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Indosociery of noticeably shiftine values aboot institutions such as

marclage, religion and cducation, e fo itution o work appesrs to be in

1

the Foretfront of the ttitalde choatee,

Reilvotive of that chanve is g phenemenon whivh s Che subiject of explor-
ation in this studv--the suceessig! sbd e -aned carcerise who drops our of his
covepation dnte an alterndte Tife gtole. o one secms fo boow the scope of
L'ni.~:“;»?wnn:z:(_':‘.nn. but there s o srowineg nurber ia our secieiy who ne longer
view work as the enly means of soviotal fdentiis .

Mis chanvs In work attitudes is notable cnourli to roceive a0 wide amount

Toattention inomany civeles. There are those who Fovus their attention on how

t .

estud among the vouth, citing the sounter-culture revolution as a

previpitating factor. Others  see reasons intrinsic in work itself as causative

e
]

fanning the {lames of fenal dissatisfaction among the employed of all

aves. Both groups cite sooh cencepts as alienation,  lack of meaning, boredom,
the need foo sell-actualisation, and a scpse of being e=ploited, as important

ruasons foroa zenceralized nabappiness with work and ics lmpact on the quality

Tife-.
This chande In attitnde tewsrd work seeningly has its effect on the whole

: . . . o
et et oceapat fonal careers nad the suceess othic as measured bv one's

ireer escalation (see Tarnowieski, 1979, People are more mobile within their
. N . »
Careers, moviag from one company Lo another within their particular field.
Grhars are changing careers in oo wide vanpge of degrees, that is, from one field
Lo another similar one (priest to social worker) or to n vastly different one
fooonomist to opera singer). However, the degres of response by some, who have

been successful in their careers, has boen particnlarly dramatic.  They have

dropped out of the established carcer cyele seeking an alternate life style,

3



O

ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

e mniiEe that expoctod of the mididie class middle-aped person sociatized by

thae MProtestant othic

This response e the mew waws oo Uhinkine abour work attitades has pro-

b d thvis eroup of vesht Ddentiviabhle through career
SHee aroup's osessd Pista, journalistic accounts in
mation !l noewsperers and throneh o werd o ottt Rescarch throush an exploratory
Ciorl ntudy metood usine fhe tochnigne of opensemdod  Dnterviows has produced this

copert of the wmbitrarily Labeled Yeareer drepont”, whio s deviated from o the
40 RESTH

Althoach acoention has been civen to the subject ol caveer concern, it has

fecusedt on Vedareer changing' at middle awe. asheppard and Herrick,

[}

TGT0 D Lewinson, 1¥n9: Hapoport, 1970 Jacques, 196735 iliesvaad, 19715 Stetson, PU7Lg.
13 b » s

A i otinction was made in this stady, however, between "career changers' and “career

[ T
Lroppers .

Carveor stooess lost its meaning [or some of those who had achieved it. Mani-

Sestations of that loss heve occuned to the extent that many middle-aped persons

Gropped out of those carcers to pursiae alternate Tifestyles.  This study focused on

it s career ddropouts.

Further, the attention that has been given to problems surrounding work in

Arerica has centered arcoend concepts of fruscration, disillusionment, alienation,

Comeaning. boredom, the sense of being exploited, and the need for self-

2

Cication aee found inocccupationad carcers.  Responses to work dissatifaction

e smaid Lo range From osuicide ad aleoholism tor carveer changing and/or dropping

ant, o (5o Task Foree Report oo ork In America, 197 3).

i
The issues that are raised by this phenomencn rocus around several questions.

From the perspective of the socictv, how should this phenemenon be viewed?  Should

it he seen as a threat that valuable people are beiny lost?  There is a loss to

1
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crs ool Investment in o training and esperieonce to consider. Or, should these

dreponts be addressed as benicn in vheiv impact, and simply considered as a recur-
rerce of the "bohemian” swendvome ! Porvbav s, dropping out o is ondlv a trdansitional
vhase for those who will reenter the coaveer cecle, and the iusse iz raised of what
H . b

mechanisms can be developed sovietally to tacititate reentry. Then, the issue of
the rdallocation of work and ledisure thme through a tiretime as Kreps (1971) has

revested mav e at issue here. Ur the gquestion of the droppinv-out phenomenon sy

Siar iy e related to tie chironolopical development phose o the "mid=1if¢" crisis.
fooabdition, there are praceical gquestions raised cbont this group and how
Pesomanaoe to o sustain o Vite sovie dissiznilar to the one experienced durinc their
srcesaral o carver. What preparation did o they make, 17 anv? What impact did it have

shedr Camily bide!? their relatives? What fears and surprises did they caperience?

woas there g relation between their leisure skills and their present source of income?

was thelr resideatial Tife sivle oetably cbanged Jote communal type living arrange-
vents) These questions and the laveer issues comprise the purpose behind this explor-—
cticn:  toowive further insivht, rather than give conclusive answers to the phenomenon
othe middle-~aved sonceesstul career dropout. This rescarch has been {ocused almost
cativrely on owhat was sald by o selected study proup of carcer dropouts about them-
cives and thedir anormal o tion with the intentton of establishing just what the

Psdaes are, as well as to vaise gquestions for future study;.

The answers Lo these i=2sue quest ions were soupht by the research procedure
Geesovited herce. Data were secured through open-ended personal interviews with forty
puopie, who boetween the ayes of 28 and 50 had dropped out ot their careers. The field
data were analyzed and organized into a framework developed from the same data.  Pat-
terns were established and utilization wis made of the data to illustrate six areas

of concern:  the frustrations leading to the act of dropping out; the preconditions

or o precipitating events enabling the aot; the access to alternatives to remaining in

.
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dropout status; and the impact of supportive groups and organizations.

To bring this exploration of middle aged, middle class Jdropouts into a
conceptual focus, the following concepts were dealt with: work is an important
institurion in American society; career chinging is an emerging concern of re-

seavehers and policy makers; carcer dropping out is a notably unique phenomenon
with some suspectad associations with concepts such as uliunatlﬁn, anomie, and
deviance and opportunity: and finally, deviance, as conceptualized by Becker in
nis sequential model nf.duviuncu, is a useful way to view the study group . |
dropouts in the presentation of the data.

Bucker sugpests that the process bv which one becomes a deviant, such as
4 marihudna user, should account for how a person happens to be in a situation
whoere it is available to him; and why he is willing to experiment with it in
the first place; and further, why he ~ontinues to use it. Beékg; affirms that
oo daes not become a user without going through the process of (1) having it
available, (2) trving it, and (3) continuing to use it. He suggests that the
explanacion of each step is an intepral! part of the accounting for the resulting
behavior. The three basic steops in Becker's theory of a sequential model of
deviance are, (1) the committing of a nenconforming act, (2) the sustaining of
the pattern of deviance, and (3) the movement into an organized deviant group.

[n this research the study group was defined as 'voluntary dropouts from
sucvessful careers and who were occupationally defined as 'middle-aged'. Brief
derinitions of the terms used in that description are presented to conceptually
clarify what those terms mean.

Lareers are defined here as that ovccupational pursuit which consumed a
senerally greater portion of the study groups' commitment, energy and time, is

economically substantive; and is often that for which the person had been educat-

ed or trained. ('



‘e sucvessful aspect of the career implies that the subject had re.:ned
a4 level or status coterminous with his age in his particular occupation. Up-

ward mebility, position and salarv range were used as indicators of that success;
acwavar, inoaddition, credit was given to the interviewee's perception of whether

fiis status at the time of dropping out could be viewed as "successful."

Voluntary dropouts are those persons who were not fired, or released from

their occupations at the behest of their employcré. The voluntary aspect is
important here because it represents a positive personal action rather than a
syvstemic reaction. Although vne could quibble over the word dropout, as, indeed,
some of those interviewed did, preferring a more positive label to describe their
actiong, the intention in this rescarch meant the removal of oneself from an al-
ready structured, societally condoned occupational career.

Another term which caused some consternation amony the interviewees was the
use of the term middle-aped. Several intervieweesespecially if they were under
forrty years of age, denied the accuracy of the'term until it was pointed out that
viewed in terms of what Sofer (1970:54) calls "age-status asynchronization" (that
point where one should be in his career at a certain age), one could‘be occupa-
tiornally defined as "middle-aged" as early as twenty-eight years of aée. And
further elaboration of the concept of middle-age was made by asking the inter-
viewees if they lived to be ninety years of age and divided their lives into
thirds, what the age range for the middle third would bé. Whether the answer was
:oavineing or not, this technique points oul the arbitrariness with which one can
Label another middle-aged. In this case it refers to.the occupational definition
of middle-age.

A composite picture of any study group presents problems in that readers may
tend to generalize from the picture. The composite presented here is the result

of some quantifying worked out from the data. That leads to approximate figures

7
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with words like "average,'" "most," "many,'" used descriptivelv. There is an
applicable saying that 'The average man is the one who thinks he fsn't."

There is no average dropout. Only an adding and dividing of certain character-
istics as well as some specific accounting developed into the following picture
gleaned from the findings more fully described in the dissertation. Background
characteristics as well as those at the time of the interview are included in
the following description.

Avé;éging an age of thirty-nine when they dropped out, and age forty-two
when interviewed, the study group were mostly married with dependents. They
grossed annual incomes ranging from $8,000 to $40,000 when they dropped. Approx-
imately one-half had a Bachelor of Arts degree or its equivalent. The other
half had earned at least a Master's degree and/or Doctorate degrees. Their
fields of occupations included eleven in education, six in engineering,_five in
advertising, three business ménagers or administrators, two each in real estate,
art, securities and social services, onne each in research and chemical industry,
one bank vice-president, and an international interpreter. Most dropped out be-
tween 1969 and 1973.

Fellowing the act of dropping out, there was a short period of mobility.

The group then settled down in rural and urban settings. Some remained in their
original residences, living alone, or with their families. A few moved into col-
lective living groups for economic and social support. Several built their own
homes on property purchased from savings or.liquidation of assets, utiliiing gar-
dening and other self-sustaining means for survival. 0dd jobs, entrepreneurial
enterprises, writing, and occasional consultantships provided small incomes.
Others used invested savings prior to dropping out for income and some had spouses
who worked in money-making jobs. Nearly all worked hard at either odd jobs or in
developing their small farm-like living environments, or maintaining their urban
3
Q
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residences. At the‘time they were interviewed (1972-73), these incomes which
were revealed by them ranged from $2,000 to $25,000 annually, several having
increased their incomes after dropping out by utilizing creative abilities not
used in their prior occupations.

With that composite in mind, what these findings mean is of concern next.
There is an indication that "quality of life" valuss are no longer centered on
the extrinsic factors of work, pay, status, etc. Instead, meaning, self-ex-
pression, autonomy and the like are of sufficient concern to workers that they
are looking for changes, either within their occupation or out of it. Although
this idea has been supported‘b%wzhe studies of blue collar and management level
careerists cited earlier, the pciture is raised that a contagious effect of drop-
out models will seduce more white collar and professional careerists into the
dropout mode of reaction to work in the established occupationai system. In-
creasing inflation, job uncertainty, fear of the deleterioﬁs‘effects of a de-
pressive economy in general, disillusionment with the "Great American Dream,"
lack of trust in the ethics of those controlling their lives in government, in-
dustry and academia, as well as aipersonal sense of "having been robbed in life,"”
in spite of societally valued career achievements--all seem to contribute to this
growing malaise.

The findings of this research describe only one small segment of those who
have responded in a noticeably unorthodox way to that malaise, by dropping out.
The apparent association between career changing and career dropping, however,
makes investigation of the latter important as increasing public and private at-
tention is given to career cgange at middle age.

Many frustrations with the work situations in which the careerists had
succeeded dealt around the general theme of lack of fuifillment. Seeing them-

selves as not finding a valued meaning in their work appears to be the result of

9
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their definition of what work ought to be, which differed from what it appeared
to be to them. This theory of unfulfilled aspirations has been dealt with in
other studies (sec Stockford, 1969), but dramatic responses such as dropping
out had not occurred.

These elements of dissatisfaction such as boredom, oppressiveness, pla-
teauing, expioitation, lack of autonomy and meaning either are the result of
unrealistic expectations in their careers, or a changing sense of values which
some say occurs particularly at middle age (Neugarten, 1970; Levinson, 1972;
Jacques, 1965).

To respond as they did to this career unhappiness would seem to point out
that the group is composed of strong "risk" takers. The findings did not sub-
stantiate SUCQQQQLhXPOCheSiS' Rather, it seems that their definition of the value
of working or not.wurking made the trade-off to drop more appealing.' Their des-
criptions of their work histories indicated that they were the people who stayed
in their same carcers and who carefully planned their exit by being somewhat
secure before they dropped out, rather than being risky.

A working hypothesis that the act of dropping out was'an impulsive reaction
to being "fed up" with the work did not find much substangiation from this study
group. Their investing, saving, buying property, continuing with working spouses,
or having a foot in something else indicates a "security blanket" preparation by
most of the group. Career changers described in other studies had similar economic
security before leaving their old careers (see Clopton, 1973; Dunning and Biderman,
1973; and Hiestand, 1971).

Associated with this was the initial response when they actually dropped out.
Nearly all needed some sort of new structure through which to unwind from a fully
employed to a non-employed state. The planned trips, volunteer activities, sabba-

ticals, 4-day weeks, lcave of abscnce testing, as well as the structuring of pro-

10



-y_

jects suggest a continuing need for the structure they supposedly rejected.
However, the difference seemed to be the importance of their need to have con-
trol over the structuring of their lives--that is, it was necessary for them
to self-impose the structure rather than have it institutionally ""laid on" them.
Of all the preconditicdns and precipitating events which helped seduce the
dropouts to take action, economic assets and lack of dependents and responsi-
bilities seem to be of great importance. This is in keepfﬁg with Becker's
(1963) notion that deviance is not necessarily the result of intrinsic person-
ality differences, but of circumstances which are ripe for such action.
In addition, the findings indicate that the contagious effect of other
people dropping out helped them in their decisions. The importance of having
an identifiable reference group is indicated here. The need for the supportive
encouragement of their unorthodox behavior by friends, groups, and literature
was demonstrated in the refcrences the interviewees wrote to tnem. The ideology
of those whose values were siﬁilar further confirmed the action for some of the
dropouts.
A combination of several described conditions leads to the interpretation
that an escape from the impact of the urban crisis was an unstated but possible
precondition to dropping out. The pull of already owning rural living property;
the need for personal friendships; the desire to have greater control over their
lives, and other such desires may.well be descriptive reactions to what Hauser
(1965) summarizes as the unhappy results of bigness in population, government
and the economy which among other things separated a man's work from his residence.
While, as Clark (1971:?8) has pointed out, the problem may be an ideological one,

the pull away from the urban area is real. He said,

American cities are in a state of crisis today, beset by a host of
financial, political and environmental problems. But the chief pro-
blem, in my view, is none of these. It is psychological...We are
still torn between cur romantic dream or rural utopia and the crying
needs of urban life. 1 1

ERIC
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It could also be suggested that many of the dropouts who moved from
urban to rural areas apparently were as Influenced by that romantic dream
as by the negativism of work. They would probably agree with Thomas Jeffer-
son's assessment of cities when he said they were more "pestilential than yel—
low fever, to the morals, the health and the liberties of man.'" Certainly,
the findings indicate that more llberty and better health was seen by the
study group to be a plus in their move to the country.

Of those who did not leave their urban settings, and the one who moved
from rural to urban, it could be supposed that a preference for an anonymity
and privacy is valued by them as much as by Cox (1969:109-120) when he extolled
the virtues of urban living, compared to small town living.

The need for collective living by some in both urban and rural settings

" seems to have been built on those psychological needs described by Kanter
(1972:7) in her study of current communal experiments. She suggests,

Although a number of:today's communal .experiments began with

religious or politico-economic critiques of society, the majority

are based on a third, psycho-social critique. This critique re-

volves around alienation and loneliness, both social isolation

and inner fragmentation. It holds that modern society has put

people out of touch with others and with their own fundamental

nature. It rejects established society's emphasis on achieve-

ment and instead adopts as its credo ‘'self-actualization' or

'personal growth'. These utopian visions revolve around creating-

liberating situations that are conducive to intimacy and psycho-

logical health, enabling people to 'grow' or to 'do their own

thing.' Society is seen as pushing people apart and forcing

them into narrow roles that do not express their total selves

nor allow them to explore their deepest and fullest human poten-

tial. In one way or another, modern institutions are considered

"sick'; they are felt to be instrumental in promoting the neurotic

behavior at the root of our most pressing social problems.

From the illustrations cited in the findings, the collectives seem to bé a
saving source for those psycho-social negatives in their lives, providing them

with a useful reference group as well. The importance of ideologically agreeing

support groups, whether personal or via media does seem to point out the useful-

12
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roperiodic techmical consaltantships, or trainiog of new workers occasionally,
then the dropouats might be attracted.
Phe alternarive stance that ove can toabe when viewing the dropout pheno-
2 I8 Lo see dropplay cut oas o oa pgood thine, Keeenrlv, in the Boston Globe
CluTLrApril I8 there gopeared an o editorisl suepesting che viatue of dropping
.t
W, vis s ploae Line one foor in froat ol the other will
Jeet Lo the gorave o the eind, dowmethod wmoew be the oprosite
el madness Yal Lr s chrongh chanee thoet Lhe anexpected like-
ness ol uanlike experionces is reveated.  The creative connection’
I often made when one's bicw s turned. And it mav well be
through fdleness and frivolity that the wholehearted person, who
puntocan earry on o with the world’s work Is reborn. i dropping
cutoon the production line means droppiag io on the human race,
we'lre for ft=-and no strines adtached,
Whether ft o is o viewedl dasoa owcood thing or just o benign phenomenon, there are
Plovations that need o be pade. What meciinisms could the public
Vi prite cotor ddeveiop tooendourage those whe want to drop out to do so?
CLonae Loeoer sl oS these mentioned like the Vocations for Social Change?
ensd Pronot be asetal te facititate the dreppiag ont process by gathering the
forormetion alreads wapplied b othe "old timers’ 0 these groups and through the
ti oo inte a osort of hondbook tor dropping out?  Infermation such as the
Liming, the ceonomtc planning, the possible job optiens, the wav to live frugally
ol e Lo as Poooresonr esoconld be o made avalilable to emplovees via per-
sonael ol iceors, Tor example. More extensive and thoughtful use of the sabbatical
or derze o7 absence could be explored during a treial period as a means to transi-
cionntiy aoguaint potential dropouts with the Life stvle.
in addition to aiding the dropout to take Uhee step.  whit sort of assistance
ceonnd beowiven to o sustain the dropont onee he {s out?  Use of income maintenance
schemes such as unemployrent Compensiation could be extended in such a4 wav to aid

Ltemporarily those whose financial assets are limited.
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oot would want the option Lo retern to careers.  What mears for offering
oeioas ceould beodeveloped? Foroesample, is there a place in the higher edu-
sation svsten which conld absorb aiddle-aged men who may wish a new career?
Ur oare there pubiicly supported facilities which can test the aptitudes of
those soeking oo see where thev mivht be happier working? And what sort of
febricting counseling sessions could be developed to aid system returnees in
re coanising thelr fdeclogies, skills, and values in 2 wav acceprable to them?

Theae questions which have been raiscd point to the need Yor more research
tnte the phenomenon of successtiul middle-aped carcerists dropping out into an
dtteriite Hife stvle, Amone the rescarchable posgsibilities ave questions con-
corning the roilowing issue:s:

i, Is there an age-specific relationship to carcer dropping?  FYor example,
fs opremature vateer dropping an early disengagement in which the middle-aged
nerson centlv phises ont of nn“idcntity while he is still young enough to - .72 3b-
lish a new one?

2. To what extent are carcer dropouts persons en route to career change?
hat is, is the dropping out only o transitional step, a sort of self-prescribed
"sabhatioal'! le this pattern of deviance merely o pathway to a more normative
one ot carcer changing?

3.0 ow dmportant is the perception of minimal tinancial security as an
element in the action of dropping out?

/

4. I3 the dropout pattern a response to multi-dimensional forces rather
than just a career malaise or rejection?  For example, what effect does the con-
versence of middle ape, the vouth vevolution, econcmic stagnation, disillusion-
ment with the rewards of delayed gratification, énd the emergence of alternatiive
Lite style models have on the move to drop out? What is the relative import of

these various forces--especially the push-pull aspects?
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The social policy fwmptications which arise from this study seem to indicate
4 vonsideration of the {ollowing issues:

1. Wwhat would likelv be the tmpact- of income maintenance policies as a
further precipitating tactor to cncourage the disenchanted worker fo drop out?
Chanyes in ene part -of-the svstem will have an effect on another part of the
sacial system. Welfarve policics as well as unemplovment proprams could make
dropping out casier.  And this would not necessarily be bad 1Y one takes into
avoount the costliness of worker dissotistaction already confirmed (see, Task
Force Report on Work in America, 1973).

2. The c.oauept of gerial careers must be explored as a solution to career
plateauios,  The societal expectation taupght throush the oducational system that
one prepares tor a life-time carcer mast be changed to prepare an attitude of
oveonpational flesibility for those entering work., As a part of this change,
means Lo ald those presently ocoupivd to make carcer changes must be developed
and tried in order to ease the transition for present workers.

3. Institutions such as higher education, earlv career counseling, carecr-
vhange olinics should be funded as demonstrations to both explore and implement
facilitating mechanisms to easce the occupational change constraints now existing.
This would likely curtail the already demonstrated problems of work dissatisfaction
which seems to result in poor mental health, alccholism, suicide, etc. Continuing
education programs already established in many academic settings is one possibility.
Another type of education change mechanism not necessarily trapped in academic red
tape needs to be developed to enable new learning to take place. Concepts like
campus-free colleges could be developed and researched as possible funnels through

which career changers or dropouts could po.
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In general, a fresh new leok at job redesign, work and leisure allocation
5 ! ’

areer development and those values sarrounding the institution of work need Lo

Beotaken if public or private policy is to be responsive to the apparent chanpes

rr attitudes which precipitate the dropout phenomenon.
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