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Reconfiguring old age
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Gerontechnology 2016;15(suppl):43s; doi:10.4017/gt.2016.15.s.704.00  Purpose  Welfare technol-
ogies become increasingly inscribed into policies of old age and care practices in Denmark1. 
This is partly due to the pressure on welfare resources due do demographic change2 and co-
incides with an intensified focus on active ageing3 and regaining capacities after accidents, 
disease or decline4. The purpose of this paper is to explore how some welfare technologies – 
the technologies focused on reablement, which the authors term rehabilitation technologies - 
reconfigure old age, and what kinds of care practices that are formed through the focus on 
self-sufficiency, technology and freedom embedded in such technologies.  Method  The paper 
combines two sets of data. Initially, it draws on a document analysis of the policies of old age 
from three Danish municipalities. In this analysis, the authors detect patterns in the policies 
that point to a focus on self-sufficiency, narratives of freedom through functional capacity and 
activities of daily living, as well as the opportunity of sustaining, supporting and promoting 
such phenomena through rehabilitation technologies. Using this analysis as its outset, the au-
thors explore ethnographically the ways such policies become embedded and formed through 
rehabilitation technologies in the municipality of Copenhagen, by both following the municipal 
office responsible for the implementation of welfare technologies, as well as some older citi-
zens using rehabilitation technologies.  Results & Discussion  In policy documents older 
people are figured as reservoirs of resources that should be brought out by rehabilitation tech-
nologies. Care thus becomes a matter of optimizing functionality through technology. In this 
reconfiguration of care and old age, freedom and self-sufficiency are the ultimate aims. But 
freedom in these cases is the freedom to regain functional capacity and perform activities of 
daily living. Through comparing a municipal policy on elder care with cases from our ethno-
graphic fieldwork, the authors discuss what it means ‘to function’. In policy, functionality is de-
fined as the body’s capacity to master tasks. In practice, what it means ‘to function’ does not 
only depend on the rehabilitated elderly body’s capacities, but is configured through a negotia-
tion between economic rationales, experiences of safety and different versions of freedom and 
care.  
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