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Introduction 
 

How society is managing old age is going to become a major problem of social integration 

throughout the western world. Inspired mainly by demographic concerns, current debates es-

pecially address the institutional design of old age provision, understood as a set of technical 

means by which a given society is supporting people at the age of retirement or in need of 

socio-medical care.  

We deal here with a societal sphere that has gone through major transformations during 

the process of the modernization of society. Economic transactions concerning old age provi-

sion have obviously adopted varying historical forms. For a long time, a vast proportion of 

these transactions had been mainly processed within private systems of social reciprocity. 

Increasingly and to varying degree, organisations of civil society became involved, especially 

in the field of eldercare. In the sequel, saving for retirement was socialized for a large part of 

the working classes, be it by social insurances or by company pension plans. Social care for 

the elderly at first remained in the field of private households, yet as social modernization 

went on, the welfare state came in here as well, e.g. by running in public service agencies. 

Recently, a new has begun. For some time now, and on an international scale, larger 

sections of old age provision are transferred to the market, entailing an intrusion of ‘the econ-

omy’, more concretely, of commercial agency into the societal organization of old age. Fron-

tiers between the economy, civil society, the state and the private households are blurring in a 

new way. The North American and British cases are emblematic for this, but even in tradi-

tional welfare states such as France and Germany, this move is underway, at least partially. 

The news is: Old age is going to be ‘traded’ on welfare markets.1 

What however this evolution has to do with economic sociology? Generally speaking, 

economic sociology has basically been interested in how the market is socially and culturally 

shaped as an institution of modern society. From its point of view, markets exhibit a special 

social character, with formal and informal regulations embedding them. Hence there is a so-

cial-scientific interest in understanding the hidden side of the market. Yet as to the theme of 

old age provision we should consider that if markets are part of a non-market order, it is 

                                                 
1 The notion has rarely been used so far. But see: P. Taylor-Gooby, “Welfare Markets”, Journal 

of Social Policy (28), 1999, pp.97-114, G. Wistow et al., “Social Care Markets. Progress and 
Prospects“; Buckingham: Open University Press, 1996, or F. Nullmeier, 
„Wettbewerbsmärkte“, in: M. Müller, T. Raufer and D. Zifonbun, Der Sinn der Politik. Kul-
turwissenschaftliche Politikanalysen, Konstanz, UVK 2002: pp.157-175. 
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straightforward to imagine that those markets that organise social welfare are supposed to be 

ruled by particular social references, the latter being linked, for instance, to the normative 

legacy of the welfare state or to civic actors who had been its promoters. Importantly, we deal 

here with references that serve as guiding lines for real economic transactions. On the one 

hand, the traditional guidelines may continue to shape current expectations of what is, say, a 

secure return-on-investment in a given pension system. On the other hand, however, the guid-

ing references may adopt new rationales, with a thoroughly modified, more market-driven 

framework governing the economic transactions at stake. In short: We are in midst of an 

open-ended process of institutional and cultural change. 

Surprisingly, current social sciences treat this phenomenon without referring to the ac-

cumulated knowledge of economic sociology. Old age provision is considered to be a matter 

of social policy or economics, or as a subject to be handled with in what may be referred to as 

a sociology of the welfare state. The latter, however, is rarely intellectually prepared for tak-

ing into account the new regulatory framework that emerges in the systems of old age provi-

sion. The thinking in “social markets” is still in its infancies, and it has been largely confined 

to the question of the consumer perspective in the use of social services. But what are the les-

sons a scientific view inspired by economic sociology could give us here? 

The paper at hand argues for an economic sociology of welfare markets as being an im-

portant issue for future theory and research. The agenda is to find out by what kind of social 

mechanisms old age is going to be managed by a post-welfare-state society. The paper at hand 

is a preliminary outline of what has to be considered when dealing with this agenda in terms 

usually brought into the scientific debate by economic sociologists. In the same run, the out-

line will set the frame for an empirical approach to the structure of the new welfare markets. 

 

1.  The emerging welfare markets 
 

When regarding the institutional regulation of old age in modern society, it is pension systems 

that is drawn most attention to. Yet institutional design is relevant to further old-age related 

domains, one of these domains being of particular importance today: care for the frail elderly. 

Though being ruled by different temporal and social logics, both pension and systems of 

eldercare are central pillars of old age provision in western societies. They cover a wide range 

of social issues in the societal treatment of old age. For instance, various patterns of economic 

redistribution are at stake, including transfers between generations, between the healthy and 
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the ill, between people with and without supporting social networks, between men and 

women, between those passing through an ordinary life course and those concerned by social 

exclusion. Old age provision is an economic sphere of its own. 

It is true that, during the 20th century, a huge proportion of old age provision has be-

come a domain of the welfare state, even though a range of non-statutory organisations and 

actors were involved in that field as well. In mainland Europe, for instance, the pension sys-

tem has been institutionally linked to the regulatory framework of industrial relations. In the 

administration of social security, a direct association emerged between the status of a worker 

on the one hand and the organization of its welfare during old age on the other. It was not the 

state alone that managed the system. Rather, intermediary social forces such as trade unions 

and employer associations were co-shaping the overall system. As to eldercare, public bodies 

entered into various partnerships with nonprofit organizations, many of them relating to par-

ticular social communities (such as churches). 

This being said, old age proved an important agenda of national social policy during the 

golden age of the welfare state. At the central and at the local level, institutions were built that 

were supplanting or complementing individual or family-based patterns of eldercare or social 

security, one major result being the “democratization of retirement”.2 In Europe, social insur-

ance and state-regulated (community) eldercare have developed as core elements of the insti-

tutional framework managing old age. While in North America, private arrangements of old 

age provision (individual retirement savings, corporate pension schemes, for-profit eldercare) 

do already exist for a longer time, it is important to note that, in this part of the western world 

as well, there has been a considerable engagement of public authorities, especially after World 

War II. Interestingly, social insurance systems have been even introduced in the U.S. though 

in that country this institution is generally not deemed a suitable means for delivering welfare. 

In some parts of Canada, the investment in non-private pension systems was even stronger. 

Again, a similar evolution in the field of eldercare can be observed. In North America, various 

public initiatives occurred, though in several forms, ranging from full public sector service 

facilities in Quebec to American federal states adopting a more residual role in designing care 

services. Since the state proved a prime actor in shaping the overall system of old age provi-

                                                 
2  The notion is drawn from John Myles, “A New Social Contract for the Elderly?” In: Gøsta 

Esping-Andersen (Ed.), Why We Need a New Welfare State, Oxford, Oxford University Press 
2002, pp. 130-172, quote p.130. 
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sion all over the western world, state-political agency had and has “major implications for the 

distribution of benefits and burdens along lines of income, class, gender, and age.”3  

This remains true with the current introduction of welfare markets in old age provision. 

Today it is clear that, throughout the western world, old age welfare has become an arena into 

which commercial management and economic competition do interfere. Citizens searching for 

financial security during retirement or users of eldercare services have become actors on mar-

kets or quasi-markets. They are buying old age provision, e.g. a saving plan or a package of 

care services, and they interact with “trading partners” that reason in terms of prices, asset 

management, or managerial efficiency. 

In all major western countries, public pension schemes have been subject to retrench-

ment, while private retirement savings have been strongly encouraged.4 What is more, the 

movement becomes more extensive. For some time now, for instance, U.S.-Americans dis-

cuss about how to completely privatise social security and how to introduce private care in-

surances.5 In some fields of social care, the north-American welfare mix is already evolving 

towards a market-driven system. Where public bodies held responsibilities in delivering care, 

a tendency of “out-contracting” these services appeared, together with a rise of user fees and 

further market regulations. Non-statutory agencies are invited to bid for public “commands” 

within a system ruled by competitive tendering.  

Concerning Europe, the creeping substitution of public pension schemes by private sav-

ings or capital building took place first in the U.K., before proliferating to further countries. In 

Germany, a system of publicly subsidised private retirement saving has been introduced re-

cently. In France, pension funds as such do not exist, yet recent pension reform has de facto 

reduced the amount of social insurance money a retiree can expect in his or her later life. 

Concomitantly, enterprise-saving plans have been encouraged by public policies. A similar 

trend has occurred in the field of eldercare. In countries like Germany or Great Britain, private 

providers hold a growing share of the service field. In France, it was family employees (and 

not commercial providers) that have come out as major „players” in the new care market.  

                                                 
3  As Paul Pierson puts it in his paper treating “Post-industrial Pressures on the Mature Welfare 

States” (in: id., The New Politics of the Welfare State. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001, 
pp. 80-104, quote p.103). 

4  See K. Hinrichs, “Elephants on the Move. Patterns of Public Pension Reform in OECD Coun-
tries”; in: Leibfried, Stephan (Ed.), Welfare State Futures; Cambridge: University Press 2001, 
pp. 77-102. Concerning the field of eldercare, see R. Ter Meulen et al. (Ed.), Solidarity and 
Social Care in Europe. Dordrecht etc., Kluwer Academic Publishers 2001 

5  See Wiener, J.et al., “Federal and State Initiatives to Jump Start the Market for Private-Long-
Term Care Insurance.” In: The Elder Law Journal (8) 2000, pp. 58-99. 
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So far then, most of the “innovations” in Europe had their predecessors in North Amer-

ica, especially in the U.S. Both, a more competitive system of eldercare as well as a high pro-

portion of private savings or corporate pension schemes have served as a model to European 

welfare reform. Even recent trends such as the transformation of non-public pension schemes 

from fixed benefit to fixed contribution systems have been adapted in Europe from North 

America. Clearly, the wind of change is coming from the (transatlantic) west. 

Notwithstanding the remaining international differences, the overall tendency is clear. It 

is family, non-profit agencies, the state, and the market which are the central pillars of old age 

provision in our days. Hence there is, in the research on social policies, a growing interest in 

„sectoral shifts ... in regard to the relationship between market-controlled, associative and 

state controlled forms of service production“.6 Notably, the intrusion of the market is sup-

posed to have a serious impact at all levels of old age provision, including those which to date 

have not been commercialised: welfare bureaucracies, non-profit providers, and families as 

„consumers“ of care or social security. Concerning the former, the worldwide movement to-

wards what is generally referred to as “managerialism”7 makes the market logic enter into the 

remaining non-market domains. At the other end of the scale, private households are ever 

more inclined to skilfully combine their familial care “investment” with packages of commer-

cially managed professional care. 

These transformations do not take place without trouble, though. Current debates in ma-

jor European countries reveal a turbulent agenda for shaping the new organizational fields. To 

give but some examples: As to pensions, we have seen a brutal descent of trust into the pri-

vate pension sector in the U.K., considerable public uncertainty with respect to the introduc-

tion of a two-tiered pension system in Germany. France has seen a (failing) strong social 

movement against the erosion of the publicly regulated pension system. Interestingly, how-

ever, French trade unions (which were in part spearheading the recent protest movement) – 

long before the latest conflict – are working hard to interfere in the expanding saving markets 

by creating committees for certifying ethical saving funds. With respect to eldercare, the evo-

lution is fuzzy as well. Market-led eldercare has proved a contested ground. For instance, 

there have been public complaints about the jungle of mixed welfare provision in Great Brit-

ain, about missing service quality in the pluralistic provider system in Germany, and about a 

                                                 
6  In the terms of one of the most outstanding German analysts of social policies, F.-X. Kauf-

mann (cf. „Towards a Theory of the Welfare State“, in: S. Leibfried 2001, pp.15-36, quote 
from p.20). 

7  Clarke, John, Sharon Gewirtz & Eugene McLaughlin (Hg.) (2000), “New Managerialism, 
New Welfare?” Buckingham: Open University Press 
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distorted competition between private employees and professional care providers in France. 

Behind these quarrels and queries, the overall question is how the system of old age provision 

will take shape in the future. Since a full privatisation is not on the agenda nor a (technically) 

realistic scenario, the new equilibrium between socialized and individualized patterns of old 

age provision is still subject to societal negotiation. A probable outcome is that of a hybrid 

system in which different patterns of social action are mixed in one way or another. Yet in 

what system of old age provision we will be actually stumbling in? 

 

2. Framing the market: Which embedding elements are there? 
 

One of the core lessons of classical economic sociology is that if a new market is going to 

emerge, this is due to social forces giving a particular shape to it. One focus is upon collective 

actors. Regarding the above-sketched deregulation of public pension schemes and care sys-

tems, a wide range of organizations are shaping the processes of old age provision right now, 

and they do it in a way that has remained widely underexplored. The field is large: As to pen-

sion systems, private companies, non-profit and public counselling agencies, corporatist insti-

tutions of different kind, and a range of interest groups are relevant actors. They negotiate the 

terms of the saving (or social security) arrangements, within a more or less fragmented institu-

tional landscape. In the field of eldercare outside family, non-profit providers, small private 

firms, (public) interest groups and counselling agencies can be supposed to operate as acti-

vated „field players“. A further, special category of actors is civic groups engaged in self-help 

and volunteering since the latter may interfere in public opinion building or in consumer 

choice. In eldercare as well, patterns of service provision and their regulation are constantly 

subject to social negotiations. In this field especially, the way old age provision is actually 

being delivered heavily depends upon local strategies. 

Considering the complexity of the actors involved, and searching for social arenas in 

which the everyday shaping of the welfare markets occur, it seems worthwhile to conceive 

them as particular organizational fields.8 These fields are regarded as being dynamic and gov-

erned by various individual and collective strategies, thus evolving according to a multi-

faceted interplay that is more than mere spontaneous action but less that institutional fixing. 

Of course, the political debate properly speaking will remain one side of the “field” story. Yet 
                                                 
8  The notion is taken from P. DiMaggio and W.W. Powell, “The Iron Cage Revisited: Institu-

tional Isomorphism and Collective Rationality in Organizational Fields”; in: American Socio-
logical Review (48) 1983, pp.147-160. 
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since we face a changing landscape of institutions concerned with old age provision, pension 

systems and processes of eldercare increasingly break out of the political sphere. This being 

said, it is also noteworthy that while commercial actors become important players in the new 

markets, their strategies will interfere with those of public or civic actors trying to set limits to 

corporate agency. Though this counter-action is supposed to be somewhat different from 

usual lobbying or pressure politics, there will still be a public debate. At least in Western 

Europe, eldercare and pensions continue to be publicly associated with common cause, and 

since moral concerns make part of the economic transactions at work (see below), corporate 

actors will be obliged to take into account collective interests in one way or another. 

From this follows that it is now a multitude of actors that influence the way welfare 

markets are framed by codified and non-codified norms. Which, however, are the “ingredi-

ents” of this framing? First of all, there is a heritage from what has been underpinning the 

institutions of old age provision in the past. For instance, terms of reciprocity or dignity have 

been fundamental to the institutional script of care systems or pension schemes in most West-

ern countries. More generally, old age provision has been perceived in terms of a moral econ-

omy.9 Guiding norms have been (and still are) “intergenerational fairness, intragenerational 

solidarity and gender equality”.10 To our days still, pension schemes and care systems com-

prise transactions that are heavily shaped by notions about who deserves what, about how far 

asset security or service quality has to be guaranteed, or about which kinds of need do entitle 

to social services even in case the user cannot afford the related expenses. Furthermore, re-

tirement and eldercare is organized along specific gender roles. Changes in what is regarded 

as usual women’s life course are subject to norm-led social negotiation as well. In general, the 

design of the related institutions – especially of those based on explicit public regulation – is, 

at least partially, a response to such notions. Accordingly, if society deals with welfare re-

form, “the choice is a normative one”.11 

As a consequence, with welfare markets being introduced, some (re-)embedding 

“agency” at the macro-social level is likely to occur. Drawing on the heritage of the welfare 

state or on traditions defended by major forces of civil society, new institutional regulations 

emerge (and have already emerged). For instance, there is an argument in Germany about 

how far women should be treated on equal foots with men in a market-driven pension system, 

                                                 
9  The concept of moral economy has been applied to issues of social welfare by Martin Kohli, 

“Retirement and the Moral Economy: A Historical Interpretation of the German Case”, Jour-
nal of Aging Studies (1) 1987, pp.125-144. 

10  Myles 2002:134 
11  ibid.:144. 
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since gender equality is ad odds with an actuarial market approach entailing higher insurance 

premiums for longer-living people (as women are in average). Moreover, there is debate about 

how far the state should provide for counselling services in the pension market – the case of 

Great Britain is telling, since in 2000, the state has set up a special quasi-public body (the so-

called “Financial Service Authority”) that holds such responsibilities.12 In addition to that, one 

might think of the growing quality assessment industry in the care sector which is regulated 

by the state or by contracts between collective actors. Put it briefly, the framing of the new 

markets is reflected by new institutional regulations which give expression to particular moral 

concerns. 

At a more micro-social level, further framing elements are at stake. Trust, feelings of 

equity, notions of deserving need, and attitudes towards future security supposedly intervene 

into those social spheres in which old provision is “marketed”. These elements too can be 

expected to shape given welfare markets. For instance, people may distrust certain products, 

or they will rely counselling agencies deemed as trustworthy before contracting services or 

saving programmes. Service providers may be inclined to retain from shirking or from ex-

ploiting informational advantages. Collective actors such as trade unions may attempt to make 

sure that a certain kind of inter-group solidarity applies to a corporate saving plan. These ele-

ments of a new moral economy will mirror in social practices of particular kind, such as busi-

ness relations (in the sphere of eldercare) or contractual agreements (in the field of corporate 

saving). 

Finally, public or collective regulations that aim at (re-)embedding the new welfare 

markets, on the one hand, and moral driven agency at the individual or group level, on the 

other hand, may interrelate. If major social actors (private sector organizations, interest 

groups, governmental agencies etc.) perceive how individuals or groups operate in the every-

day welfare market they may feel urged to discuss and decide about new regulations modify-

ing the institutional frame of this market. Seen in this light, the moral economy of old age 

provision in an era of emerging welfare markets is subject to dynamic social interaction. And 

this interaction is worth to be investigated in more detail.  

 

                                                 
12  And which was recently blamed for not having prevented saving plan users from contracting 

an economically unsound product. 
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3. An Agenda for Economic Sociology 
 

On which approaches should a sociological analysis of welfare markets and their social dy-

namics draw? A promising way is to refer to the sociology of markets. It is especially here 

that classical economic sociology comes in. A second message of the latter indeed is that 

markets are embedded in a non-market order. Hence markets of social welfare are supposed to 

be ruled by a multitude of non-market references, as well. As already stated, these references 

partially stem from the normative legacy of the welfare state and from civic actors who had 

been its promoters. Yet this is only part of the story. Every market has its moral underpin-

nings, be it the sheer respect of the other as an economic actor. Markets do never constitute a 

moral-free social sphere.  

This is to contradict those who argue markets are amoral in their very nature.13 It is true 

that acting on markets often means not to consider values or judgements over persons – for 

good or for bad. Moreover, it is evident that market action is governed by abstract symbols 

such as prices. Social interaction frequently is confined to just exchanging goods for money. 

One might add that economic action is released from concerns about what is the a human 

right, the social value of a given performance, or the sense of life. It is also clear that other 

patterns of social steering – such as network agreements or political governance – prove to be 

comparatively strong(er) levers of moral regulation. 

Still, concrete rules exist that govern both the subjects and the procedures of market be-

haviour. Following moral rules may, for instance, contribute to market success: On the one 

hand, a behaviour conforming to moral rules may enhance the actor’s reputation.14 There are 

markets on which a status order emerges that condition future market success by setting rules 

that help to select the “good” market actors.15 On the other hand moral considerations may be 

part of the market itself, the most obvious case being philanthropy competitively seeking for 

donations. We can furthermore imagine markets that organize a protection from distorting 

market influence. This is the case of user counselling or (certified) brokering. 

                                                 
13  See for this discussion e.g. J. O’Neill, “The Market. Ethics, Knowlegde and Politics“; London: 

Routledge 1998, or J. Berger, „Der diskrete Charme des Marktes“, in: Mayer, Karl-Ulrich  
(Ed.), Die beste aller Welten? Marktliberalismus versus Wohlfahrtsstaat. Eine Kontroverse; 
Frankfurt/New York: Campus 2001, pp.13-34 

14  This is to which the German social philosopher M. Baurmann refers when talking about a 
“market of virtue“, see: “Der Markt der Tugend. Recht und Moral in der liberalen 
Gesellschaft. Eine soziologische Untersuchung“; Tübingen: Mohr 1996 

15  An argument put forward by Joel M. Podolny, “A Status-Based Model of Market Competi-
tion”; in: American Journal of Sociology (98) 1993, pp. 820-872 
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More generally, economic sociology has argued for the social constitution of markets to 

be understood as a fundamental condition of any commercial action. Drawing on authors such 

as Durkheim or Polanyi16, it has shown that markets are embedded in social structures that are 

produced in other societal spheres. This begins with the emergence of economic preferences 

and ends up with, as O’Neill puts it, „public deliberation and education” about how to deal 

with markets.17 People are prepared to control how to consume or to invest within in the mar-

ket, and this is largely occurs by social interaction outside markets.18 This is where market 

rules finally come from. Such rules fix the array of marketable goods, admitted terms of con-

tracts, or limits of market action. Importantly, how markets are embedded is heavily shaped at 

the onset of market building. N. Fligstein argues that it is by strategic action and by the mobi-

lization of arguments and alliances that markets are being built.19 The design of products, the 

terms of trade, the preconditions of productive agency and so on are subject to a social-

movement like interaction. 

This said, it runs to the surface that welfare markets are supposed to be designed by 

strategic action as well. As shown above, particularly complex forces are at work in the case 

of old age provision. The rules that have until recently governed this sphere of society are 

market adverse, and they seem still to be fluid in many respects. The norms framing welfare 

markets are in a state of negotiation, and many people seem to be inclined to develop a some-

how subversive way of coping with marketization. For instance, many Germans currently 

renounce on private saving plans since they are not sure of the reliability of the products pri-

vate companies offer. As a reaction to this, major collective actors think about to oblige peo-

ple to contract private insurance – this certainly would mean to set new limits to the market 

mechanism. Moreover, purchasing packages of care is still linked to non-economic considera-

tions, such as the assumption of church based providers being trustworthy providers regard-

less of effective service quality. Of crucial importance is that „moral boundaries of the market 

(that are)... closely woven into the culture of a particular society“.20 Thus, there is interna-

tional disparity. Within a given society too there is a range of different market forms, exhibit-

                                                 
16  Concerning the latter, his most seminal work is: “The Great Transformation”, Boston: Beacon 

Hill 1944 
17  See J. O’Neill (1998:48) 
18  “The educative dialogue exists not through the market, but where it survives in modern soci-

ety, alongside the market in protected spheres” (O’Neill 1998:99, my emphasis). 
19  N. Fligstein, “Markets as Politics: A Political-cultural Approach to Market Institutions”, in: 

American Sociological Review (61) 1996, pp. 656-673 
20  R. Plant, “The Moral Boundaries of the Market”; in: Norman, Richard (Ed.), Ethics and the 

Market; Aldershot: Ashgate 1999, pp. 9-15 (quote from p.14) 
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ing a “complex interplay between economic, cultural and social structural factors”.21 In a 

word: There is much scope for contingency.  

As a consequence, one needs to investigate on each particular organizational field in or-

der to access how a welfare market is socially and culturally embedded. To date, this kind of 

analyzing current patterns and reconfigurations of old age provision is not at all in the habits 

of those studying the evolution of pension systems or arrangements of eldercare. The prevail-

ing interest is upon searching for “best practice”-regulations, or upon conceiving a welfare 

market as being a market like all the others, with the same kind of normative regulation, re-

source allocation and social reproduction.  

An approach drawing on economic sociology, however, could considerably enrich both 

the understanding of how welfare markets really work and which kind of social results are 

prone to result from that.  

Yet how shall we seize the moral agenda underlying the building of welfare markets? 

Accessing the moral underpinnings of complex social structures – as welfare markets are – is 

a difficult task. A first step into empirical research could comprise two kinds of analysis: On 

the one hand, we might explore artefacts that are regulating the new arrangements of old age 

provision, in order to figure out which moral arguments are developed there or which stipula-

tions can be found that directly mirror moral rules. These might be collective agreements, 

official comments on a passed law, juridical guidelines for establishing contracts between 

companies respectively service providers and clients and so forth. On the other hand, we 

might investigate on discourses relevant collective actors (private firms, regulating agencies, 

interest groups, voluntary organizations, political parties etc.) held in the systems of old age 

provision. Importantly, these discourses enter into the public debate as communications draw-

ing on shared cultural concepts. Of course, they are a means to legitimise strategies of politi-

cal, social and economic actors. None the less, they are representative of how actors make 

sense of institutions. One might extend this kind of social analysis to individual actors at the 

micro-level. This, however, would require considerable investments, and of course, plenty of 

resources for social research. 

 

                                                 
21  This is how V.A.Zelizer argues when developing her “multiple markets model'”, in: “Beyond 

the Polemics of the Market: Establishing a Theoretical and Empirical Agenda”, in: Sociologi-
cal Forum (3) 1988, pp. 614-634 
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4. Conclusions 
 

Welfare markets are a quite new phenomenon and particular in kind. They pose an important 

and interesting challenge to economic sociology, and, more generally, to an approach of so-

cial science that interlinks different strands of theory and research. Old age provision is a field 

in which economic transactions take place, and these transactions exhibit an ever more eco-

nomic character in the sense that they currently become less governed by mere bureaucratic or 

life-world based social action. The endeavour is to access how the new welfare markets work, 

one particular interest being the moral underpinnings of the relating organizational fields and 

their social consequences. 

The general hypothesis of a research on markets of old age provision would be that 

moral economy will still matter in the future, even though differently. With the de facto regu-

lation of old age becoming a matter of a multitude of actors and strategies, in stead of being 

dominated by statutory agencies, the moral economy will be more fluid, less generalized, and 

subject to important differentiations between groups, situations and periods. Concepts and 

instruments derived from economic sociology can considerably contribute to access this 

movement and to reveal the rationales that governing a much more complex system of wel-

fare. 

It is by international comparisons that these moral normative underpinnings can be 

worked out best. Showing that given welfare markets are shaped by different moral rationales 

will enable us to demonstrate that culture matters.22 This is not just an academic issue. 

Whereas economic structures and (the array of) life styles seem to be converging all over the 

western world, it is far from clear if the organization of welfare will become equally uniform. 

A comparative analysis of how different societies treat old age may reveal that there is a kind 

of moral choice in the design of a pension system or eldercare regulations, beyond the general 

trend of exposing social welfare to the market. 

 

                                                 
22  This will also enrich the debate on what is called the path dependency of welfare state institu-

tions see G.Bonoli / B.Palier, “How Do Welfare States Change? Institutions and Their Impact 
on Politics”; S.333-352 in: European Review (8), 2000. 


