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Finnish Baby Boomers and the Emergence 
of the Third Age 
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Abstract 
This paper examines the lives of baby boomers in Finland, and is based 
on several studies previously published in Finnish. The article considers 
the particular characteristics of Finnish baby boomers. It then discusses 
whether the baby boom cohorts can also be called a generation. Follow-
ing this, the life course of the boomer generation is contrasted with vari-
ous images that have appeared in the media and elsewhere about their 
lives. Boomers have been presented as a “radical” or “selfish” generation. 
This article proposes two new themes: boomers as a crossroads generation 
and boomers as a bridging generation. The paper also considers the emer-
gence of the third age as approached from a generational perspective. 
The third age has been defined as a generational field underpinned by 
agency and consumption, with its roots in the youth culture of the post-
war decades. This characterization is also highly relevant to the Finnish 
case, but needs to be elaborated by taking into account socio-historical 
knowledge of the distinctive life course of the boomer generation.  
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Introduction 
This paper examines the lives of baby boomers in Finland, and is based 
on several studies previously published in Finnish. The article considers 
first the particular characteristics of Finnish baby boomers. It then dis-
cusses whether the baby boom cohorts can also be called a generation. 
Following this, the life course of the boomer generation is contrasted with 
various images that have appeared in the media and elsewhere about 
their lives. Boomers have been presented, alternatively, as a “radical” or 
”selfish” generation. In this paper, two new themes are proposed: boom-
ers as a crossroads generation and boomers as a bridging generation. The 
paper also considers the emergence of the third age as approached from a 
generational perspective. Gilleard and Higgs (2005; see further this issue) 
define third age as a generational field underpinned by agency and con-
sumption. The authors emphasize how its roots can be traced back to the 
youth culture of the post-war decades. This characterization is also 
highly relevant to the Finnish case, but needs to be elaborated by taking 
into account socio-historical knowledge of the life course of the boomer 
generation.  

The Special Characteristics of Finnish Baby Boomers 
The life course of the baby boomers relates closely to the social history of 
Finnish society, starting from their birth. The war against the Soviet Un-
ion ended in September 1944. The war against Germany in Lapland con-
tinued, however, until the following spring, but with the majority of sol-
diers demobilized by the end of 1944. It then took around ten months 
from their home-coming for the arrival of what came to be known as the 
”baby boom”-generation. In the first post-war summer the birth rate 
more than doubled compared with previous months. It had never been as 
high before nor has been since. The birth rate reached its peak just after 
mid-August 1945, with August 24 being the most common Finnish birth-
day of all time (Karisto 2005b).  

The meteoric increase of the birth rate is extraordinary, even taking 
into account the ending of the war and demobilization. It is surprising in 
the light of the loss of married men during the war and in the way that 
war-time had impeded the mating of young people. In the Finnish case, 
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however, the recovery from war happened very quickly, at least from an 
economic, cultural and demographic perspective. By the time indemni-
ties to the Soviet Union were paid in 1952, the country had already sur-
passed the pre-war gross national product (GNP). That same year was 
the culmination of mental reconstruction, symbolised by the Helsinki 
Olympic Games. The baby boom was though already over at this point, 
with the birth rate beginning to drop from the beginning of the 1950s (see 
Fig 1).  

 
Figure 1. Number of births in Finland by the year 1940–2003. 
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An equivalent boom took place across a range of countries following 
World War II, but the Finnish baby boomers appear, for a number of 
reasons, to be somewhat exceptional. The short-term nature of the boom 
has already been highlighted, with the surge in birth rates coming for a 
brief period in the second half of the 1940s. A second aspect concerns the 
size of the cohorts. Nowhere else does the relative size of these birth co-
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horts differ as much from the prior and succeeding age groups (Valkonen 
1990 and 1994). In Great Britain, the annual birth rate curve of the baby 
boom generation climbed only about a quarter above the prior and suc-
ceeding level (Falkingham 1997); in the Finnish case it almost doubled. 
The third special characteristic in Finland is the lack of “an echo genera-
tion” i.e. the absence of new baby boomers. Examination of Figure 1 re-
veals a deep slump in the 1970s where one might have assumed that a 
new climb would have occurred. Moreover (in sharp contrast with many 
other European countries) there has been no corresponding increase in 
immigration to compensate for declining fertility. This has considerable 
significance for the labour market, where the size of the cohorts leaving 
employment already greatly exceeds that of those entering. Significant 
differences between cohorts also indicate fluctuations in service needs 
and in the funding of pensions. 

The first two features – the size of the baby boom and its timing and 
span – relate to the fourth special characteristic, the generational signifi-
cance of baby boomers, which is likely to differ from society to society. In 
Finland, the concept of baby boomers, as a sociological phenomenon, 
may have a greater explanatory power than for example in the United 
States, where the rise in the birth rate spanned the period from the mid-
1940s to the mid 1960s. It could be argued that the Finnish baby boom was 
strong enough and long enough, but yet not too long a phenomenon, so 
that those birth cohorts can be considered a generation of their own.  

From cohort to a generation 
A generation is something more than a cohort. It is “a cohort, which con-
stitutes itself a cultural identity and as a collective one has social signifi-
cance” (Edmunds and Turner 2002). The decisive factor in the formation 
of the generation is what happens in society during the formative years 
of the group concerned – an idea first expressed by Karl Mannheim 
(1952/1928). Many things happened when the Finnish baby boomers were 
coming of age. The 1960s was a decade of significant economic and social 
change, reflected in rapid urbanisation, cultural radicalism, the rise of the 
consumer society and the emergence of youth culture. The articulation of 
generational experiences among baby boomers was built on these various 
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elements. Generational consciousness also has a tacit dimension, and a 
generational style appears on the level of everyday behaviour. People 
belonging to the same generation share all kind of everyday memories: 
they have read the same books, seen the same movies and television pro-
grammes, listened to the same music, and used similar clothes.  

Rock music, for example, was of great importance when boomers 
were young. Since then it has proved to be a generational phenomenon, 
not simply age-related. A study of leisure activities shows how listening 
to rock music has now become prevalent among fifty- and sixty-year-olds 
(Ekholm 2005). Blue jeans are another generational icon, in which boom-
ers have enveloped themselves ever since their days of youth. Youth in 
its present form was born while boomers were young, and as the first 
youth generation, they developed an emphatically youthful image of 
themselves (see, further, Biggs et al. in this issue). An equivalent “forever 
young” mentality, which can also prove important with the ageing of the 
generation, was completely unknown to the preceding generation whose 
youth was overshadowed by the experience of war.  

Thus, the formation of the boomer generation was based upon both 
major social changes and minor everyday experiences. The generational 
consciousness or cultural identity was not born by itself but has to be 
produced. According to Semi Purhonen (2007), the birth of the generation 
requires “a discursive breakthrough”, and only afterwards when this has 
happened can people fit their own personal experiences and memories to 
this articulation.  

The articulation of generational experiences was not a uniform proc-
ess; instead, it involved a number of competing groups. In the 1960s, 
when the boomer generation was born, its elite (defined in Mannheim’s 
terms) had particular influence over generational experiences, and tried 
to make its own articulation generally accepted. But the elite itself (in 
common with most other countries) was far from homogenous. The cul-
tural elite adopted a more or less left-wing orientation, and many of its 
members still identify with “the 60s generation”. But it also had its oppo-
nents, another generational unit, the members of which belonged to the 
socio-economic elite of the society but did not share the values of the 
sixties. They could be called “the anti-60s generation”, although they 
belonged to the same birth cohorts. The political turmoil did not neces-
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sarily touch the ordinary members of the baby boom cohorts who most 
often identify just with the “the post-war generation” or “big birth co-
horts/age groups” which is the term used to describe the boomers in the 
Finnish language (Roos 2005; Purhonen 2007). 

In spite of these internal divisions, just about every baby boomer in 
Finland is aware of belonging to the baby boomer generation in one way 
or another. This is not a trivial fact, because in many other countries 
boomers are primarily a phenomenon recognized by demographers and 
statistical experts. Although not uniform, the generational consciousness 
of boomers is comparatively strong, much stronger than among younger 
Finnish birth cohorts, even though all kinds of generational symbols have 
been imposed on them in public (Purhonen 2007). If any post-war cohort 
can be called a generation, baby boomers deserve the definition. 

The Mannheimian idea that the generational consciousness is pro-
duced by the key experiences in youth implies that it tends to weaken 
over the course of time when memories of youth begin to diminish, but 
consciousness can also intensify, if it is renewed and reproduced e.g. in 
the media, as appears to be the case with the baby boomers. The forma-
tion of generations is fixed on time and memory from two directions: the 
present is read from the perspective of the past, but the past is also told 
from the perspective of the present (Purhonen 2007). 

Boomers as a Crossroads and as a Bridging Generation 
Finnish baby boomers spent their childhood in an atmosphere of post-
war optimism. It was optimism of their parents, which itself had its ori-
gins in the fact that boomers were children of the men who survived the 
war. After the ordeals of war, there was a sense of confidence to over-
come smaller obstacles (Virtanen 2001).  

The life course of boomers has been influenced by different opportu-
nities and constraints. Over three-quarters were born in rural areas, 
where the number of farms was still increasing, contrary to elsewhere in 
Western Europe. However, in the 1960s there was a significant decline in 
agricultural employment, along with rapid depopulation of rural areas. 
Whether to stay in the country or to move to the city became a major 
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crossroad or divide for the members of the boomer generation (Karisto 
2005b). 

Over the period from 1950-1970, Finland shifted from an agricultural 
to an industrial and even into a post-industrial economy. In three dec-
ades, the proportion of the population employed in agriculture dropped 
from around 50 per cent to 15 per cent. This contrasted with Sweden 
where the process took five decades; in Norway where it took eight dec-
ades; and in France where it stretched over one hundred years (Karisto et 
al. 1998). While the previously industrialized countries had usually seen a 
development of the industrial labour force increasing first and the 
growth of the service sector following in the second phase, Finland made 
almost a direct transition from an agrarian pre-modern society to a ”post-
modern” service society (Alestalo 1986). This structural change was re-
flected in upward social mobility within the population. Not only indus-
trial workers but also educated white-collar employees were needed in 
large numbers, and the old middle class was insufficient in size as a 
source of recruitment. Many baby boomers with working class or small 
estate farming backgrounds became secondary school graduates and in 
many cases proceeded to graduate from university, which was required 
for upper white-collar positions. Even so, elementary school remained 
the typical basic education in these cohorts, especially among men.  

In a recent study the social and geographical mobility of baby boom-
ers was analyzed using longitudinal data from the population census. 
Mobility was first examined from the inflow perspective by studying the 
likelihood of entering the occupational elite in the capital region (Marti-
kainen et al. 2004). Then it was assessed from the outflow perspective by 
studying those who were born in the rural periphery with working class 
or peasant backgrounds (Karisto et al. 2005). The findings suggested that 
even in the context of heavy structural change, socio-economic status was 
a strong predictor of social mobility. Gender also played an influential 
role. The baby boomers were the first generation in which the level of 
education of women improved to a higher level in comparison with that 
of men. Women moved to towns more frequently compared with men, 
for whom staying on the rural periphery has often also meant remaining 
on the margins of the consumer society and also outside marriage 
(Karisto et al. 2005). 

 97 



International Journal of Ageing and Later Life 

The educational and occupational stratification of baby boomers was 
not only influenced by the role of social class. Life courses also varied 
greatly within families. It was quite common that only one or some of the 
children were put in secondary school and as a result there are many 
siblings among boomers, of whom some have reached almost the top of 
society and others have remained in blue collar professions. 

Since their youth, boomers have developed an image of themselves 
as an avant-garde generation of transition managing and developing new 
social experiences. They may be seen as living in a post-industrial con-
sumer society with many of them working in positions associated with 
that of the information society. They still, however, have a life-historical 
connection to the more traditional ethos of rural society. “We see in them 
a secretary of the executive group (...) or a Nokia engineer. Raittila sees in 
them a perplexed country boy or girl”, states the cover text of author 
Hannu Raittila´s collection of short stories (Raittila 1999). In this respect, 
boomers are a kind of bridging generation with links both to the past and 
the present. They have experience of different living surroundings, both 
of small farms in the sparsely populated areas as well as centers and sub-
urbs of the cities, where the majority now live. Traces of life-historical 
layers of identity were found in a questionnaire survey on boomers (and 
older birth cohorts), which was conducted in Southern Finland (the so-
called GOAL study, Good Old Age in the Lahti Region). Respondents 
were asked to name their favourite places, and even in the case of those 
living in urban areas, these were often found close to nature, and espe-
cially with men they were life-historically charged. A summer cottage 
and a childhood home (sometimes the same place), a sauna, a lake shore 
and a forest were typical answers; shopping centres, cafeterias and other 
urban locations were rarely mentioned (Karisto and Konttinen 2004). 

Baby boomers are used to making a distinction between themselves 
and older cohorts. Against this, however, their own behavioural patterns 
sometimes resemble older cohorts. A recent Finnish study (Zacheus 2008) 
demonstrated their preference for traditional sports, such as cross-
country skiing, which younger cohorts have abandoned, but here again, 
boomers have also joined gyms and developed other new experiences in 
contrast to older birth cohorts.  
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From the Challengers of Authority to the Establishment 
American demographer Richard Easterlin (1980) has developed the thesis 
of ”the crowded generation”, a theory that suggests that large genera-
tions will experience negative effects with respect to their welfare. Large 
cohorts, it might be argued, do suffer from a scarcity of possibilities and 
resources in areas such as education, the labour market and services. 
Boomers in Finland do in fact have some characteristics associated with 
the ”crowded generation” hypothesis. At the same time, they have also 
attracted the label ”lucky generation” because they lived during the post-
war economic boom when standards of living rose rapidly. They were 
”lucky” because they bought their houses and apartments just before the 
years of high inflation and rising prices. They have had fairly steady and 
secure working careers, and they have also benefited from the fruits of 
the welfare state. 

Both of these contradictory hypotheses get some support from the 
social history of Finnish society, but are crude generalizations about the 
life course of the boomer generation. The same holds with the next two 
characteristics attached to baby boomers. Boomers have a reputation of 
being “a radical generation”. When young they challenged those in 
power, and still they are considered as strong supporters of the welfare 
state with prevailing attitudes of solidarity to the poor and oppressed. 
But they are also now viewed as a selfish and conservative power block 
or “a stopper generation” frozen in their own power positions.  

It can certainly be argued that the student radicalism at the end of 
the 1960s was a movement of baby boomers as was the extreme pro-
soviet leftism of the 1970s (Rentola 2003) – a Finnish peculiarity with no 
counterpart in other Western European countries. Still, the political na-
ture of the generation has been exaggerated when the Mannheimian elite 
of the generation, or a part of it, has been seen as representing the entire 
generation. The end of the 1960s also saw the birth of the rural populist 
movement, which may be seen as a defensive reaction of those who 
stayed in the periphery and a protest against urbanization and moderni-
sation. Besides, the politicization of the 1960s and 1970s should not be 
interpreted only from the viewpoint of party politics. People also learned 
new approaches to politicizing everyday issues, by emphasizing that 
many things, which may appear as self-evident, are in fact matters of 
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choice. Since then this has been characteristic of new social movements, 
but it started in the 1960s when the dominant culture was disintegrating. 
Boomers were pioneers in challenging the establishment, which did not 
see anything political in its own attitudes, values and actions. Skilfully, 
boomers advanced their issues and ideas, and in this they were almost 
certainly helped by their size. Contrary to the earlier argument by Easter-
lin (1980), large birth cohorts do not always and in every case suffer from 
their magnitude. In public, in culture and in politics size can also be bene-
ficial (Edmunds and Turner 2002). 

If baby boomers were once the challengers of authority, today they 
are considered a part of the establishment, as highlighted above. Accord-
ing to a study of the power elite in Finland (Borg and Ruostetsaari 2002), 
they had clearly more representatives in various elite groups at the be-
ginning of the new century than their impressive demographic propor-
tion would give reason to forecast: over 40 per cent of the top members of 
administration, media, and industry and commerce belonged to the baby 
boomers, and as many as half of the leaders in labour organizations and 
large civil organizations were born between 1945–1950 (see Table 1). 

 
Table 1. The percentage of the baby boomers (born 
between 1945-50) belonging to various elite groups  
in 1991 and 2001 

Group 1991 2001 
 % % 
Politics 29 26 
Administration 10 41 
Industry and com-
merce 15 41 

Civil organizations 19 51 
Media 26 45 
Science 19 37 
Culture 25 25 
The entire power elite 18 38 

(Borg and Ruostetsaari 2002, table 5). 
 

The present strength of boomers’ power position, however, is mainly 
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explained by their present age. The power elites of the Finnish society are 
the same age as boomers are now – or were a few years ago. Time will 
soon do the job and the hold of the baby boomers on their positions of 
power will loosen. However, there may also be a generational effect, in 
addition to an age effect, behind their strong position. This is suggested 
by the fact that the present over-representation of boomers in the power 
elites is relatively larger than that of those who were 10 years older when 
compared with 10 years before (Borg and Ruostetsaari 2002). 

Recently boomers have been attacked by members of the younger 
cohorts, who claim that they are a “greedy generation” which only thinks 
of itself in spite of claiming solidarity with those in a less fortunate posi-
tion. Finnish studies examining beliefs and values across generations 
have in fact found only limited signs of variations across cohorts e.g. 
personal success is not so much valued among boomers and values asso-
ciated with the welfare state are perhaps a bit more important to them 
than to other cohorts (Räsänen 2004; Erola 2004). First results from a sur-
vey on intergenerational transmissions (the so-called GENTRANS -
project) reveals that financial transmissions from baby boomers to their 
adult children are more common in Finland than in other European 
countries (Haavio-Mannila et al. 2007). This finding casts doubt on the 
validity of claims that boomers are ”selfish” and focus only on maximis-
ing their own interests. 

Attitudes, values, behaviours and life-styles of baby boomers are of 
particular interest now that this generation is entering retirement. By 
examining boomer life styles, predictions may be made as to how the role 
of pensioners might change in the near future. Gilleard and Higgs (2005) 
note that: ”Past habits of consumption constrain future opportunities”. 
They go on to suggest that: ”Those who grew up spending freely earlier 
in life are more likely to continue to spend freely later in life”. The Fin-
nish baby boomers were not used to spending freely in their early life, 
but compared to older age-cohorts they are likely to be more active con-
sumers in their retirement years. The GOAL data for example shows that 
people travel extensively during their retirement years. Half of those in 
their mid-sixties had travelled abroad during the last year, and faraway 
places are visited during the first retirement years more than before 
(Karisto and Konttinen 2004). New practices for retirement years emerged 
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grown, with seasonal migration on such example (Karisto 2005a and 
2008). Lifestyles such as these may become even more common when 
boomers reach the age of retirement. 

 Not only incomes but also the average value of property owned by 
boomers appears greater when compared with other age groups. In most 
cases it is homeownership, which is not easily converted into consump-
tion. Thanks to employee pensions, the income level of pensioners has 
improved, but childhood memories of poverty have made older age 
groups careful consumers (see, also, Biggs et al. this issue). The savings 
ratio increases and the consumption ratio declines after retirement, con-
trary to what would seem likely in a situation where there is unbound 
purchasing power after the housing loans have been paid and children 
have moved away from home. New cohorts of retired people may, how-
ever, bring changes to this particular aspect of economic behaviour.  

Conclusion: Competing Interpretations of the Third Age 
The discussion about population ageing culminates in many ways with 
baby boomers and is somewhat pessimistic in its interpretation. Despite 
the fact that Finland has developed a reasonably coherent policy as re-
gards population ageing (Hyvä yhteiskunta kaikenikäisille 2005), the 
debate is dominated by “a burden interpretation”: the focus is on the 
pension explosion and on the care burden, which is expected to become 
unbearable when boomers grow old. The care burden is affected by the 
changes occurring in people´s health and capabilities. Studies show that 
boomers reach retirement age healthier than previous cohorts (Sihvonen 
et al. 2003; Martelin et al. 2004). The so-called compression theory, sug-
gesting that illnesses compress to the last years of life irrespective of life 
expectancy, have some validity. This means that the prolongation of age 
itself does not dramatically increase care costs.  

The Finnish pension reform, which was implemented in 2005, at-
tempts to delay the beginning of retirement and to increase the employ-
ment rate with the help of incentives: the retirement pension improves 
significantly if the individual stays employed past 63 years of age. In 
recent years, the employment rate of older workers has risen faster in 
comparison with other European Union countries and it is on a fairly 
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high level internationally – especially bearing in mind that full-time jobs 
are typical of the Finnish model of employment. The retirement age will 
most likely still rise, because boomers are healthier than their predeces-
sors were in the same age group. 

However, the length of working careers matters as well. Because 
mere elementary school was the typical education of boomers, the work-
ing life for the majority began at the age of 16–17 and the working years 
can already now have reached over 40. Therefore the thought of continu-
ing working is not necessarily attractive. Much depends on how working 
life treats older workers. Public policies and attitudes here have contra-
dictory features. On the one hand, individuals are told that they should 
continue working and that it is not appropriate to step aside to retire too 
soon. On the other hand, they hear that they are blocking the way for 
their juniors and they get blamed for low productivity and lack of inno-
vation in society. Antti Eskola, a retired Finnish professor of sociology, 
expresses the issue in the following way: “Ageing workers are treated 
like industrial raw materials. All the profit must be squeezed out, and the 
final preservation of the waste must be as cheap as possible” (Eskola 
1997). 

The vision of a third age represents an alternative view to the burden 
interpretation of population ageing. The idea that the years after retire-
ment are devoted to personal fulfilment, that one can finally do all the 
things one has always wanted to, is an attractive vision. It offers an alter-
native model on what it is like to be a pensioner. In our cultural represen-
tations, old age is going to be divided into two parts. There is an old age 
proper, framed by restraints, necessities and disengagement, which is 
described as an inevitable decline of the body and there is a third age 
framed by consumption possibilities, choices and opportunities, second 
chances and new beginnings.  

One argument can certainly be advanced. The future life style of 
baby boomers is affected both by life choices and by life chances. The 
coming life of boomers cannot be imagined merely in the framework of 
choices and consumption. There may be financial, medical, functional 
and other barriers, which can transform dreams of an energetic and 
eventful life in retirement. Although boomers on average are relatively 
prosperous and can expect more active years ahead in comparison with 
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earlier cohorts, socio-economic differences remain important in structur-
ing life experiences and opportunities. 

At the same time, it might be argued that third age is not only a mi-
rage but a fact, at least demographically.1 First, the estimated life expec-
tancy in the beginning of the retirement age has significantly improved in 
the recent decades, more than a year in every ten years. The life span has 
been prolonged at this very juncture, and most of the new retirement 
years are healthy years. This can be concluded from the calculations of 
the “healthy life expectancy”, where information on mortality statistics 
and morbidity surveys is combined (Sihvonen et al. 2003). Secondly, in 
the near future there will be a great number of people reaching retire-
ment age because of the size of the boomer cohorts. These are indisput-
able facts constituting the demographic frames of the third age. The third 
component is the emergence of the cultural dimension and is thus more 
uncertain. It suggests that people reach retirement age with different 
expectations and orientations than before and the life style of young pen-
sioners is dissimilar from before. In this respect, the emergence of the 
third age depends on the choices and opportunities available to baby 
boomers. The first youth generation in Finland may well be also the first 
generation to lead a new kind of life during the pension years. Even if 
there was no revolution in lifestyles on the way, the small qualitative 

                                                                          
1  There certainly is something between the middle age and old age, although I 

am not sure if third age is the term that captures it in the most satisfactory way. 
As a positive concept, it offers an alternative to “the burden interpretation”, but 
it may even marginalize late old age, when this is seen as a negation of it. The 
more cheerful picture we draw on the life after the retirement, the gloomier we 
see the old age that does not fit into this construction. Third age is widely used 
in Great Britain, in France (le troisième âge) and in Spain (la tercera edad), but in 
Finland it is less familiar. The respondents of the GOAL survey were asked 
how adequate are alternative terms (third age, senior, elderly, aged, old etc.) 
when describing retired people and the respondents personally. None of the 
terms were considered really adequate (Karisto 2007). 
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changes can also have a big impact, because of the quantitative cohort 
effect. It’s now or never – as Elvis Presley, one of the favourites of first 
wave baby boomers – expressed it. Researching the impact of boomers on 
re-shaping older age is set to become an important task for social re-
searchers in Finland.  
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