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In the “ageing society”, age has become one of the pressing issues of regulatory frameworks for promoting equality and diversity at work (see e.g., Arber et al., 2007). In this research project we focus on the impact of age policies in different national contexts and analyze national differences in the power effects of age (management) discourses. We build on the country-specific institutional peculiarities in age policies and practices which Muller-Camen et al. (2010) have found for UK and Germany. We assume that these different contexts nurture specific age images in the interplay of corporate and socio-political actors, which shape age relations at work and impact the situation of e.g. elderly employees and job seekers.
We analyze text fragments of 20 interviews with national experts in UK and Germany and four matched pairs of case studies organizations in both countries, consisting of 75 semi-structured interviews in total and focus group interviews with workers aged 50 years plus (for details see Müller-Camen et al., 2009). We use an innovative comparative approach combining discursive and rhetorical perspectives: based on Foucaultian (e.g. 1989) discourse theory, we analyze age images arising from the discourse, the constitution of age “realities” and the related power effects. Based on Perelman’s and Olbrechts-Tyteca’s (1969) rhetoric theory we show how age images are created through the micro-dynamics of language, the rhetorical schemes actors use and the Grand Discourses they draw from. Such an approach has proven useful for the analysis of (Flemish) HR managers perspectives on diversity (Zanoni/Janssens, 2003). We enlarge this conceptual approach firstly by focusing the co-construction of age discourses in the speech of different actors. Secondly, we focus on national peculiarities of age images arising from the institutional context and enforced by governmental and other institutional actors who contribute to the discourse through age politics.
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