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Abstract

The period from the 1960s to the present is marked by two trends: growing numbers of older people and the spread of mass consumption. The paper examines linkages between these, addressing debates around the changing nature of old age, using UK data on spending on dress and related aspects of appearance by older women to explore the potential role of consumption in the reconstitution of aged identities. Based on a pseudo-cohort analysis of the Family Expenditure Survey, it compares spending patterns on clothing, cosmetics and hairdressing 1961-2006. It concludes that there is no evidence for the ‘baby boomers’ as a strategic or distinctive generation. There is evidence, however, for increased engagement by older women in aspects of appearance: they are shopping for clothes more frequently; they are more involved in the purchase of cosmetics through the development of anti-ageing products; and women over 75 are now the most frequent attenders at hairdressers. The roots of these patterns, however, lie more in period rather than cohort effects, and in the role of producer-led developments such as mass cheap fashion.
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Introduction
The period from the 1960s to the present is marked by two trends: growing numbers of older people and the spread of mass consumption. In this paper we explore the potential linkages between these two, addressing debates about the changing experience and meaning of later years through an examination of the spending patterns of older women. Work by Gilleard and Higgs (2000) and others has advanced the thesis that the nature of later years has undergone change in late twentieth, early twenty-first century, and that consumption plays a central role in this. The view is often linked to arguments about the distinctive role of the ‘baby boomer’ generation.  Most work in this vein concentrates on consumer durables and leisure. We have chosen to focus instead on aspects of appearance and self presentation in the form of spending by women on clothing, cosmetics and hairdressing. By their nature these are closely linked to aspects of identity and selfhood, and thus offer an excellent arena in which to explore arguments about the changing experiences and meaning of later years.

The reconstitution of ageing thesis

Recent debates within sociology and social gerontology have suggested that the nature of old age has undergone a cultural shift under the impact of a series of interconnected changes in western societies over the last fifty years. The first of these is the destabilisation of the normative life course, entrenched in the early years of the twentieth century (Anderson 1985), and persisting in the UK broadly until the 1980s. This was based on relatively secure pattern of education followed - for men - by full-time, life-long work in the same occupation, often the same organization, accompanied by marriage, family formation, and eventually retirement. Women followed a slightly different trajectory.  In the late twentieth- and early twenty-first centuries, this has been replaced by: longer and more fragmented periods of education and training, with the possibility of looping back; more ‘flexible’ forms of work and portfolio careers; higher rates of female labour market participation; greater fluidity in personal relationships, with partnering and re-partnering; earlier, more flexible, and longer retirement. Together these changes underpin the sense that later years are no longer the clearly defined or scripted period of life they once seemed; and that traditional age ordering within society has been weakened, with stages of life, and behaviour appropriate to them, less clear. 
These shifts underlie the emergence of the Third Age as a new cultural space.  Presented as a period post retirement, freed from the constraints of work and, to some degree, family responsibility, it is marked by leisure, pleasure and self development.  Though defined as a state rather than an age, it roughly maps onto the fifties to seventies. The concept has been criticized: for describing the lives of only a section of older people – the affluent middle class – and for presenting an aspirational version of their lives; for projecting all the difficulties of old age into a dark Fourth Age of disability and decline; and, through its emphasis on choice and agency, for implicitly providing an ideological support for a neo-liberal restructuring of the welfare state and its support for older people (Phillipson 1998).  Other theorists (Öberg and Tornstram 1999, 2001), have suggested that the period is better to conceptualize in terms of an extended plateau of late middle years, that only ceases with the irruption of ill health and disability.  They suggest that modern cultures are marked by a declining salience of age ordering at all stages of life, with adulthood increasingly an undifferentiated period between childhood and frail old age.

These shifts are also linked to ideas concerning identity, and the impact of the wider societal shift from production to consumption as the key source of this. It is argued that under conditions of post or late modernity, the traditional formations of class, gender – and to a degree age - become less central, as identities become more fluid, more optional, less socially entrenched, more the product of agency and choice (Bauman 2000, Giddens 1991).  Patterns of consumption become central to the narrative of self and the formation of social identities. Consumption increasingly performs an integrative function within an individuated culture, acting to integrate people within a common culture of life style. These shifts impact on the constitution of old age, which moves from being a relatively fixed state, to one marked by flexibility and optionality. Consumption offers older people the possibility of counteracting the cultural exclusion traditionally associated with age, as they increasingly join younger cohorts in pursuing the same cultural trends. This dream of integration, of course, rests on the possession of resources. Though in period from the 1960s the incomes of some pensioners have risen, many remain in poverty. This has produced a dual trend, towards greater heterogeneity among older people, combined with greater similarity in relation to the general population (Hills *). Jones and colleagues (2008) argue that this dual pattern extends to cultural identity also.

Lastly all these changes have occurred in the context of major demographic shift. The combined effect of declining birth rate; rising proportion of the population surviving into old age, and the extension of the life span has resulted in a shift in the demographic weight of the population. Between 1901 and 2003 the proportion of the population aged 50 and over increased from 15 to 30 per cent, and is projected to rise to 41 per cent in 2031 (Tomassini 2005). Though the shift is a long term one, it has been particularly pronounced recently with the passing through of the ‘baby boomer’ generation.  
‘Babyboomers’: a pioneer generation?

Ideas about the changing nature of age are often linked to the presentation of the ‘baby boomers’ as a ‘special’ or pioneering generation (Gilleard and Higgs 2000, Biggs et al 2007). Edmunds and Turner (2002) describe them as a ‘strategic generation in aesthetic, cultural and sexual terms…the first […] to live through a time when mass consumer revolution transformed popular taste.’ (quoted by Phillipson 2007) Others have depicted them in less flattering terms, as a narcissistic generation, greedy in their appropriation of resources, selfish in their pursuit of hedonistic individualism (Stewart and Torges 2006). Yet others have described them in terms of the shift to post scarcity values (Inglehart 1997).
The debate is confused by the varying demographics in different western countries (Phillipson 2007). In the US, the home of the ‘baby boomer’ terminology, there was a sustained surge in births from the mid 1940s to the mid 1960s. In some European countries (Finland) there was a peak immediate after the war; in others (Germany) there was no significant surge at all. The UK had a distinctive pattern of two separate peaks, one in the late forties, the other in the mid sixties. In line with other UK work, we focus on the first peak, previously known as the post war ‘bulge’. In the UK ‘baby boomer’ is increasingly used in the media and marketing,  though Biggs and colleagues’ study suggests that among the cohort itself there is limited identification with the label, and more with the ‘sixties’ generation (Biggs et al 2007). This contrasts with Finland, where there is a strong post-war boomer self identity (Karisto 2007), and also with Japan where the generational identity of the postwar baby boomers contrasts with the aspirational ‘eighties’ generation who spent their youth in the unprecedented bubble economy. 
A more sophisticated version of the baby boomer thesis is provided by Gilleard and Higgs in their concept of ‘generational habitus’. (Gilleard and Higgs 2002, Gilleard et al 2005, Higgs et al 2009). They recognize the problems presented by the use of ‘generation’ as an analytic category: its imprecision; the varying and contentious nature of the factors underlying it; its assumption that events – usually on the world stage – have an impact on identity and consciousness; and its assumed homogeneity within the group. Drawing on Bourdieu, however, they argue for a concept of ‘generational habitus’ that arises from a particular generational field that develops through time. They suggest that ‘people are not just affected by the historical period in which they grow up and live out their lives but that this set of circumstances also gives rise to a ‘generational style’ which produces a distinct consciousness of those experiences…it is not identity-generating events that provide meaning but rather the habitus of particular age-cohorts who are operating in a particular generational field that give rise to changed social relationships.’  (Higgs et al 2009, p.105).  This style develops over time. They describe the ‘generational habitus’ of the post-war generation who came to adulthood in the sixties as ‘marked by rising living standards, the growth of consumer culture and the expansion of youth culture’.  This produced a culture that was marked by ‘the fusing of fashion and identity, in the commodification of lifestyle and in the erosion of status and tradition.’ (Higgs et al 2009 p106).  Those who are carriers of this ‘generational habitus’ are marked out from those who precede them; and they carry this difference with them as they grow old, influencing the society that surrounds them and the understanding of the life course embedded within it. They are important here both for the distinctive generational habitus they carry and for their role as the front of a wave of cultural change that has continued. In related empirical work, they and colleagues (Jones et al 2009) attempt to demonstrate this generational effect through an analysis of Family Expenditures Survey (FES) data on ownership of key consumer durables and expenditure on leisure 1968-2005. In this paper we similarly use FES data to interrogate ideas about age and social change, but we concentrate instead on areas of appearance and dress, exploring expenditure on clothing, hairdressing and cosmetics. These have an intimate bodily character that makes them particularly relevant to questions of identity and selfhood. They are also fields that allow us to relate our analyses to a second set of debates, concerning the body and its role in the constitution of age. 

Dress, the body and the presentation of self

Though work on the body proliferated over the last two decades, social gerontology was slow to engage with the topic, fearing to reinforce a retrogressive emphasis on the bio-medical basis of age, undermining the achievements of the Political Economy school in establishing the socially constructed nature of old age (Phillipson and Walker 1986, Estes 1989, Estes and Binney 1989, Arber and Ginn 1991, Phillipson 1998).  More recently, however, with the emergence of Cultural Gerontology, interest has grown in the role of the body in age, with ageing increasingly understood as the product of a complex interplay between bodily and cultural factors (Cole 1992, Katz 1996, Gullette 1997, Woodward 1991, 1999, Tulle 1999, 2000, Andersson 2002, Calasanti and Slevin 2001, Twigg 2006, Hurd Clarke and Griffin 2007,2008).  As Shilling (1993) argues, under conditions of High Modernity, the body becomes a project - a marker of identity and source of meaning. As individuals age, however, as Featherstone and Hepworth (1991) suggest in their Mask of Ageing thesis, the body becomes increasingly unable to perform the youthful identity within. The surrounding consumption culture is essentially youth oriented, its visual culture saturated with images of youthful perfection. This gives rise in the 1990s to a growing commercialised culture of anti-ageing, exemplified in the popular media through make-over shows predicated on ‘looking ten years younger’, and adverts for anti-ageing products such as vitamins, face creams, exercise regimes, all which are based on an institutionalized fear of looking old (Gullette 1997, Calasanti 2007, Hurd Clarke and Griffin 2008) . Ageism, as Laws (1995) argued, is a bodily form of oppression, operating on and through the body.  Successful ageing in the current culture becomes, as Katz (1996) argues, a matter of ageing without showing the visible signs of doing so. These processes operate particularly powerfully on women who find themselves subject to Sontag’s (1979) double standard of ageing, so that the aged female body becomes in Woodward’s (1991) terms both invisible – in that it is no longer seen – and hypervisible  - in that it is all that is seen.

Clothing provides a particularly fruitful area in which to explore the interface between the body and the social meanings attached to it. Clothes mediate between the body and the self. They are the vestimentary envelope that contains the body and presents it to the world. As such they are closely linked to identity. There is a large sociological and psychological literature exploring this (Twigg 2009), though relatively little of this addresses age: other dimensions of identity or difference, such as class, gender and ethnicity, receive greater attention, reflecting the general neglect of age within sociological theorising (Laz 2003). Social historians, with notable exceptions (Cole 1992, Blaikie 1999,Thane 2000), have similarly neglected age.
One of the most widely held assumption about the ‘baby boomers’ and their ageing is that it will be ‘different’. In relation to clothing this means that they will not want to adopt the ‘frumpy’ age-related dress assumed to be the pattern of past cohorts, but will insist on retaining their ‘youthful’ styles and on maintaining engagement with mainstream fashion. Age ordering in dress, it is often asserted, has gone: older people are no longer required to adopt distinctive modes as they were ‘in the past’, but are now free to wear the same clothes and shop in the same places as everyone else. How far this is the case remains an open question, though one made more complex by the changed meanings of dress. Styles themselves mature, so that what was youthful and fresh in the 1950s (pleated skirts) are now relegated to the pensioner’s wardrobe. We may read the styles of our grandmother as more ‘elderly’ than they in fact were. These processes also operate in relation to the ‘baby boomers’ whose adoption of jeans, for example, as part of youthful rebellion has been carried over in later years when they have become mainstream. The picture is made more complex by the general shift in the clothing lexicon in the period towards casual clothing, which is now the predominant form of dress for most social groups. Retailers certainly assert that age ordering has gone, and that older women aspire to wear the same clothes as the rest of the population
. There is, however, clear evidence for the persistence of rules governing women’s dress as they age, largely centred around prohibitions (Fairhurst 1998); and these are felt even by radical, alternative women as they age (Holland 2004). Not all fashion analysts, however, concur with the thesis that age ordering has been eroded. Crane (2000) suggests that rather than reducing, it has increased in significance. The engine of fashion has shifted from the previously dominant role of class, to that of age, so that fashions now diffuse from the young to old as they once did from elite to subordinate classes. The evidence we present does not allow us to comment directly on this thesis. FES data only provides information about level and frequency of expenditure, not styles or meanings of dress. What we can address however is shopping behaviour, and the degree to which it supports the thesis of greater cultural integration of older people through increasingly shared patterns of clothing consumption. We can also explore the degree to which the ‘baby boomers’ are a pioneering generation in relation to their consumption patterns. 

We also look at two other, related, areas of expenditure - hairdressing and cosmetics. Both concern norms of appearance, and both address the interface between visible bodily ageing and its social representation. Hairstyles are important cultural artefacts, simultaneously public (visible to everyone), personal (biologically lined to the body) and highly malleable to suit cultural and personal preferences (Weitz 2001). As a result, hair has been subject to a large anthropological and sociological literature (Firth 1973, Synott 1987, Sherrow 2006, Biddle-Perry and Cheang 2008).  In the western context this has largely turned around questions of ethnicity and sexuality, and once again there has been relatively little work that addresses hair and age. The management of hair is, however, not solely a cultural matter, but reflects physiological changes also. With age, hair becomes coarser, thinner and less easy to manage, making it harder to achieve younger, normative appearance. Loss of colour presents women with decisions about dyeing their hair (Hurd Clark *). The control of hair, as Firth (1973) noted, signals wider control of the body and the self. Older women are often advised in magazines to cut their hair as they age. There is a widespread cultural unease in the West over long, free floating grey locks, that mirrors prohibitions in relation to dress around the overt display of sexuality by older women. Controlled, clearly managed, hair is significant in avoiding the appearance and status of dereliction or derangement, both of which are signaled by wild or neglected locks. 
Cosmetics are a mixed category of goods that encompasses make up and face creams. During the late twentieth century, the market expanded enormously, with the use of make up achieving normative status by the 1950s (Peiss 1998). Make up and related beauty work has been subject to extensive feminist critique in terms of: the double standard of  beauty, the disciplinary requirements of normative femininity, and the spread of commercialised values; though post modern feminists like Davis (1995) have detected agency, even empowerment, in their use (Hurd Clark and Griffin 2007). A major part of beauty work as promoted by the cosmetic industry centres on fighting the signs of age, which in this sector set in early. Woodward (1991), Gullette (1997), Hurd Clarke and Griffin (2008), Calasanti (2007) and Coupland (2003, 2009) have explored the ways in which ageing as a problem is discursively produced by the cosmetics industry through advertising that focuses on the value of youthful perfection and its erosion by age.
Gender: a focus on women

In this paper we focus on spending patterns in relation to women. Partly this reflects the way in which fashion and appearance are constituted as feminised fields, their discourses predominately embodied in the lives of women. Women are more strongly associated in popular culture with questions of clothing and dress: they shop more often for them; spend more money; and engage more fully with the area through popular media like women’s magazines. This pattern is also reflected in the sociological literature on fashion which focuses predominantly on women. Cosmetics and hairdressing are similarly gendered fields, reflecting the differential way in which appearance norms, and their commercialization, operate in relation to men and women. This is not to say that men are immune from these developments. Men too make consumption choices in relation to appearance: even the least fashion conscious buy clothes (though these purchases are often made for them by women or under their influence); and toiletries and fashionable hairstyles are of increasing interest to younger men.  In this paper, however, in order to sharpen the analysis, we look only at purchases in relation to women. In further work we hope to explore the situation in regard to older men. It is worth noting, however, that a brief preliminary analysis of FES data found that men differed from women only in the overall volume of purchasing (Majima 2006). Women buy 1.5 times more clothes in value compared to men, and this trend has been consistent  since the 1960s. There were no significant differences in relation to the pattern of change over time, or to ageing or generation effects. 
Methodology: the Family Expenditures Survey data and the pseudo cohort analysis

In this paper we draw on data from the Family Expenditures Survey (FES), renamed Expenditures and Food Survey (EFS) after it was merged with National Food Survey in 2001. Digitised records of the individual returns for the FES and EFS from 1961 onwards are available via the UK Data Archives. Around 10,000 households were surveyed annually with response rates of around 60 per cent. Each member of the respondent households was asked to keep expenditure diaries for a two-week survey period which was spread over the whole year. The records do not give information on styles of clothing, but they do reveal the spending cycle. Unlike spending on necessities like food, appearance-related expenditures are less frequent, reflecting the spenders’ personal taste and budgets. Due to the unique two-week survey period which is rolled over the year, we can not only extract the data on appearance related expenditures made within those weeks, but also whether such expenditures were made in the period. This provides us with a measurement of frequency of purchase, in other words, of the spending cycle. 

In addition, we extracted information on household income and age of the respondents. In terms of age, we focus on those who are over 55, grouping them into five-year age bands up to 75-80.  We also use 20-year age bands from 16-34, 35-54, 55-74, 75+ in our analysis comparing the expenditure patterns of the young, those of prime working age, and those that can be seen as in Third and Fourth Age. Income is deflated to obtain constant prices. Our focus is on economic/purchasing data, with the hope that this will capture changes in respondents’ collective tastes and styles in appearance management over the half century. 

The data for the older women are analysed using the pseudo-cohort method (Majima 2006; 2008). This method has been used by other FES-based research, examples of which can be found in the analysis of automobile ownership by dargay and Vythoulkas (1999) and that of fashion purchasing behaviour by Majima (2008). It is ‘pseudo’ because it is not individual respondents but the averages of five-year age groups which are followed after the age 55. We are following cohorts/generations of women who were born in the same five-year period, starting from those born between 1881 and 1889 to those born between 1946-1950, the post-war ‘baby boomers’. Although the data comes from different individuals, we assume that each cohort behaves consistently as a generational group. This method allows us to explore the separate effects of generation, ageing and period. We can explore whether the consumption pattern in the youngest cohort born between 1946 and 1950, the post-war ‘baby boomers’, is different from preceding cohorts.
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Figure 1: (a) Frequency of purchase, biweekly=100, and (b) share of income, per mill, by 20-year age group, 1961, 1971, 1981, 1991, 2001 and 2006
Data source: Family Expenditures Survey, 1961-1991; Expenditures and Food Survey, 2001-2006.

Note: (a) The vertical scale shows the probability of making purchase during the survey period, which could be interpreted as the length of spending cycle. Biweekly=100; monthly=46; bimonthly=23; quarterly= 12; annually=3.

We start with a series of snapshots of expenditure on clothing by different age bands over the period 1961-2006.  Figures 1a and b, show the shopping patterns of women since 1961, arranged in 20-year age bands. If we look at frequency of purchase (figure 1a), there is a clear pattern that holds up over the historical period whereby younger women shop more frequently than older. This is in line with expectations: younger women are more actively engaged in clothes shopping; it is a more frequent and central part of their lives. Against this, however, we have, over the historical period, a general trend across all age groups towards greater frequency of shopping, so that by 2006 those in the 75+ age group are shopping more frequently than the 16-34 group were in 1961 (and indeed some of them are the ‘same’ people, having aged over the period). The trend to more frequent shopping can thus be seen as a general expansion, experienced by all age groups, fairly steadily across the historical period.
If we turn to proportion of income, (figure1b), we find a slightly unexpected pattern whereby women 55-74 are across the period those who are spending the largest proportion of their income on clothes, followed by women in the 16-34 group. This pattern was most marked in 1961, and smoothes out thereafter. In 1961 there was a particularly steep decline among the group 75+, as we might expect: this group is shopping less frequently and they have markedly lower incomes and so might be thought to have little leeway to spend on clothes and, perhaps, less interest in matters of appearance. The steepness of the decline, however, evens out thereafter with, by 2006, women 75+ allocating 0.86 per cent of their household income on clothes (in 1961 this was 0.35).  Thus the late 1950s and 60s were a period when women in late middle/early old age are the ones spending the largest proportion of their income on clothes. By 2001 that differential pattern though still present, had reduced; and the marked decline in spending among older women had reduced even more sharply.
The overall pattern though the historical period is thus one of greater frequency of spending for all age groups, but not of growth in the proportion of income spent. There is  indeed an uneven trend towards a lesser proportion of income being dedicated to clothing over the period.
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Figure 2: Frequency of clothes purchase, by birth cohort and year 

Note: The vertical scale shows the probability of making a purchase during the survey period, which could be interpreted as the length of the spending cycle. Weekly=2; biweekly=1; monthly=0.46; bimonthly=0.23; quarterly= 0.12; annually=0.03.

Data source: Family Expenditures Survey, 1961-1996; Expenditures and Food Survey, 2001-2006.

We now turn to a more detailed breakdown focussed on the purchasing of the over 55s, showing the buying behaviour of successive birth cohorts as they enter their late fifties and beyond. Here we observe a clear pattern whereby the younger cohorts are shopping more frequently than older. The oldest generation of this dataset, who were born between 1881 and 1885, used to buy clothing on average once every half year, but the post-war ‘baby boomer’ generation buy clothing on average nearly every month. Each successive generation shops more frequently than its predecessor. We can also observe that for earlier cohorts (those born up to 1925) the rate of shopping remains fairly constant, suggesting that having established a spending norm, they tend to stick to this. Later cohorts, however, experienced a significant surge in frequency between 2001 and 2006, sharing in wider cultural change.  The effect, however, is not confined to the classic ‘baby boomer’ groups, but encompasses women in earlier birth cohorts (1926-30) as well.
Turning now to share of income (figure 3), no clear pattern emerges between the birth cohorts, Over the period, the cohorts remain relatively stable in the proportion of income spent. There is however evidence of a decline in the most recent data period, 2001-6, a time when shopping frequency by this group increased. These changes are mirrored in the younger age groups who are also shopping more often, but spending a smaller proportion of their income on clothing.
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Figure 3: Share of income on clothing, by birth cohort and year

To understand these figures we need to review developments in the fashion industry in the late twentieth and early twentieth centuries.  The era is marked by what has been termed the ‘Democratization of Fashion’, described by Wilson (1985) as the process whereby the mass production of fashionably styled clothes has made possible the use of fashion as a means of self enhancement and self expression for the majority.  Exactly when this occurred is subject to debate. Some economic and dress historians trace the development back into the late nineteenth and earlier twentieth centuries with the emergence of the mass clothing industry. More commonly, however, it is associated with the 1960s, and the emergence of youth oriented fashion. But this is in many ways a misapprehension, a product of changing visual rather than material culture. The fashions of the sixties were peculiarly youthful, exemplified in the UK by the designs of Mary Quant and the appearance of models like Twiggy. They valorized a prepubescent look, with knock knees, panda eyes, flat barred shoes, short skirts and smock shapes; and they were a significant movement away from the predominant look of the 50s, dominated by the ‘New Look’, that presented a very womanly, bourgeois ideal. The clothes of the sixties did indeed effect a major change in visual sensibility that underwrote the sense of a ‘Youth Quake’ generation; and this identity remains central to the mythology of the sixties and the ‘baby boomers’ as a pioneering, mould breaking generation. Indeed popular media discussing the ageing of the baby boomer generation recurrently feature images of Twiggy (and Marks & Spencer’s current advertising campaign aimed at older women uses her as an iconic but approachable figure for this generation). In later decades, fashion, as part of its restless, protean character, moved away from this extremely youthful look; though the general emphasis on youth has remained. The strength of the sixties imagery has, however, led writers to misinterpret the changes in the fashion industry. The democratization of fashion in Wilson’s terms of a mass vehicle for self presentation and identity formation was, we suggest, more the product of the late nineties and early two thousands than the sixties, and was underwritten by changes in the supply side more than by cultural shifts. 
In the post-war era, British fashion was dominated by the major multiples, such as M&S operating in close conjunction with the Leeds-based manufacturers, effectively forming an oligopoly.  In the late 1990s, however, the industry was restructured, as manufacturing moved to the Far East to exploit cheaper labour. Supermarkets emerged as rivals to the traditional high street, and were able to use their buying power to produce a flood of cheap, fashion oriented clothes. The real cost of clothes in the UK declined from 1961 to 2001 by 70% (this compares with a 20% decline in the real cost of food). The fashion cycle as Majima (2006) shows, intensified over this period.  As a result clothes shifted from being durables, expensive items required by everyone and bought infrequently, to consumables, cheap items bought frequently as part of active engagement with consumption. In this period we move from a world when a coat was in the 1960s a major item of expenditure expected to last several years, to one in the 2000s where single season coats of fashionable cut and colour became widely available in supermarkets and other low cost retailers.  

This massive expansion of productive capacity required new markets. As the youth market became saturated, retailers increasingly sought to extend the scope of ‘fashionability’ to new social groups. In the early twenty-first century this meant children and older people, both of whom were increasingly brought within the orbit of fashion. Research interviews at George at ASDA, the clothing section of the supermarket owned by Walmart, confirm how they identified older women as a key market for development, introducing a specific line aimed at this group
. Marks & Spencer, who have traditionally catered for this age group, also identify it as a growth area. Over the last five years they have introduced two new collections (Classic and Portfolio) aimed specifically at this group, in addition to the earlier and highly successful Per Una range originally aimed at women in their mid years but heavily bought by older ones. 


So to recap, we have a general trend towards more frequent shopping across all age groups over the historical period that is reflected also in the behaviour of older women who are drawn into what is a general cultural phenomenon. This supports the thesis of the integration of older people into the mainstream through consumption. The data does not, however, support the thesis of the ‘baby boomers’ as a strategic generation. Their behaviour does not appear distinctive. In so far as there is a break between cohorts, it is in relation to a general expansion of shopping that occurred in 2000s, where only cohorts born after 1925-30 were drawn in. But these encompass more than just the ‘baby boomer’ generation.The differential effect is likely to be the product of age - the earlier cohorts being over 75 at this time and thus not drawn into the faster shopping phenomenon. The pattern thus suggests a period rather than cohort effect. We suggest that the changes are led less by cultural change than by developments on the supply side, with the massive increase in capacity and related reduction of cost underpining the accelerating shopping cycle.
Spending on hairdressing 1961-2006
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Figure 4: (a) Frequency of purchase, biweekly=100, and (b) share of income, per mill, by 20-year age group, 1961, 1971, 1981, 1991, 2001 and 2006
Data source: Family Expenditures Survey, 1961-1991; Expenditures and Food Survey, 2001-2006.

Note: (a) The vertical scale shows the probability of making purchase during the survey period, which could be interpreted as the length of spending cycle. Biweekly=100; monthly=46; bimonthly=23; quarterly= 12; annually=3.

Turning now to hairdressing and applying a similar analysis, we can observe a clear pattern in 1961 in relation to frequency of attendance (figure 4a) whereby it was women in middle years (35-54) and young women (16-34) who went to the hairdresser most often, with a marked falling off among older old women. By 2006, however, this pattern had reversed, with the oldest women (75+) the most frequent attenders, and young women the least. This shift is partly the product of the decline in attendance by younger women. The oldest women, by contrast, seem to have maintained a pattern of frequency established in their youth in the 1950s and 1960s. What we are seeing here is the passing through of a generation who were socialised into relatively frequent salon attendance as young women, and have retained the habit. 
In terms of expenditure (figure 4b), we move from a pattern in 1961 whereby the proportion of income spent rose through youth and middle years, peaking in age group 55-74, and declining sharply 75+. By 2006 this pattern had shifted, however, with the oldest women (75+) now the group spending the largest proportion of their income on hairdressing. They are, of course, also the most frequent attenders. But in 1961when some of them were young, they allocated 0.4 per cent of their income to hairdressing, while by 2006 this had almost doubled to 0.7 (peaking in 2001 at 0.88).  They are thus spending a great deal of what is likely to be a relatively low income.
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Figure 5: Frequency of visit to hairdressers, by birth cohort and year 

Note: The vertical scale shows the probability of making purchase during the survey period, which could be interpreted as the length of spending cycle. Weekly=2; biweekly=1; monthly=0.46; bimonthly=0.23; quarterly= 0.12; annually=0.03.

Data source: Family Expenditures Survey, 1961-1996; Expenditures and Food Survey, 2001-2006.

If we look at the finer detail generational data (figure 5), we can see that it is the earlier cohorts born up until 1920 who display a pattern of increased frequency. The high tide is the generation born 1916-20.  After then, there is a falling back, reflecting the coming through of cohorts gradually less attached to frequent salon attendance, and beginning to show the pattern of less frequency characteristic among younger cohorts. 
 In terms of income (figure 6), the cohorts that are dedicating the largest proportion are those born up to 1935 who are currently in their seventies and eighties, with a slight but noticeable falling off among subsequent generations.  It is interesting to note, however, that there is a pattern of increased proportion of income being spent as women enter their sixties. This holds good for the generations born 1936 onwards who, we noted, are not going as frequently as the previous generations. This may be a product of reduced income at the point of retirement, though it may also suggest an active willingness to retain spending on this aspect of appearance.  
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Figure 6: Share of income on hairdressing, by birth cohort and year

We can make sense of this pattern in relation to changes in the nature of hairdressing, and in particular to the passing through of a shampoo-and-set generation. During the 1950s and 60s hairdressing salons proliferated in the UK (Smith 2008) providing a distinctive salon based styles centred on the weekly shampoo and set. This was the era of rollers, setting lotion, backcombing and hair laquer. Many women pursued these looks through hairdressing at home: ‘Friday night’s Amami night’ was a well known advertisment of the period (Amami was a setting lotion). The look, however, was most fully achieved by salon attendance; and ‘a salon finish’ was part of the desired outcome. In subsequent decades, however, hairstyles changed. In the seventies, long, freefloating hair, largely unmanaged by hairdressers, was fashionable among young women. The 1980s onwards saw a shift towards wash-and-go styles that emphasised cut, and allowed for easy care at home (Cox  1999). This was linked to the steady rise in frequency of hair washing, no longer simply a weekly affair, and the shift towards daily showering that required easy home management of hair.  The pensioner’s hair-do which is such a marked feature of the appearance of many women in their seventies and eighties today can, thus, be understood as a fossilised version of the 1950s and 60s salon look. As we noted in relation to clothes, styles themselves mature as they are carried forward by particular generations.  These cohorts have remained loyal to the pattern of salon attendance in which they were socialised earlier in their lives and, to some extent, to the styles that went with it.  
There may, however, be additional factors underlying this pattern. Many women as they age find hair increasingly difficult to manage. As we noted, the quality of hair itself changes, making earlier styles harder to achieve. Hair washing demands a certain degree of flexibility, particularly if undertaken as traditionally at a basin; and styling requires the capacity to raise the arms above the shoulders.  In this context the salon presents the means of maintaining personal appearance, and fighting off suggestions of dereliction. Furman (1997) in her classic account of a New Jersey hair salon emphasises the way attendance enables older women maintain an acceptable public appearance in the face of the social and cultural erosions of old age, demonstrating their continued engagement with the disciplinary practices of femininity, staving off accusations of self neglect. Salons are also opportunities for social and physical contact. The salons catering for this group are typically local, sited in parades of shops, often owned and staffed by people living in the neighbourhood; and they offer an opportunity for the kind of recurring social contact valued by older women, many of whom live alone (Patterson 2007). Hairdressing is also a form of body work (Twigg 2000, Wolkowitz 2002) involving physical touch of a pleasant and endorsing kind. As such it stands in contrast to the bodily interventions that many older people are forced to endure as part of declining health.  
There are, therefore, a number of reason why older women might seek out relatively frequent hairdressing services, and be willing to dedicate relatively large parts of their income to them.  But they are not by and large reasons that endorse the account of the baby boomers as a pioneering generation. As we noted, the ‘baby boomers’ were not the generation involved in higher consumption: it was previous cohorts, and associated more with distinctive styles rather than orientation to consumption as such. The character of this consumption also does not fit the ‘baby boomer’ thesis. It is more about constraints imposed by the body and by the social circumstances of growing old, than about celebrationist engagement with self fashioning.
The upsurge of engagement with clothing shopping was, as we saw, stimulated by supply side developments in the form of the massive influx of cheap clothing and a major reduction in price. Hairdressing is by contrast a service industry, produced and consumed in parallel, where it is not possible to make the same efficiency gains and where costs are primarily set by wage rate inputs. Though these have traditionally been low, reflecting the gendered nature of the labour market, they act as a brake on cost reduction (Drucker et al 2005). The sector is dominated by small independent providers, so that in so far as there have been supply side developments, these are of a very modest type, such as pensioner discount days. 
So to recap, we have the striking pattern whereby older women have become the ones going most frequently to the hairdresser and spending the largest proportion of their income. Younger women are, if anything, spending slightly less than they did previously, but the overall proportion remains fairly steady over the historical period, except for oldest old, whose proportion of expenditure has increased markedly. As we have seen this  is largely explained by a cohort effect, based in style of hair and personal habits, rather than changing orientation to consumption as such. It may however also be rooted in the experience of being older and the limitations that imposes.  
Spending on Cosmetics 1961-2006
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Figure 7: (a) Frequency of purchase, biweekly=100, and (b) share of income, per mill*, by 20-year age group, 1961, 1971, 1981, 1991, 2001 and 2006
Data source: Family Expenditures Survey, 1961-1991; Expenditures and Food Survey, 2001-2006.

Note: (a) The vertical scale shows the probability of making purchase during the survey period, which could be interpreted as the length of spending cycle. Biweekly=100; monthly=46; bimonthly=23; quarterly= 12; annually=3.

Turning now to cosmetics, in 1961 it was the young who shopped most frequently, with  a steady decline with age. Low engagement was particularly marked among those 75+, who in this period were rarely involved in cosmetic shopping (more than monthly for the 16-34, compared with half-yearly for 75+).  By 2006, however, the pattern had shifted, and the groups shopping most often were middle and later age groups. This pattern began to emerge from the eighties, and was partly the result of young women shopping less frequently than in the past, but it was also the product of greater engagement by older women. This is marked among those 75+ who increase their shopping from on average half-yearly in 1961 to bimonthly in 2006.

In terms of proportion of expenditure (figure 7b), the pattern in 1961 was once again one in which the young were dedicating the largest proportion of their expenditure (0.32 per cent), with older age groups spending lower proportions, markedly so among the over 75s. This points to a world in 1961 in which older women (75+) are almost wholly disengaged from cosmetics, and where the middle aged are significantly less involved than younger women.  By 2001, the pattern has shifted, and it is those in middle and later years who are spending the largest proportion of their income. We move therefore in the period from cosmetic purchase being associated with youth to one where it is most strongly associated with middle and older age groups. 
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Figure 8: Frequency of cosmetics purchase, by birth cohort and year 

Note: The vertical scale shows the probability of making purchase during the survey period, which could be interpreted as the length of spending cycle. Weekly=2; biweekly=1; monthly=0.46; bimonthly=0.23; quarterly= 0.12; annually=0.03.

Data source: Family Expenditures Survey, 1961-1996; Expenditures and Food Survey, 2001-2006.

Turning to the more detailed cohort analysis (figure 8), we can observe a steady movement towards more frequent shopping across each successive birth cohort [SM why did you add?: up to the early 1980s], with those born 1941-45 and 1946-50 shopping most often. There is also a pattern of declining frequency as the cohort ages, though this is less marked among those born 1881-1915, perhaps because of their relatively low engagement when younger. The period 2001-2006, however, shows a marked increase in frequency, reversing the previous trend, and across all birth cohorts, suggesting a strong period effect in the early 2000s. If we look at proportion of income, in figure 9 below, there is a slight movement towards greater proportionate spending, with each successive cohort, though each broadly retains its level of spending. Since these women are reducing the frequency of shopping, we may surmise that this is because they were buying more expensive items. 
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Figure 9: Share of income on cosmetics, by birth cohort and year

In order to understand this pattern, we need to look at developments in the cosmetic industry in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries.  Cosmetics, as we noted earlier, are a mixed category, encompassing both make up and face creams; and it is new developments on the supply side in relation to the latter that probably underpin the expansion in purchasing among the mid and later age groups. The period of the late 1990s to early 2000s saw a major expansion in the anti-ageing market, linked to parallel developments in anti ageing medicine within the closely associated  pharmaceutical industry (Vincent et al 2008). Coupland (2003, 2009) has analyzed the discursive strategies used by cosmetic companies since the late nineties to develop the market for anti-ageing products. These adverts equate ageing with the appearance of age, which is presented as something shameful for which individual is personally responsible, but that can be prevented or mitigated by the use of anti-ageing creams and other products. Evidence from marketing reports (Mintel 2004, Keynote 2009) suggests a strong growth in the sector, with sales of facial skincare increasing in value by 10.2%  in 2008, largely driven by the premium price anti-ageing formulations. Market penetration of face cream and lotions is described as highest among women in the 65+ age range. These products have a high degree of brand awareness, and their promotion has been strongly led by the giant toiletry corporations which have used glossy advertising aimed at women in middle years to build up the market. Keynote reports £66.1 million a year is spent in 2008 the UK on such advertising, led by L’Oreal, Olay and Garnier.  Recently in response to the development of this premium market, there has been a proliferation of cheaper own-label products in high street chains like Boots and the supermarkets. This possibly underwrites the stabilisation of expenditure that occurs after 2001.
So to recap, over the historical period, cosmetics have become items most heavily bought by middle aged and older women, with the 35-54s now the most frequent purchasers, and the 55-74s spending the largest proportion of their income on them, followed by those over 75. This is in line with the evidence from market research that emphasises the growing significance of the mature market created through the active promotion of high value anti-aging products. Such shifts once again point to the significance of producer-led effects. In relation to the reconstitution of ageing theory, there is, once again, no support for the ‘baby boomer’ as special generation thesis, but there is support for a more general shift over time towards greater involvement by older women in areas of appearance, particularly through the promotion of the anti-ageing market.
Consumption and ageing revisited
We now return to the relationship between consumption and age. As will have become clear, our data does not support the idea of the baby boomers as a ‘special’ cohort or strategic generation. Their responses do not appear significantly different from previous cohorts; and there is little evidence of a radical break or discontinuity. Nor do we find evidence for the more sophisticated account in terms of ‘generational habitus’. The one area where there is a strong generational or cohort effect is hairdressing, but here, as we noted, it is the ‘wrong’ generation. The distinctive pattern relates not to ‘baby boomers’ but those born in the earlier part of the century who came to maturity in the fifties and sixties; and it relates more to the historic passing through of a particular style, and the habits associated with it, than to wider changes in the nature of old age.  
If we look in greater detail at Higgs and colleagues’ article (2009), they do show evidence of active engagement in consumption by older people, but much of this can be explained by period rather than cohort effects. Their strongest example is in relation to leisure where they do show increased proportion of total expenditure being spent on leisure in their pseudo-cohort analysis of households headed by a retired person. This does support the changing cultures of ageing thesis; leisure being a key feature of the Third Age. And when these households are compared with other categories, those headed by a retired person are closer to the employed and self-employed than the unemployed.  But the pattern is one that continues over time: it does not increase in the ways that the thesis might suggest. In other areas of less discretionary spending, like food and fuel, ‘retired’ households are closer to the ‘unemployed’ than those in work, suggesting a continuity with older patterns of constraint. Finally there is no evidence in their pseudo-cohort analysis of significant generational influences. There is a long term trend observable as each cohort reaches old age, but no generational breaks that would mark out the sixties generation as significant. The last cohort they trace (those born 1940-44) shows no distinctively different pattern from previous ones. In other related work (Jones et al 2008), they compare the ownership of key consumer durables such as TVs, fridges, DVDs, as between types of household. This shows the steady spread of ownership among the retired, keeping pace with developments in technology and goods, but again this reflects a general trend rather than the response of specific cohorts, once again supporting period rather than generational effects. Though the article asserts that ‘consumption patterns in later life are influenced by the generational habitus of the differing cohorts who entered retirement between the 1960s and the present day’ (p. 102) the data does not really support this contention. There is a discontinuity between the sophistication of their argument in relation to ‘generational habitus’, and the evidence they put forward. 
Part of the problem is that many writers have too easily been transfixed by the terminology of the ‘baby boomers’. The academic debate has been led by the perceptions of American authors but, as we noted, ‘baby boomer’ has varying relevance to the demography of different countries. In the UK the term has achieved currency in market research where it is widely used to characterize a group that marketers are keen to identify and co-opt. It has also proved popular in the media where it provides a handy and flattering term for significant part of the audience, and one that allows them to rehearse the imagery and references of the Sixties, yet again. Articles on the consumption patterns of baby boomers recurrently feature images from the Sixties which is presented in this discourse as an ‘iconic’ one. How far the claimed features of this generation are borne out in behaviour remains more questionable. Much of the baby boomer ‘debate’ is in fact speculative, based in rhetoric about what the baby boomers ‘will’ or ‘will not’ do, pertaining more to futurology or journalism than academic analysis. In relation to theories about ageing, evidence is as yet limited.  The ‘baby boomer’ cohort is only in its early sixties; and we have no knowledge of them in their seventies or eighties, decades that will be crucial for any redefinition of age.  For example, we saw how women over seventy five currently make extensive use of hairdressers for reasons that relate to the bodily and social limitations of age. We do not know if those currently in fifties and sixties will do the same, even though they have been relatively lower users of such services in the past. We similarly do not know if the enthusiastic shoppers who are now in their sixties will retain that interest when they are eighty. 
What we can observe, however, is behaviour over the historical period from the 1960s. Here there is clear evidence for steady acceleration of shopping frequency for clothes among older women, though no trend towards larger proportion of income being spent. This mirrors trends among younger age groups. There is also some evidence for greater engagement of older women with hairdressing, but we noted how this was associated with a specific cohort. It is in relation to cosmetics, however, we have the clear movement towards greater, and differential, engagement by older women.  Together these shifts can be interpreted as supporting the idea of greater engagement by older people in the world of consumption.  
In this shift, however, we would want to identify the significance of supply-side developments, rooted in the economy, as much as changes in the meaning or perceptions of old age, or the values of new cohorts coming through.  As we saw, the major shift in relation to clothing was rooted in changes in production, with the introduction of mass cheap fashion and the development of a true democratization of fashion. In relation to cosmetics, the key driver was once again producer-led developments in which new markets were created. Hairdressing is a less clear case, complicated perhaps by the dominance of small independent producers tied to a local service economy; and here we do not observe the clear growth of involvement that is evident in the other sectors.
Conclusion
As will be clear, our analysis does not support the mythology of the ‘baby boomers’ as a strategic generation, or a cohort that pioneered cultural change. Rather, as they have aged they have been drawn into changing historical circumstances of the period; and their behaviour reflects that. They too, of course, have contributed to historical change, but there is no strong evidence that this has been driven by an internalised generational habitus. Part of the problem as we have noted has been the preoccupation by the media with the idea of the ‘baby boomers’, driven by fascinating with the visual imagery of the Sixties. In relation to dress this has misled analysts into dating the democratisation of fashion to an earlier period than is actually the fact. In reality it is only in the early twentieth-first century that frequent shopping and fast moving fashion extended to the majority of the British population. Older women are indeed increasingly engaged with fashion in the early twentieth-first century, but in this they are responding to the mood of the times and the economic opportunities of the period, just like everyone else.
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� Research interviews undertaken by Twigg as part of ESRC study RES-000-22-2079.


2 Research interview undertaken by Twigg in the fashion industry: ESRC 


� Household income level comparison: Older women aged 75+ used to have access to household income which was more than half that of the 35-54s in 1961, but that reduced to the amount of one third by 2001; The income levels of the 55-74s have constantly been around sixty per cent of the 35-54s. So the rise in the relative share of hairdressing expenditure partly is due to falling income level for the oldest age group. 
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