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Abstract

It has been argued that lifecourse transitions are transformative moments for individuals
when lifestyles, habits and behaviours are potentially open to contemplation and change.
Within sustainability research such ‘moments of change’ are regarded as offering potential
to encourage less environmentally damaging consumption patterns. Research on con-
sumption indicates that orientations to material goods and their affective significance
are complex. Whilst sociological work understands attachment to things as integral to
maintaining kinship relations, this is hard to reconcile with long-standing moral concerns
about materialism and psychological research which indicates a negative relationship
between the acquisition of material objects and wellbeing, and the environmental implica-
tions of acquiring and divesting ‘stuff. Yet there has been little engagement with how
older people orient to their material possessions and divestment, the implications of
this for later-life wellbeing and for environmental sustainability. In this paper, we draw
these different strands of work together to understand how retirees relate to their material
possessions and their divestment. Drawing on serial interviews with individuals in the
United Kingdom, we explore how the transition to retirement highlights the complexity
of participants’ attachment to things. While some items had profound relational signifi-
cance, others were experienced as troublesome. Decisions on what to divest were shaped
by pragmatic considerations and levels of attachment, whilst modes of divestment were
aligned with values of thrift.

Keywords: lifecourse transitions; retirement; sustainability; consumption; divestment; wellbeing; material
flows

Introduction

The transition to retirement is a well-researched topic within gerontology where it
has been explored as a potential point at which to encourage later-life wellbeing
through advice on maintaining an active and healthy lifestyle (Heaven et al., 2015),
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on pension planning provisions and financial security (Ginn, 2003), as well as on
facilitating the shift in identity following loss of work status (Barnes and Parry,
2004). Retirement has also been examined as a portal into another transition of
later, and much older age, or as suggested by Gilleard and Higgs (2013: 368), a
fourth age of a ‘feared state of becoming’ which is perceived as being defined by
frailty and often increasing poverty. Retirement has therefore been established
within gerontology as a point at which people pause to consider their present cir-
cumstances, their future trajectories and are likely to ‘confront their own mortality’
(Price et al., 2000: 179).

Lifecourse transitions are also a topic of interest within the literature on sustain-
able consumption, being tentatively regarded as promising ‘moments of change’
when individuals consider the lives they currently lead, and whether changes are
necessary, or desirable, for the future (Thompson et al., 2011; Venn et al., 2017;
Burningham and Venn, 2020). As individuals change from one role or situation
to another, it is argued they engage in self-reflexivity and as a result are more likely
to be open to suggestions for shifting existing behaviours and habits in a more sus-
tainable direction (Giddens, 1991; Thompson et al., 2011; Goodwin and O’Connor,
2014). Yet within this work, the transition to retirement as a potential window of
opportunity to encourage more sustainable patterns of consumption has only
received scant attention, and indeed, older people in general are often absent
from environmental sustainability discussions (for exceptions, on later-life travel
practices see Fox et al., 2017; Hitchings et al., 2018; and on consumption, see
Venn et al., 2017; Burningham and Venn, 2020). This is problematic given current
projections that the proportion of older people in the United Kingdom (UK) is set
to rise dramatically over the next 25 years (Coates et al, 2019).

More recently the idea that lifecourse transitions constitute a single ‘moment of
change’ has been critiqued and it has been shown that they can be unexpected,
incomplete and multiple (Grenier, 2012; Shirani et al., 2017; Burningham and
Venn, 2020). Retirement, in particular, is known to be an ongoing journey, and
more frequently encompasses ‘complex flows between nonretirement, partial retire-
ment and complete retirement’ (Thompson et al., 2011: 84). Retirement is likely to
continue to be fluid and changeable as a result of the abolition of a fixed retirement
age in the UK and the state pension age rising over the coming years (Thompson
et al., 2011).

Retirement also differs from other transitions in that expectations for more leis-
ure time, and a loosening of the formal daytime structure defined by employment,
are known to create opportunities for engaging in more and different forms of con-
sumption (Atchley, 1975; van Solinge and Henkens, 2008). More specifically, the
current generation of retirees (referred to as ‘baby-boomers’ and born between
1946 and 1964), are regarded as distinct from other generations in that the cultural
field by which they are defined ostensibly encompasses personal agency, individua-
lised lifestyles and excessive consumption practices which seek to deny old age and
which are said to represent the ‘good life’ (Schulze, 1997; Gilleard and Higgs, 2009).
However, Leach et al. (2007), in their study of baby-boomers’ consumption pat-
terns, noted that their orientations to consumption were more complex — whilst
being critical of younger generations’ consumerist lifestyles, and respecting the fru-
gal values of the previous generation, they had their own expectations for
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retirement which included travel, leisure pursuits, and home purchases and
improvements.

In this paper, we bring together these different disciplinary perspectives as we
follow participants on their journey through the transition to retirement. As we
do, we explore within their narratives how the prospect and experience of retire-
ment served to heighten their orientation to the objects they have acquired and
which have accompanied them along the lifecourse, and how they distinguish
between things of value and problematic ‘stuff’. In alignment with work that high-
lights how disposal is also a part of the journey of consumption, we include parti-
cipants’ considerations of modes of divestment (Hetherington, 2004; Gregson et al.,
2007: 187). We commence with a review of the literature on the acquisition, collec-
tion and disposal of material possessions across the lifecourse, before considering
two distinctive perspectives on the relationship between material possessions and
wellbeing whereby, on the one hand, objects are demonstrated to provide comfort,
meaning and enhance wellbeing (Kroger and Adair, 2008; Miller, 2008; Smith and
Ekerdt, 2011) and, on the other, how acquiring, owning and the maintenance of
‘stuft’ is characterised as potentially problematic in terms of wellbeing (Bauer
et al., 2012; Isham et al., 2019).

Acquisition, ownership, divestment - following the ‘material flow’

Objects are accumulated along the lifecourse in various ways; some are acquired as
a result of engaging with the numerous consumerist messages encouraging the end-
less ‘acquisition and use of material goods’ as part of an ongoing cycle of replacing
old with new (Brown and Vergragt, 2015: 309; see also Smith and Ekerdt, 2011).
Others are gifted and collected as part of making and maintaining relationships,
as a way of presenting and securing a sense of self through their symbolic meaning,
or as a means of recalling memories (Csikszentmihalyi and Rochberg-Halton, 1981;
Kroger and Adair, 2008). However they are obtained, they are carried along through
the lifecourse as a ‘convoy’ of objects which fluctuate in size according to circum-
stances, whilst also requiring some form of maintenance or management (Ekerdt
et al., 2004).

Arguments have also been made for the inclusion of modes of divestment as a
part of the ‘material flows” that take place within and outside the home as a further
route to understanding everyday household consumption and waste habits
(Hetherington, 2004: 157; Gregson et al., 2007: 187). Trentmann (2018: 624), for
example, has highlighted the need to include alternative forms of disposal when
examining household waste practices, arguing against considering the act of throw-
ing away in isolation from other means of disposal and for including ‘gifting, giving
things to charity shops, or storing them in the garage’, even though this means
unwanted items remain in circulation and continue to be part of the cycle of con-
sumption. It therefore seems important, when considering retirement as a moment
of reflection on material possessions, to also include retirees’ approaches to disposal.

Hitherto, when exploring how older people manage their accumulated posses-
sions, the emphasis has mostly been on the transition in much later life from
home to a residential setting, when family members are largely responsible for
negotiating the management of the disposal or otherwise of items (Price et al.,
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2000; Stevens et al., 2019). Little research has been conducted on retirement as a
transition point where individuals may reflect on the belongings currently in
their homes, what to do with them and how. This omission is surprising given
that retirement is known to be a moment of heightened awareness of all aspects
of current and future life (Thompson et al., 2011; Shirani et al., 2017).

The current generation approaching or entering retirement also face contradic-
tory discourses and movements relating to ways of consuming and divesting
(Evans, 2015; Ouellette, 2019). For example, retirees are strategically being targeted
as a potentially lucrative market in areas such as leisure, travel and household goods
and services, with the ‘increasingly older consumer market’ being encouraged to
increase their rates of consumption, as part of their personal responsibility for con-
tributing towards the UK’s economic growth (International Longevity Centre UK,
2019: 11). Yet equally, there are numerous options for purchasing advice and sup-
port on how to divest and declutter in retirement (see e.g. https:/www.evergreenli-
festyle.co.za/; bystored.com). Marie Kondo’s encouragement to the better off to
embrace minimalism by confronting clutter in the home and removing things
that do not ‘spark joy’, suggests individuals’ lives will then be magically transformed
for the better, albeit with no consideration of where the ‘joyless” items go (Kondo,
2011; Van Oyen, 2020). Margaret Magnusson’s (2017) book on The Gentle Art of
Swedish Death Cleaning, or dostddning, has taken this movement further
to specifically target older people and their families, encouraging them to sort
through and rationalise their belongings, presumably before it is too late to do so.

These contradictory discourses are problematic in that there is an overemphasis
on individual responsibility for change, with issues of household class, income and
gender being ignored (Ouellette, 2019). They are also problematic in relation to sus-
tainable consumption practices given that they privilege the throwing away of items
rather than their repair or reuse, and ignore both the damaging environmental
impact and cheap labour involved in producing them in the first place
(Ouellette, 2019). We turn now to consider in more detail the ambiguity and com-
plexity of relationships with material objects and their role in supporting or com-
promising wellbeing.

Material attachment and affinity

Work that focuses on the benefits of acquiring and owning items emphasises how
their significance extends beyond their functional value, to representing the import-
ance of our relationships with and to others, and with ourselves (Jackson, 2005b).
The items we are gifted and those we gift demonstrate our care and love for others,
and signify the essence of our relationships in a tangible way by bringing those rela-
tionships into the present moment through their presence (Csikszentmihalyi and
Rochberg-Halton, 1981; Bourdieu, 1984; Jackson, 2005a; Miller, 2008, 2012).
Objects which are passed on to others, either through gifts or inheritance, there-
fore act as ‘receptacles for memories, reminders of family, past, present and future’
and are intrinsically valuable for wellbeing (Holmes, 2019: 175; see also
Csikszentmihalyi and Rochberg-Halton, 1981). Yet these items need not necessarily
be ‘keepsakes or heirlooms” which are merely decorative, or those which appear to
have extrinsic value (Holmes, 2019: 175). Practical, everyday objects that are passed
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on can also serve as reminders of the person who used them, and even of the
experience shared during their use, such as items of kitchen equipment prompting
reminders of a shared meal or of times spent baking together (Habermas and
Praha, 2002; Holmes, 2019).

Within the social sciences, the link between identity formation and ownership of
material possessions is well established (Dittmar, 1991; Shankar et al., 2009). Giddens
and others, for example, have highlighted how, in contemporary culture, identities
are not static, but rather are dynamic and changeable across the lifecourse so that
individuals partly rely on acts of consumption to create and communicate their iden-
tities and status (Belk, 1988; Giddens, 1991; Shankar et al., 2009; Ladik et al., 2015).
Thus, as identities shift across the lifecourse, those items that represent former iden-
tities or status may be disposed of, or put out of sight and into storage, and new ones
purchased to reflect new identities (Shankar et al., 2009; Ladik et al., 2015).

In much later life, objects can have greater relevance in identity maintenance as
they connect individuals to the past and may be used as a means of coping with
experiences of loss of family members, work roles and help with the transition
into residential care (Belk, 1988; Kroger and Adair, 2008; van Hoof et al., 2016).
Therefore, the constancy of an object’s existence helps to act as a buffer against
change and discontinuity over time, and to offer a sense of security in later life,
even if the object itself is mundane (Kroger and Adair, 2008; Miller, 2010).
Decisions on what to keep and what to dispose of may therefore be particularly
challenging in later life (Kroger and Adair, 2008; Ekerdt and Baker, 2014).

Clutter, stuff and ‘matter out of place’

There is, however, also ample evidence of the negative relationship between materi-
alism, consumption and subjective wellbeing, which suggests there is a ‘wellbeing
paradox’ whereby rising levels of income and consumption do not lead to a rise
in individual and societal wellbeing and may even be harmful (Easterlin, 1974;
Belk, 1988; Jackson, 20054, 2005b, 2016; Dittmar et al., 2014).

Having the means to purchase whatever is desired does not necessarily improve
wellbeing, rather it is known to lead to a heightened awareness of the discrepancy
between what is owned, and what is yet to be owned, as in the latest model, newest
version or current trend (Norris and Larsen, 2010). Households in Western Europe
contain more stuff than can easily be used, with duplicate or even triplicate items,
like televisions, in households, so that ‘superfluity’ and ‘abundance’ have become
the new norm (Schor, 1997).

Material goods are part of the spaces people inhabit, and are part of the way
domestic spaces are configured (Hand et al., 2005; Horne et al, 2011). An excess
accumulation of ‘stuff’ therefore has the ability to impinge on idealised norms of
what constitutes home in the eyes of those who live there, and of how visitors
may perceive and judge how the home is configured (Gregson, 2007). Mary
Douglas’s (1984: 35) work highlighted how the social world is ordered by categor-
ies, and that anything which contravenes that order is ‘dirt’ - not in the sense of
disease or being unhealthy, but rather as that which transgresses order, and there-
fore needs to be put ‘out of place’. Therefore, unwanted items which threaten the
social order, security and norms around comfort of the home are the equivalent
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of dirt, or ‘matter out of place’ (Douglas, 1984: 35; Hetherington, 2004; Gregson
et al., 2007). The accumulation of things or objects in the home is therefore poten-
tially a moral question, in that too much ‘stuff not only highlights the conse-
quences of excessive consumption, but also allows for moral judgements on
those who live in messy spaces (Lofgren, 2017).

The stuft collected on life’s journey, whether or not it ‘sparks joy’, is functional,
or remains stashed in invisible places such as the loft, or shed, can be burdensome,
requiring a labour of ownership (cleaning, arranging, storing) and ultimately its dis-
posal (Kondo, 2011; Ekerdt and Baker, 2014). Accumulated quantities of stuff may
be regarded as burdensome as individuals become aware of the need to tackle its
disposal before a ‘more restricted lifeworld’ renders them unable to manage their
removal or poses a potential barrier to a later-life transition into residential care
(Ekerdt et al., 2004: S266; Kroger and Adair, 2008). Stuff can also be problematic
for wellbeing if the quantity accumulated highlights the moral consequences of
engaging in lifelong consumption (Ekerdt and Baker, 2014).

Following a description of our methods, we draw on participants’ narratives to
illustrate how the transition to retirement prompted an evaluation of possessions
within the home, and a consideration of what could be regarded as valuable and
retained, or what constituted ‘clutter’. We then move on to consider preferred
modes of divestment before concluding with some critical reflections on material
orientations through the transition to retirement.

Study design

The data analysed in this paper are from a project which sought to explore indivi-
duals’ experiences of the transition to first-time parenthood or to retirement, and
the potential for lifecourse transitions to encourage more sustainable ways of living.
Ten participants planning to retire in the near future were recruited from each of
four locations: South London, Kent, Lancashire and Scotland, but for the purposes
of this paper we are drawing on interviews with participants from South London
and Scotland (N = 20).

Each participant was invited to undertake three in-depth interviews in their own
homes (N = 60 interviews), after which they completed a seven-day journal of what
they did and how they felt. The first interview was planned to take place prior to
retirement, and the two subsequent interviews at further eight-month intervals.
The first two completed journals were used at the start of the second and third
interviews as prompts for discussing what had changed since the previous visit.
Participants ranged in age from 45 to 69, with an average age of 63, and were
equally divided by gender. All were white British, and were recruited from a
range of socio-economic status using the National Readership Survey social grading
system based on the participant’s occupation, although difficulties in recruitment
led to a majority of the participants presented here being from socio-economic
groups A, B and C, that is from those with managerial or supervisory occupational
roles rather than from the skilled/unskilled or unemployed. Reflecting the current
complex and fluid nature of household living arrangements, the majority of the
participants were partnered and/or living in households with children or other fam-
ily members. Only three participants were living alone (all female). Furthermore,
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and as noted in the literature, the transition to retirement was not always a straight-
forward longitudinal process, with some participants retiring earlier than planned,
others moving in and out of retirement, and some not having retired at all by the
final interview (Grenier, 2012; Goodwin and O’Connor, 2014; Burningham and
Venn, 2020).

Interviews were exploratory in nature, broadly developed around understanding
what was important to participants in their everyday lives, and were to reflect on
aspects of change about which they felt positive or negative as they make the tran-
sition to retirement. Whilst an interview topic guide was used as a framework to
ensure consistency across all interviews, participants were encouraged to talk freely
and openly (Patton, 2002). Questions during the interview focused on everyday
practices deployed around themes such as what is important about their home,
food purchase and consumption, modes of transport and leisure activities, and fam-
ilies and social networks. Participants were not recruited on the basis of their envir-
onmental beliefs, nor were questions concerning what might constitute a
sustainable lifestyle asked until the final interview. This approach allowed us to
focus on gaining an understanding of the participants’ everyday activities, without
any undue emphasis being placed on the sustainability or otherwise of these activ-
ities. All interviews were fully transcribed and the software package versions NVivo
10 and 11 were used to support a thematic analysis approach (Evans, 2018).
Emerging themes relating to plans for material possessions and the home were
identified within participants’ narratives of expectations for retirement, and
coded by reviewing responses across the dataset cross-sectionally, and longitudin-
ally, thus enabling us to observe commonalities and differences between partici-
pants and over time (Saldafia, 2003). Discussions on the validity of identified
themes were undertaken with other members of the research team.

To protect the anonymity and confidentiality of the participants, pseudonyms
have been used and the location and interview from which the quotation is taken
is indicated following the quotation (e.g. Christopher, Scotland, 2). All participants
received a small honorarium in compensation for their time; confidentiality and ano-
nymity were assured and ethical approval was granted by the University of Surrey.

We commence this paper by showing how the transition to retirement prompted
an appraisal of a post-work future and a contemplation of how to remain product-
ive. We move on to suggest that retirement opened up space for participants to con-
sider the items that had been collected along the lifecourse and to evaluate them for
their symbolic meanings and attachment, as well as for possible disposal. We then
reflect on how modes of divestment for those items designated waste were shaped
by pragmatic considerations, and alignment with values of thrift. In our discussion
we highlight two ambiguities: firstly, the complexity of peoples’ relationships to
their possessions and, secondly, how the messiness of lifecourse transitions can dis-
rupt current and future plans. Finally, we consider the role of lifelong consumption
and later-life divestment in terms of work in the area of sustainable consumption.

Contemplating retirement

The first of the three interviews with participants was conducted approximately
eight months prior to the expected date of retirement. The prospect of retirement
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evoked two narratives involving time: firstly, it was anticipated there would be more
time after stopping work, with participants either looking forward to having more
time available and how they would fill it, or fearful of too much time, which would
lead to them missing the structure and productiveness of a working day:

Interviewer:  Are you looking forward to retirement?

William: I'm looking forward to doing all the things that you know, find the
time to do things now. That’s the most important thing, finding
the time. (London, 1)

Interviewer: And can you tell me a little bit more about how you feel about,
making that change between full-time work and retirement?

David: If you don’t fill your days what are you going to do? I've decided
that I really need to have a structured day because I know that if I
stay in bed until 10 am or 11 am then I'd go to bed later. I'm not
going to be one of those who retires and then does nothing and
dies. (Scotland, 1)

I do know myself, I've got that terribly ... protestant ethic about, really you've got
to be working you know, it’s not worthwhile if you haven’t achieved something.
(Veronica, London, 1)

Secondly, and paradoxically, narratives were also of the spectre of limited time with
the approach of retirement signalling a further impending transition, to older age,
frailty and even death:

Interviewer: That’s what you think you have less of at the moment [time]?

William: You get to a certain age and you think I haven’t got that many
years left (laughter) ... I know a few people that have died at
sort of like an early age but as you sort of get to thinking, I
don’t know, and because the years go past so quickly, so you
feel like you know hang on I might only have 15, 20 years left
and that, you know, I want to be sort of reasonably fit ... I
think that’s what it is, you simply run out of time. (London, 1)

There is known to be variability in the extent to which individuals plan for their
retirement, and this was replicated within our own sample with some having
clear plans and projects they would be undertaking, whilst others were less clear
about what they would do with their free time (Moffatt and Heaven, 2017).
Ekerdt (1986) suggests that the adoption of a ‘busy ethic’ in retirement is necessary
in order to authenticate non-work-focused activities, to defend individuals against
judgements of ‘obsolescence’ and to legitimise a new retirement identity. Veronica’s
guilt about being unproductive and David’s fear of doing nothing drew on norma-
tive expectations that in order to be successful at retirement, retirees should remain
busy at home in order to replace being busy at work (Ekerdt, 1986; Lee and Law,
2004). Unsurprisingly then, many participants envisaged ways of keeping busy in
the immediate post-retirement phase which included refashioning of the home
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by repairing, decorating and replacing old or out-of-date items (‘the main plan [in
retirement] is actually finishing off the house’; William, London, 1) and reconfig-
uring the home to address their lifelong collection of items (‘I won’t need clothes
for work - so there’s going to be a good clean out of the wardrobe’; Adele, Scotland,
1). The challenge in managing their homes and possessions, however, was in the
ambiguity and complexity of orientations and levels of attachment to the accumu-
lated items, with participants having a ‘material affinity’ with some (Holmes, 2019),
while perceiving others as ‘matter out of place’ (Douglas, 1984).

Things matter

When discussing what may change in retirement and beyond, participants often
spoke of alterations they may make to their home, or the prospect of retirement
leading to moving home at some point in the future. These narratives also included
commentaries of attachment to home, and to items in their possession — some of
which had extrinsic value, whilst others were seemingly ordinary, everyday objects
which gave pleasure when they were used. During Gail’s first interview, for example,
she explained how she had started the process of assessing her belongings because
of a possible move when she retires, ‘I have slimmed down a lot but there are some
things which mean a lot to me and I like very much, and I will always like’. This
included a set of favourite saucepans which formed part of her own ‘material con-
voy’, ‘you collect them over time’, and which she was comfortable with to the extent
they were not only useful but also redolent of a close family relationship (Holmes,
2019), ‘Certain pans, I like living with them, I like having them around me.” She
anticipated passing them on to her daughter in the future so that she may have
the same material and relational connection with them, T like to think my daughter
will have them when she grows up’ (Gail, London, 1).

Items in the home were also significant because of whom they were gifted by
initially, and because of the way they provided a connection to family histories
and stories, and evoked memories of the giver of the item, or of other family mem-
bers who may have come into contact with them. Margaret spoke of things of
importance to her in the context of a possible future move once she and her hus-
band were retired (‘We probably kind of imagine there will be become a time where
it might be difficult for us, it might be expensive I suppose to keep it [their home]’)
which would require her considering what things were most important to her:

The kind of things that might be important are the little things that have been
given me, more than the actual big items. They are not important. We tend to
keep things for as long as possible and change things as little as possible. There
would be little things that maybe somebody gave you that you really like or that
belonged to your mother or your father. (Margaret, Scotland, 1)

Margaret’s use of the word ‘things’ for objects of importance, to differentiate from
‘items’ which are not, resonates with Ingold’s (2010) distinction between objects
and things, whereby objects are perceived as matter that are inert, unused or out
of sight, and things as being in use, tangled up with other things, and connected
to family and friends. Thus, in using the term ‘thing’ when describing the items
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in her home, Margaret is imagining them with a past, present and future, in a ‘gath-
ering of the threads of life’ (Ingold, 2010: 4).

The strength of the threads connecting things to family members intensified as
the relationships they embodied also shifted over time (Holmes, 2019). Stella, for
example, explained that she had plans to declutter her flat in retirement:

There are some things I would like to keep and some things I don’t particularly
mind about. And perhaps one of the issues is to sort those out [in retirement].
What do I really need to keep and what do I not need? (Stella, London, 1)

One of the items she explained she would keep was a fruit knife, “There’s stuff I'd
mourn if I didn’t have it. But mostly they are small things like this fruit knife. It was
a wedding present to my parents.” At some point, the fruit knife was damaged and
her brother became part of the layers of memory it prompted as he repaired it for
her: ‘the original bone handle got burned or destroyed, so my brother when he was
quite young, he put a new handle on it and bound it. And I still use it’ (Stella,
London, 1).

At the second interview, Stella held the knife in her hands and reiterated its
story, in the context of having painted a picture for her brother to make up for
an argument they had had:

And it [giving the picture] was a way of connecting, reconnecting with my brother
because I had a very unfortunate phone call with him. I was, you know, a bit upset
about that [argument] ... when he was a school boy he rescued a food knife that
belonged to my mother that was damaged and he improvised a handle for it.
(Stella, London, 2)

Sadly, by the third interview Stella’s brother had died, and as a result of his loss, the
possession of the fruit knife held even greater salience for her - the fruit knife was
now symbolic of her brother and connected her to him, rather than to her parents:
I think if there was a fire, I would take my brother’s fruit knife’ (Stella, London, 3).

The story of Stella’s treasured fruit knife echoes Holmes’ (2019) description of
Diana’s bread knife, also a wedding present passed on from grandmother to mother
to daughter, in her work on the passing on of everyday objects, and with Dant’s
(2000) personal story of lifelong attachment to a knife he has taken with him on
his own life journey. The connection between the knife stories of Stella, Diana
and Dant is not only how people become attached to even seemingly mundane, eas-
ily replaceable things which happen to also be practical, but how those attachments
can become more intense in light of shifts in relationships and loss, intensifying
their significance for maintaining family connections. Such objects are therefore
likely to remain within the household, and not disposed of (Miller, 2008;
Holmes, 2019).

Yet this is not to say that all of the threads of affinity between people and their
things were similarly strong or clearly defined, and participants were at times
ambivalent about things that were important to them for their symbolic connection
to family and for the comfort they bring, because they impinged on normative
expectations that a home should be neat, and free of clutter, T like it to be kind
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of tidy and neat and fairly orderly and clean’ (Veronica, London, 1). In her first
interview Keira explained how her plans for retirement included sorting out her
home, TIl probably tidy things up when I retire but not in the meantime’
(Keira, Scotland, 1). Whilst she had not yet retired at her second interview, Keira
had given further consideration to excess items she had, T want it out, it’s too
much, it’s choc-a-block’, but also how to make space for those things she particu-
larly cherished but whose presence was impractical: ‘the table in the kitchen was my
granny’s and it’s far too big for the kitchen ... that’ll go through [to a cleared out
dining room]’ (Keira, Scotland, 2).

One item Keira did not use, but which took up considerable space in her home,
was a cocktail cabinet she had purchased: T'd seen it and I thought what am I want-
ing a cocktail cabinet for?’ (Keira, Scotland, 2).

Yet, like Stella’s knife, the cabinet held layers of meaning for Keira too which
emerged within narratives of what was important to her in her home as she consid-
ered what to do with her possessions. Her appreciation for the skill of the maker of
the cocktail cabinet blended with the memories of the day her son was killed:

I like stuff that’s all been handmade, you know, that somebody’s took time to carve
and make. But I got that when my son died, but I didn’t even know it was a cock-
tail cabinet, I thought it was just a cabinet. (Keira, Scotland, 1)

Whilst Keira had only just retired by the time of her third interview, her plans to
keep busy whilst she still could and ‘tidy up when I retire’ were progressing: ‘I just
get on with it. You might not be here at the end of the month. If you're going to do
it, do it’ (Keira, Scotland, 3).

The preservation of possessions is also important for retaining a sense of self,
especially in later life and when moving into residential care where they act as
an ‘archive’ of memories and former identities from which to draw comfort
(Belk, 1988; van Hoof et al., 2016). Retaining a sense of self can be especially
important when relationships break down or new ones are formed. Just as personal
biographies and individual identities are constructed through memories invoked by
things, couples also shape a new couple identity through the negotiation of what
things to keep or divest from previous relationships, and which items best signify
and foreground the newly emerging one, allowing for a renewed ‘critical alignment
of persons with their possessions’ (Miller, 2001: 13). Louise and her second hus-
band were surrounded by things in their home that they had accrued during pre-
vious relationships, as well as things they had bought together:

I have got my mother’s piano in the sitting room, and [husband] has got an old
chest that belonged to his family. But we bought a new sofa because we needed
a much bigger one. And the things around the house like paintings, the one in
the hall was in my hall before. These paintings by Hogarth we bought together.
So we have got a mixture of things on the walls that we have either chosen or
we brought with us. Generally around the house we have got things that are a com-
bination of our histories and our life together. This room is full of furniture we
chose together and this I feel is the heart of the house for me because we chose
it together. (Louise, London, 1)
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Louise’s comment about one room being ‘the heart of the house for me because we
chose it together’ highlights how things not only maintain connections to family
and kin but are also significant in the making and remaking of couple identities.
In the context of discussions about changes in retirement, Louise spoke of plans
for her ‘material convoy’, which were modest and tentative:

I am trying to get rid of, not rid of, de-clutter a bit. I have got far too many clothes
... I am trying to find some winter clothes for people to wear. (Louise, London, 1)

Louise’s use of the words ‘trying’ and ‘a bit’ suggests an ambivalence and reluctance
to reduce her accumulated belongings, so the challenge for her therefore was how to
manage the combined collections of her and her husband’s items in the home,
given she also finds it ‘difficult to part with things of sentimental value’ and can
only pass things on to someone to whom she is emotionally connected: ‘If some-
thing matters to me emotionally I want to give it to someone I like, I am a real
old softie’ (Louise, London, 1).

‘It’s all got to go’: clutter and the problem of stuff

We have so far focused on those items in the ‘material convoy’ to which people
have a strong affinity, but as Smith and Ekerdt (2011) have observed, even though
the convoy fluctuates in size along the lifecourse, the eventual accrual of items,
loved or otherwise, can become problematical at critical moments of transition
in later life when the future prospect of downsizing the home and/or moving
into residential care seems more imminent. Our own participants’ responses sug-
gested retirement is also a point at which individuals assess the suitability of
their homes for the next stage of their lives. This included a reflection on the quan-
tity of objects they had gathered around them. For several, this meant not only
assessing the items they cherished and would keep, but also those which constituted
unspecified ‘clutter’. In contemplating retirement, Kenneth anticipated cutting
down his already part-time hours before finally retiring, whilst also downsizing
his home, ‘Yes, it could all go on at the same time [retirement and moving] if
you know what I mean’ (Kenneth, London, 1). In the second interview, he partially
explained his lack of progress in moving home and realising his post-retirement
plans through reference to the accumulation of objects in his house:

It’s a difficult thing to do [move home] ... it’s the amount of clutter ... I just look
around and think ah it is just full of stuff, it just goes on and on.

The ongoing presence of too much stuff presented as a barrier to his future plans,
and prompted a critique of his own consumption habits: T'm a terrible hoarder’
(Kenneth, London, 2).

We discussed earlier Margaret’s reference to things in her home to which she
was emotionally attached and would keep, but Margaret also demonstrated the
complexity of material ownership in that some items within the ‘material convoy’
are precious, whilst others are merely ‘clutter’ and represent a challenge to the
moral order of the home. Margaret explained that one of her goals, when she
had more time after retiring, was to ‘put the house in order’, by getting rid of
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‘piles of paper everywhere’, which had led to her home going ‘a little bit out of con-
trol’. Regaining control of her home and giving it a sense of order by removing
unwanted matter was important to her normative expectations of how a home
should be presented: “Well yes you have your standards that you would like to
keep the house [to] and I see some terrible places!” (Margaret, Scotland, 1). The
use of language by participants like Margaret and Kenneth when referring to
their household objects was suggestive of moral criticisms about the amount they
had (‘clutter’, ‘rubbish’), their own culpability in creating the ‘problem’ (Tm a ter-
rible hoarder’, ‘out of control’) and how such clutter constitutes ‘matter out of place’
(‘you have your standards’) (Douglas, 1984).

Nevertheless, the objects which constituted ‘clutter’ were not always in plain
sight, and participants spoke of discovering forgotten and unused items in the
process of decluttering — like William who had emptied his loft, his van and his
shed as part of his post-retirement efforts to bring order to his home, and in
the process discovered collections of forgotten items: T think in the shed there
was 30 pairs of shoes’ (William, London, 3). Similarly Adele, whom we intro-
duced earlier as anticipating retirement would give her the opportunity to clear
out her clutter when she retired, rediscovered an extensive cookery book collec-
tion in her attic:

I can’t believe the cookery books that I haven’t looked at for years that were hidden
away, and I'm really actually going to have to go through them and say ... I don’t
need all these, and get rid of some. (Adele, Scotland, 2)

Adele’s project of decluttering continued across the transition to retirement, and
she explained in her final interview how she had uncovered further items in her
attic that had lain dormant and out of sight:

It’s an ongoing project [in retirement]. The laugh was that I was going to go up in
that attic ... and get looking to see what was up there. John [husband] went up and
he came down with these two boxes. Opened them and there were boots that were
probably about, well, as old as this house. So I said, ‘T wonder if there’s any more
boots up there because that’s terrible! (Adele, Scotland, 3)

Adele’s self-rebuke (‘that’s terrible!’) echoes Kenneth and Margaret’s own self-
criticism for having such a large quantity of items, and for not remembering
they were there. Moral judgements on lifelong acts of overconsumption, and criti-
cisms of messiness, clutter and hoarding in the home and storage spaces were com-
mon, reflecting cultural discourses of the need for tidiness as a means of displaying
a tasteful home (Dion et al., 2014), but also highlighting the tensions participants
felt about what they should keep and what they could let go. Nevertheless, several
participants acknowledged how decluttering contributed to a sense of wellbeing,
albeit ‘to an extent”:

I find it therapeutic to do that [declutter] to a certain extent. (Stella, London, 3)

Every bag that I take to Oxfam makes me lighter and brighter. (Iris, Scotland, 2)
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William, Kenneth, Margaret and Adele’s stories of clutter are indicative of how
items are accumulated over time and along the lifecourse, and how they come to
be stored out of sight and temporarily absent (Hetherington, 2004; Evans, 2012).
Only when the transition to retirement afforded the opportunity to reconsider
the spatial ordering of home were those items which crowded out the home, or
were lying dormant in lofts, sheds, garages, drawers, cupboards and even spare
vans, brought back into an unsettling presence through practices of sorting, hand-
ling and counting (Hetherington, 2004). Once back in plain sight, items were either
subsumed into existing valued belongings or put on a trajectory for disposal
(Hetherington, 2004; Evans, 2012).

Moving things on

Within participants’ narratives of decluttering in retirement were stories of the final
journey of their belongings and how they disposed of them. We suggest that the
way they undertook disposal reveals a generationally distinctive attachment to
thriftiness and frugality, and consider this in light of the literature on sustainable
consumption and lifestyles.

Disposal, like consumption, constitutes a ‘social activity’ in that it requires atten-
tion to how, what and where objects are placed, by whom and to whom
(Hetherington, 2004). Participants spoke of a wide variety of disposal practices ran-
ging from giving to families, donating to charity, recycling and re-purposing, using
digital forms of exchange (e.g. Freecycle, Gumtree and eBay) and the practice of
‘leaving out’ - or putting outside on the kerb for others to take. Only once all
these methods had failed would objects became re-designated as waste and thrown
away.

Finding the appropriate method of disposal required time, careful consideration
and planning, as well as knowledge of local disposal organisations, and the ability to
access them, thus comprising a ‘labour of disposal’ (Ekerdt and Baker, 2014).
Christopher’s description, for example, of how he got rid of items he no longer
wanted after he had retired revealed his varied attempts at different modes of dis-
posal, and how only items in bad repair were ‘dumped”:

Some of the furniture and things, we left quite a bit in the [church] and they said
that if the next person can use it, that’s fine. If not, then they’ll give it to [local
charity furniture shop]. They take stuff. One or two things went to them, one
or two things went to other friends, clothes and stuff went to the charity shops.
Some of it was just so bad it got dumped. (Christopher, Scotland, 2)

The re-purposing and recycling of items via different conduits of divestment other
than the rubbish tip, and the placing of items back within spaces of use and re-use,
such as charity shops or other digital exchange mechanisms, could therefore be
argued to align with practices of more sustainable consumption and ‘ridding’
(Gregson, 2007). The household is increasingly targeted as the main focus for
encouraging sustainable lifestyles, given its perceived role as a ‘primary consumer’
(Collins, 2015). Therefore, disposing of unwanted objects from the household by
seemingly sustainable means would appear to tie into approaches which aim to
shift households into more sustainable ways of consuming and disposing

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0144686X20001993 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/S0144686X20001993

2096 S Venn and K Burningham

(Collins, 2015). Yet within the context of our own study there are two important
observations to make about retirees’ approaches to divestment which do not neces-
sarily align directly with sustainable ways of living, but which nevertheless reveal
how the current generation of retirees engage with consumption. Firstly, the atten-
tion to detail given to modes of disposal by participants was not explicitly as a result
of environmental concerns, but rather was more aligned to how they valued thrifti-
ness, and hated waste:

Is not about concern about the planet [taking unwanted items to recycling]
because we don’t have children so, you know, after us it doesn’t really matter!
It’s just the thought of waste. We were poor as kids, relatively poor anyway, so
nothing went to waste. (David, Scotland, 3)

Secondly, participants noted that their preferred mode of disposal was to pass on
things to which they had an affinity, and those items they no longer needed, to
younger family members. Their refusal to take them prompted comments on gen-
erational differences in attitudes to consumption. Younger generations were
regarded as being reluctant to accept second-hand items, and to favour regularly
updating what they owned (Leach et al., 2007):

We'll have lots of stuff we don’t want — well not so much don’t want, it won’t fit,
and the kids don’t want it, it’s hopeless, everything has to be new. (Kenneth,
London, 1)

I wouldn’t change things unless they kind of, I felt they needed it, I am not some-
one, my daughter’s quite different, she likes to change things, you know it’s a dif-
ferent generation. (Veronica, London, 1)

The sense of a generational divide in orientations to consumption was reinforced by
participants aligning themselves to their parents’ preferences for thriftiness and
waste avoidance. Louise echoed David words about being brought up at a different
time when thrift was valued and waste was disdained:

I was born during the war and brought up afterwards and I think that thriftiness
never leaves you actually, I really think it’s so ingrained, I can’t bear to waste any-
thing. (Louise, London, 3)

Yet in defining themselves as thrifty or frugal contra younger generations, partici-
pants failed to take account of how their homes had become sites of overconsump-
tion in the first place, which led to them being compelled to dispose of some items
as they transition through retirement.

Discussion

Our objective in this paper was to contribute to understandings of how those in the
process of retiring orient themselves to their material possessions, the significance
of this in terms of their wellbeing, and to reflect on how this can contribute to the
currently limited work connecting later life and sustainable consumption. We
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demonstrated how the prospect of retirement prompted considerations as well as
concerns for a post-work future, and led to a reassessment of the suitability of
the material possessions within the home for later life. We found that even seem-
ingly mundane things in everyday use prompted memories, and stories of kinship
connections, and that these threads of connectivity were significant in the making
and remaking of identities. As such, possessions were important to participants’
sense of wellbeing in that they provided context, continuity and attachment to
lost, current and future generations (Holmes, 2019). Contrastingly, our research
also showed that the prospect of retirement highlighted the ‘spectre’ of the ‘material
convoy’ of possessions that had the potential to burden participants with the labour
of their management and disposal (Ekerdt et al., 2004). We demonstrated how the
end-point of consumption was not straightforward in that divesting was carefully
managed so that the emphasis was placed on putting items back into use, and as
such would ostensibly suggest an alignment with sustainable lifestyles. However,
the way possessions were disposed of was more as a result of a generational habitus
defined by thrift and frugality, in contrast to perceptions of younger generations’
habitus of a rejection of such values.

The connections between people and their things were ambiguous and did not
comprise a simple binary of affinity or burden, and decisions on what to keep or
divest were further complicated by the ‘messiness’ of lifecourse transitions. We
turn now to discuss this in more detail.

Degrees of affinity

Whilst most participants had a sense of which things they would absolutely retain,
and what stuff they would definitely dispose of, the remainder of the ‘material con-
voy’ elicited varying degrees of connectivity which made decisions on what to keep,
what to pass on or what to dispose of more complex (Holmes, 2019). Not all cher-
ished things were to be kept, and not all items that were deemed clutter were con-
sidered for disposal. Rather, participants like Margaret considered the consolidation
of their belongings in light of other factors, including how much space they envi-
saged having in retirement, the role of their belongings in the making and remaking
of home, and whether or not they impinged on the norms of how homes should be
presented - for themselves and to others (Oullette, 2019). In the case of couples, the
question of whose cherished things could be moved on and whose would be kept
also depended on negotiations around which partner’s items had precedence when
space was limited.

Transitions are messy

Participants anticipated that retirement would afford them the opportunity to
assess the suitability of their surroundings and their possessions for the next
phase of their lives. This would also align with the ‘moment of change’ hypothesis
whereby transitions are viewed as points of contemplation, when people may be
more open to shift existing consumption patterns in a more sustainable direction
(Thompson et al., 2011; Burningham and Venn, 2020). However, whilst retirement
was a time of significant change in the participants’ everyday lives and lifestyles, we
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would argue that the idea of retirement as a single ‘moment of change’ is too sim-
plistic and does not capture the complexity of their lives as they transitioned into
retirement (Burningham and Venn, 2020). One of the benefits of longitudinal
research is that it offers the opportunity to follow individuals on their lifecourse
journey and discover whether aspirations were fulfilled or not, what had changed
and what remained the same (Neale and Flowerdew, 2003). Being able to accom-
pany participants on their pathway through retirement enabled us to observe the
progress or otherwise of their plans towards putting their homes in order, and to
observe two confounding factors. Firstly, whilst some participants, like William
and Keira, made significant progress in decluttering their homes, the reality for
those like Kenneth was that the pathway to retirement was not straightforward,
and the interconnectedness of family lives meant that plans to divest were perman-
ently halted, partially stalled or never started at all. Over the course of the three
interviews, participants experienced multiple interruptions to their plans, including
personal or family health issues, unexpected financial changes, and the breakdown
of family or community relationships. Furthermore, for some, the reality of such
‘linked lives’ led to an increase in items in the home when adult family members
moved back home along with their own belongings (Burningham and Venn, 2020).

Secondly, whilst retirement is regarded as a lifecourse transition, marking the
end of employment and the beginning of a new phase of life, it was also regarded
by participants as a temporary transition, pointing to the next stage of the lifecourse
of moving into a smaller home, a managed home, into care and/or into a final tran-
sition of death. In addition, the prospect of declining health, increasing frailty and
possible reduced financial circumstances was unsettling. The significance of this is
that for many participants decisions on what to dispose of or what to retain were
more challenging in light of unknown and unknowable future transitions in mind.

The transition to retirement highlighted to participants the consequences of life-
long acts of consumption, and the need to make plans for how to manage the ‘mater-
ial convoy’. Given that it is known the acquisition of material goods and the labour
that is required in their disposal negatively impact wellbeing, and that overconsump-
tion has negative consequences for the environment, there are arguments for making
systemic changes which discourage the accumulation of ‘stuff at much earlier points
along the lifecourse (Ekerdt et al., 2004; Dittmar et al., 2014; Jackson, 2016).

Conclusions

In this paper, we have drawn on the different fields of gerontology, consumption
and environmental sustainability, and in so doing have sought to move critical
work on the consumption and divestment practices of the current generation of
retirees into the arenas of sustainable lifestyles and consumption. Within this
arena, existing work has tentatively explored retirement as a ‘moment of change’
for encouraging sustainable lifestyles, but has mostly focused on the oldest old
and their vulnerability to climate change and environmental risks (Filiberto
et al., 2008). Including a recognition of the diversity of later-life experiences, life-
styles, and consumption or divestment practices within sustainability research is
timely, given those currently in the process of retiring, or approaching it, are greater
in number, healthier and, for the most part, better off financially than preceding
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generations (Biggs et al., 2007; Boerenfijn et al., 2018). If, as Biggs et al. (2007: 34)
suggest, the retiring ‘baby boomer’ generation’ use consumption as part of their
wider strategies in coping with the challenge of growing older then having a clearer
understanding of the role of consumption in their generational habitus should not
be left out of work on sustainable consumption.

Exploring the ridding practices of those making the transition to retirement
would also reveal more about the ‘material convoy’ of the baby-boomer generation
and to what extent they have ‘overprovisioned their homes’ (Ekerdt and Baker,
2014: 448). This will be increasingly important as they progress through retirement
and into later life, along with the objects they have retained.

Finally, we suggest that gerontologists may wish to consider critically engaging
and connecting with environmental sustainability research. For example, focusing
on the ridding of objects at the later transitions of the fourth age is problematic
in that unwanted items remain a spectre to be tackled most commonly by family
members or even one of the increasing number of service industries which cater
for house clearances (Smith and Ekerdt, 2011). If the burden or labour of divest-
ment shifts to younger family members, or external services who are less invested
in thrifty ways of disposal, there is more potential for the flow of materials to end at
the rubbish tip, rather than finding its way back into use and re-use (Ekerdt et al,
2004). Shifting such research to lie within a sustainability framework offers the pos-
sibility of reshaping current discourses that present older people as a burden on
resources and/or as being solely responsible for climate change (Karpf, 2020).
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