg & 
Dannefer, 2007). We also call for distributing “processes” across the 
different levels of analysis, so that age relations are not limited to the 
interactional (micro) level and ageism relegated to the cultural (macro) 
level. The conceptualisation of Johfre and Saperstein (2023) can be built 
upon to develop a more multilevel perspective of age by not centring the 
individual level and instead addressing the issue of the structure-action 
relation, and explicitly articulating the concepts of age, ageism, and age 
segregation.

In sum, both frameworks make important contributions to the 
recognition that age is a source of social inequality, placing it on par 
with other structures that generate inequality, such as gender, social 
class, and ethnicity/race. In this regard, they both suggest that age 
inequality derives from power relations between age groups (age re
lations). In addition, they also contribute to the recognition that age is 
both an individual property and a component of societal structures. 
Furthermore, they also call our attention to the need to recognise that 
age is socially constructed (especially Johfre and Saperstein’s frame
work) and linked to time. Furthermore, they provide several useful 
constructs/concepts for the empirical study of age.

Despite these strengths, both frameworks can be expanded upon in 
meaningful ways. Firstly, explicating a solid multilevel perspective 
(macro, meso, micro) is necessary to examine age (and the diversity of 

concepts associated with it) in the various sociocultural structures at 
each level and to explore intra- and inter-level dynamics. Using an 
organicist analogy, these frameworks identify the “organs of the human 
body” but do not clarify their location in different “parts of the body.” 
While prior scholarship has proposed a multilevel perspective (e.g., 
Riley, 1987; Uhlenberg & Dannefer, 2007), the relationships between 
and within each level can be further conceptualised.

Secondly, a structure-action perspective is needed to analyse link
ages between age-related structures and age-related practices. Neglect
ing this interrelatedness is particularly limiting because it impairs a 
broad understanding of how the organisation and functioning of society 
are shaped by age across the micro, meso, and macro levels and how age 
on one level relates to age on the other levels. This limitation is identi
fied by others (e.g. Marshall & Clarke, 2010) in relation to literature in 
the areas of sociology of ageing and social gerontology more broadly.

There are also relevant concepts that can be incorporated to 
strengthen the conceptualisation (e.g., age segregation/integration, age 
dispositions), as well as clarification of concepts and the relationships 
between them (age and ageism, age identity). By expanding the con
ceptualisation and operationalisation of age, we hope to bolster the 
heuristic capacity of empirical research on this topic.

Contribution of general sociological theory to the 
conceptualisation of age

Sociological theory has much to offer in building upon Barrett’s 
(2022) and Johfre and Saperstein’s (2023) frameworks. The theoretical 
works of Turner (Turner, 2016; Turner & Roberts, 2023) regarding the 
sociocultural formations at each level of social reality and the dynamics 
between them and Mouzelis (2008) regarding the actor-structure rela
tion, we argue, make important contributions to the conceptualisation of 
age.

Turner (2016) argues that any human society is formed by social 
structures and cultural structures (see also Mouzelis, 2008). He clarifies 
that the division into these two major structures is merely analytical, 
given that they mutually constitute each other. According to Turner 
(Turner, 2016; Turner & Roberts, 2023), social structures are associated 
with cultural structures at the macro, meso and micro levels of reality. 
Social structures are comprised of a set of institutional domains and 
stratification systems, among other elements (Turner, 2016; Turner & 
Roberts, 2023), while cultural structures entail “systems of symbols 
generating common meanings that humans share and use to regulate 
and organise behaviours of individuals and subpopulations in societal 
and, at times, inter-societal formations” (Turner & Roberts, 2023, p. 11). 
Turner (2016) identifies several social and cultural structures at each 
level of reality (e.g., institutional domains, stratification system, social 
norms, etc.), and these are linked through a process that he calls 
“embedding” (p. 125): structures at the micro level are embedded in 
structures at the meso level, and these are embedded in structures at the 
macro level. Embedding also implies dynamics within each level of re
ality between social and cultural structures. According to Turner 
(Turner, 2016; Turner & Roberts, 2023), although social and cultural 
structures at the macro and meso levels have an undeniable weight in 
structuring social actions and interactions at the micro level, in certain 
circumstances, the latter may change the structures above them. Tur
ner’s frameworks provide an “architecture” of human societies, enabling 
the arrangement of various age-related concepts/constructs in a socio
logically informed way.

Another strand of sociological theorising that can be mobilised to 
conceptualise age is the one which focuses on the relation between 
structure and social action, especially the theoretical work by Mouzelis 
(2008). This scholar proposes a holistic framework of the structure- 
action relation, rejecting the “conflationist holism” present in some 
previous proposals (such as Giddens’ structuration theory). In his con
ceptualisation, structure and action are analytically distinct concepts 
that account for different types of causality: “Structural causality entails 
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limitations and enablements which can be activated by actors involved 
in some specific game or social system. Actors’ causality on the other 
hand entails activation of a subject’s agentic powers” (p. 226).

Mouzelis (2008) shares Bourdieu’s argument that dispositions 
(habitus in Bourdieu’s language) consist of the mechanism through 
which structures relate to actions. Dispositions are “a set of generative 
schemata of bodily movements, cognition, emotion and evaluation 
which, in a more or less taken-for-granted manner, contribute to the 
production of social practices” (Mouzelis, 2008, p. 230). These dispo
sitions are shaped by social and cultural structures through their inter
nalisation via socialisation, and, in turn, they shape these structures 
through social actions/practices in daily life. Dispositions may be 
conscious or not. In this order of ideas, it is possible to talk of a specific 
type of dispositions - age dispositions - understood as a set of internalised 
ways of thinking, feeling, and acting related to age (e.g., wearing darker 
clothes in older ages). We advocate that age dispositions, rarely used in 
empirical research on age and ageing, become part of the conceptual 
repertoire of research in these fields.

Developing an integrative conceptual framework on age

The integrative conceptual framework on age proposed here (Fig. 1) 
builds on Barrett’s (2022) and Johfre and Saperstein’s (2023) frame
works, as well as the contributions of the sociological theorisation by 
Turner (Turner, 2016; Turner & Roberts, 2023) and Mouzelis (2008). 
Our framework is inspired by Turner’s (2016) conceptualisation.

At the macro level, the institutional domains include economy, ed
ucation, and health, among others. Each one has its age roles, age 
criteria, and age integration/segregation, as well as its own age culture 
(system of age-related symbols), which is made up of age ideologies, 
meta-ideologies, and age norms. Age roles, age criteria, and age inte
gration/segregation are also, in part, cultural (once again, the division 
between social and cultural aspects is merely analytical).

Age roles signal the responsibilities and tasks assigned to different 
age groups. For example, in each institutional domain, there is an age 
division of labour (Turner, 2016). However, in some domains, such di
vision may be more pronounced than in others (e.g., in the domain of 

Fig. 1. Integrative conceptual framework on age.
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economy, most societies attribute the role of a paid worker to start at 
adulthood and continue until retirement age). In turn, the construct of 
age criteria accounts for situations in which age (predominantly chro
nological age, although the remaining dimensions of age can also be 
mobilised) is used to access social goods (material and symbolic), 
including social positions, rights, services, etc. (e.g., establishing an age 
limit for accessing certain treatments in the health system). Age criteria 
are related to age segregation, as age (e.g., chronological age) can be 
used to access institutional domains and the resources that circulate 
within them, and to participate in social activities (e.g., establishing a 
minimum age to access the labour market).

With respect to the cultural components, Gullette (2004, pp. 6–7)
defines age ideology as “a system that socializes us into certain beliefs 
and ways of speaking about what it means to be “human“ while sup
pressing alternatives (…)”. The “decline ideology” is, accordingly, one 
example of an age ideology, characterised by the idea of a deterioration 
in physical and mental capabilities as people age. It can be said that the 
ideology of decline is a meta-ideology, given that it is transversal to all 
institutional domains, unlike the ideology of successful ageing, which is 
rooted in the biomedical domain. In turn, age norms refer to how 
different age groups should be and act. This includes the idea that there 
are “right ages” to do certain activities and play certain social roles 
(social clocks or social time).

Age roles, age criteria, age integration/segregation, ideologies and 
meta-ideologies, and age norms can be based on ageism. This means that 
ageism is a possibility and not an intrinsic characteristic of each insti
tutional domain and its age culture, as not all asymmetric distribution of 
social goods based on age is necessarily ageist (although, in most cases, 
it will tend to be). That is why ageism appears in parentheses. Ageism 
can be understood as “judging an individual or a group as too old or too 
young to access a particular social good (material or symbolic) without 
taking into consideration their abilities and interests” (Rennes, 2019, p. 
7).

At the meso level, the corporate units - understood as varying sets of 
groups, organisations, and communities revealing a division of labour to 
pursue goals (Turner, 2016) - have their age roles, age criteria, and age 
integration/segregation. They also have their age cultures, including age 
ideologies and meta-ideologies, and age norms (think, for example, of a 
hospital or a school). These social and cultural structures are, to a large 
extent, a reproduction of the social and cultural structures at the macro 
level and can also be ageist (implicitly and/or explicitly).

Looking now at the age stratification system (located at the macro 
level), this refers “to a societal structure of socially recognized divisions 
based on age - that is, age strata” (Foner & Kertzer, 1978, p. 1084). 
Therefore, it is constituted by age strata, which are groups of people 
with similar ages (Riley et al., 1972). The age culture of the age strati
fication system includes age beliefs and age expectations. Age beliefs are 
views about the characteristics of members of each age stratum, which 
can be generally positive or negative or contain positive and negative 
elements (e.g., the belief that younger adults are dynamic and irre
sponsible). In turn, age expectations consist of predictions of the ex
pected behaviour of members of each age stratum, which have as a 
reference point certain patterns of behaviour (e.g., the expectation that 
middle-aged adults will be professionally active). This means that age 
expectations are related to age norms. Finally, the age stratification 
system may also have ageist elements (e.g., the belief that older adults, 
unlike young people, are technologically behind). For instance, the way 
dementia is represented in the social imaginary (as total loss of identity, 
uselessness, etc.) is an example of ageism, which contributes to our 
difficulty in imagining ourselves as older people in the future (Beard, 
2016).

The categoric units, that is, the categories of people defined by 
certain traits or characteristics (Turner, 2016), are the continuity of the 
stratification system at the meso level. These are made up of several 
categories, including age categories (e.g., child, teenager, young adult, 
adult, older adult, centenarian), with associated age beliefs and age 

expectations. These beliefs and expectations are largely a reproduction 
of age beliefs and expectations of the age stratification system at the 
macro level. At the meso level of categoric units, age beliefs and age 
expectations can also have ageist elements.

Finally, at the micro level, there are interpersonal interactions and 
individual actions, and this is where age embodiment and the perfor
mance of age take place. Body management practices, such as exercising 
and adopting certain diets to maintain a youthful look or pass as 
younger, are examples of forms of age performance and embodiment. 
The model of successful ageing, with its emphasis on low probability of 
disease and disease-related disability, high physical and cognitive 
functioning, and active engagement with life (Rowe & Kahn, 1998) may 
in some ways contribute to the promotion of these practices.

At the micro level, age segregation/integration is found in the social 
interactions between persons of different ages. This level also includes 
the different dimensions of age (chronological, biological/physical, 
psychological, social, etc.), age dispositions, ageism, as well as bio
graphical time and generational time. It is important to add that age 
dispositions are mobilised in the performance of age. Age dispositions 
connect the micro, meso and macro levels, thus augmenting Barrett’s 
(2022) and Johfre and Saperstein’s frameworks with a structure-action 
perspective.

Encounters and individual action are embedded in corporate units 
and categorical units, and these are embedded in institutional domains 
and the age stratification system, respectively. The dynamics between 
different levels (inter-level dynamics) can occur from top to bottom 
(from the macro to the micro level) or from the bottom to the top (from 
the micro to the macro level), although Turner argues that they occur 
mainly from the top to the bottom (Turner, 2016). Dynamics are also 
established between institutional domains and the age stratification 
system: the institutional domains generate an unequal distribution of 
valued social goods that indirectly, create the age stratification system, 
and this system generates an unequal distribution of opportunities to 
access and benefit from what institutional domains have to offer 
(Turner, 2016). For example, on one hand, the institutional domain of 
education can distribute the social good of “learning” unequally among 
different age groups, blocking older adults’ access to the national 
competition for higher education places (age segregation). On the other 
hand, the age stratification system can limit older adults’ opportunities 
to access other forms of education (e.g. specific courses for adults), due 
to the ageist belief that they are “incapable of learning” (Dannefer & 
Feldman, 2017, p. 23). These dynamics at the macro level can be 
reproduced at the meso level.

Practically all the phenomena encapsulated in the previously ana
lysed concepts are socially constructed, given that their meanings 
change over time and space. This means that age roles, age norms, age 
beliefs, and other age-related concepts are social constructs (Barnes, 
Johfre, & Munsch, 2024) and that the social construction of age, ageing, 
and old age is present in social and cultural structures at different levels 
of reality (hence the social construction of age being placed at the centre 
of the framework). Nevertheless, we agree with Gilleard (2025) that age 
and other concepts associated with it should not be reduced to mere 
social constructions. The “facticity” of age, that is, “the reality of the 
corporeal” (p. 10), must not be denied, regardless of how “social forces 
get under the skin” (Ferraro & Shippee, 2009, p. 339); in other words, 
the social and biological are co-constructive. Placing the construction of 
age at macro and meso levels should not mean that this process occurs 
only at these levels but rather that social constructions are consolidated 
at these levels, although they are reproduced and eventually modified at 
the micro level of social interaction.

The dynamics that are established between the social and cultural 
structures at the macro and meso levels are the foundations of age re
lations and, therefore, of age inequality (McMullin, 2000) (that is why 
age relations and age inequality are placed at the centre of the frame
work). Additional clarifications on age relations are necessary. Calasanti 
was one of the first scholars to clarify the concept of age relations 
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(Calasanti, 2003; Calasanti & Slevin, 2006), emphasising its importance 
for understanding ageing, old age, and age inequality (Calasanti, 2020). 
Calasanti and Slevin (2006, p. 5) identify three dimensions of age re
lations: age as a principle of social organisation, the unequal distribution 
of power and identity among different age groups, and the intersection 
of age relations with other social relations (e.g., gender relations). In 
turn, according to Connidis (2014, p. 293), “age relations refer to how 
different age groups or cohorts are treated in society in terms of ex
pectations, responsibilities, privileges, and resources”. In this vein, she 
also argues that age relations are embedded in several institutional do
mains, for example, education, work, and family. Several empirical 
studies have shown that age relations are supported by categorisations 
based on age, often chronological age (e.g. McMullin & Marshall, 2001; 
Österholm, Olaison, & Larsson, 2024). One of the aspects on which there 
is consensus regarding age relations is that they form a “system of 
inequality” (Calasanti, 2020; Calasanti & Slevin, 2006; Johfre & 
Saperstein, 2023; Pickard, 2016), because “different age groups not only 
gain identities but also power in relation to one another” (Calasanti, 
2007, p. 336). Therefore, “age relations are…ones of privilege and 
oppression, i.e., unearned advantage and disadvantage that accrue to 
age category membership, in which systemic inequalities in distribu
tions of authority, status and money influence life chances” (p. 336). 
Pickard (2016, p. 3) also stresses that age relations generate and legit
imise not only material inequalities but also other kinds of inequalities. 
In this vein, age inequality consists of the unequal distribution of social 
goods (material and symbolic) between age groups/strata. Inequalities 
based on age develop during the life course through processes of cu
mulative advantage and disadvantage (Dannefer, 2022), also referred to 
as cumulative inequality (Ferraro & Shippee, 2009).

To conclude the outline of the conceptual framework, we emphasize 
that institutional domains, age stratification systems, corporate units, 
categoric units, encounters, and individual actions, as well as the social 
construction of age, age relations, and age inequality, change over his
torical time. Historical time is an important element of the conceptual 
framework because, as Riley (1987) and Dannefer (2022) argue, indi
vidual time (or individual change) is interconnected with societal time 
(or societal change).

Taking a few steps further, we propose the formulation of four gen
eral propositions that arise from our framework: (1) age is a multilevel 
system of social inequality; (2) age is a social construct; (3) age is an 
embodied experience; (4) age is linked to time. We believe that these 
propositions are a complement to the conceptual framework and can be 
useful as general guidelines in the use of age in empirical studies in the 
field of social sciences. For example, a study of poverty can be anchored 
in all these propositions in a way that enables interrogation of the 
phenomenon as something that is systemic, socially constructed, 
embodied, and changing over time. If the study involves interviews, we 
can return to the earlier example of “Maria, age 87”. Instead of expecting 
this chronological age to serve as a taken-for-granted signifier of 
something, we suggest that it should be linked, for example, to systemic 
factors (e.g., age of eligibility to certain forms of public assistance, 
earlier experiences of her cohort) and micro-level factors (e.g., how 
poverty is experienced among the oldest-old). Such use of age signals its 
purposeful, explicit and dynamic deployment in the research, instead of 
age featuring as a category imputed with meanings that remain cryptic.

The framework proposed here is integrative, drawing from a diverse 
range of theoretical traditions, so it can incorporate the key issues of 
power, conflict, and change, distancing it from a strictly functionalist 
framework. These elements are woven into the framework through in
sights from critical gerontology (e.g., Calasanti, 2020; Estes, 1979; Katz, 
1996) and social constructivism (e.g., Holstein & Gubrium, 2007; Laz, 
1998; Settersten Jr., 2003).

Our framework could be criticised for not including an intersectional 
perspective. Admittedly, we do not discuss the intersection of age with 
other axes of social inequality, because the priority was to conceptualise 
age as comprehensively as possible. Nevertheless, we agree with the 

proposal of other scholars (e.g., Calasanti, 2003; Calasanti, 2019; Pick
ard, 2016; Tunçer, 2024) to mobilise an intersectional perspective in the 
empirical study of age. Such an undertaking can be achieved through the 
combination of this framework with other axes of inequality.

Conclusions

This integrative conceptual framework on age expands Barrett’s 
(2022) and Johfre and Saperstein’s (2023) frameworks in three ways. 
First, in addition to offering a mapping of the sociocultural structures 
where age is forged and exerts its influence on the way societies function 
and individuals live their lives, the framework makes it possible to 
obtain a dynamic perspective on how those structures are interrelated 
horizontally and vertically. Second, it promotes analysis of the in
terconnections between age-related structures and age-related practices. 
Third, it integrates a larger number of relevant concepts/constructs, 
therefore being more comprehensive, and clarifies other concepts and 
the articulation between them.

We propose that one of the most meaningful ways to improve 
scholarship in ageing is for researchers who use age to articulate their 
approach to age and how they are conceptualizing ageing and to be 
explicit about the role of age in their results and conclusions. This means 
that simply specifying the age of research subjects or participants is not 
satisfactory if the implicit, imputed, or established significances of age 
are not spelt out. Similarly, if age features as a variable, a theme, or a 
category in outlining the findings, the role and significance of age should 
be explained (rather than implied or assumed). This is necessary to 
obtain a more integrated view of how age features in the functioning of 
societies.

It is hoped that this article stimulates theoretical and empirical social 
science on age, bringing us closer to the volume and maturity of work 
that has already been done around gender, race/ethnicity, and social 
class. An essential aspect of this is the analysis of the distinctive char
acteristics of age relations as systems of inequality.
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