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This study examines what growing old means for the older women's
sense of self-identity. Some gerontolcgists argue that olid age
constitutes a pericd of role loss with detrimental impact on identity.
A sizable bcdy of data do not support this assumption. The underlying
assumption of this study is that identity emerges and is sustained
through social interaction. Thus the research focuses on (1) the
meaning of “being old' as defined by older women and {2) the extent to
which a vpositive identity can be retained ithrough social network
involvement with family, friends and commnity leisure activities.
Instead of focusing on what is lost, the emphasis was on determining
what role relationships are retained and established in oid age, and the
extent tc which these serve to maintain a positive self image.

The research is based on interviews with 142 women over zge 55
tiving in the town of Bridgewater. Nova Scotia. The grinciple component
of this sample comprised 101 women living in their own hones o
apartments (i.e. commmity- dwelling). Most of the analvsis is baseq on
this sampie. However, where comparative amalysis is useful, these data
are supplemented with informaticn from interviews with 31 residents of
senior citizen apartment corplexes and 10 residents of a nursing home.

The findings indicate that the elderly women studisd here

generally do not view themselves as “elderly' cor “old'. 2ge Ildentity is
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found to be largely situational and more relevant to same interactions
than others. The majority have managed to retain a positive identity
which is deeply embedded within their informal role involvements and
social network ties. As a result, the loss of more formal role
relationships had only limited impact on identity. The findings also
indicate that a relatively stable small cammunity appears to offer

advantages for identity management in old age.
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INTRODUCTION

To apply the label 'old woman' in our society is to set a group
of people apart from others; it is to identify them as objects of
ambigucus meaning and questionable value. The old person may not feel
'old' - she may feel little different than she did years ago or, she may
feel somewhat differently about herself but what she feels, what this
experience means to her, may not be at all congruent with the meanings
shared by those who have labeled her.

This study examines the older waman's experience of growing old.
It is concerned with developing a subjective understanding of what
growing old means for the older woman's sense of self-identity. The
theoretical framework guiding the study is the symbolic interactionist
perspective.

Maintaining a viable and meaningful sense of self can be a
precarious effort at any period in life; however, in later life the
likelihood of being classified in the social category of 'old' creates
special problems for identity management. ‘Oidness', Matthews
(1979a:73) maintains, "spoils identity”. "Even though the old waman
does not think of herself as old, she must deal with situations in which
other people think she is old". This study locks at how older wcmen do,
in fact, confront the aging experience and the ambiguity of an old-age
identity.

One central objective of this study is to analyze and present
the meaning of ‘being old' as it is conveyed by the elderly respondents.

1



Self-conception affects our aspirations and orientation to life (Gergen,
1971); it exerts an important influence on our behavior (Rosenbery,
1981). Consequently, "much human behavior and social interaction is
identity directed - motivated by a desire to maintain and enhance
identity" (George, 1980:17). A second major objective of this study is
to explore the issue of identity maintenance in later life. Based on
the premise that identity 1s created and sustained in the process of
social interaction, this research examines the older woman's involvement
in a process whereby she negotiates, with others, a meaningful sense of
self. Identity maintenance is esxplored primarily by examining social
network participation in later life.

Symbolic interactionists view the relationship between humankind
and society as a dialectical one (Berger and Luckmarm, 1967; Hewitt,
1976). Human beings act upon the social world helping to shape and
modify it, while the social world also acts upon or influences them
(Mead, 1934). In this research, it is assumed that older women are
capable of influencing their social networks as well as being influenced
by them. Hypothesizing that older women will use their personal
networks as a medium through which identity may be maintained, this
study examines possible strategies for identity maintenance.

This study, in focus and method, is both a social psychological
and ethnographic interpretation of the aging experience. The methods
employed are derived from the standard ethnographic methods of
participant observation, and both formal and informal intensive
interviewing. The researcher resided in the cammnity under study and

participated first hand in as many life events as was possible.



This research, while not a camunity study, is concerned with
the role of cammnity context in identity creation and maintenance.
Developing a contextual understanding is important for other people and
"settings" provide "the taken—for-granted background for the definition
of self" (Matthews, 1979b:44). The data were collected in Atlantic
Canada. The Town of Bridgewater (the setting is described in detail in
Chapter Two) was chosen as the location for this study because it
represents a 'progressive'! small town. It is a town that has
experienced considerable change in recent years, while also maintaining
a degree of stability that is unlikely to be found in a large urban
setting. Bridgewater thus provides an environmental context where one
can explore the older waman's aging experience within a realm of both
change and continuity.

This study is organized into three parts. Part one (chapters I
and II) briefly outlines the theoretical framework and research
orientation, and presents a review and analysis of relevant literature.
It also outlines in detail the major research objectives guiding the
study and the research methcdology.

Part two {(chapters III and IV) focuses on the nature and basis
of identity in later life. Chapter three locks at ‘old' as one
dimension of identity and examines the meaning of 'being old' as
conveyed by the elderly respondents. The phenomenon of age
identification is examined, focusing on the circumstances in which older
women apply the label 'old' to themselves. The relationship between age
identification and such variables as - chronological age, socio—economic

status, perceived health status, marital status and the views of



significant others - is examined. In chapter four, an attempt is made
to interpret the subjective meaning of identity as opposed to the
conventional objective conceptualization of the concept. George's
(1980) conceptualization of identity as "the configuration of self-
perceptions and self-evaluations that are important and meaningful to
the individual" provides the focus for this analysis.

Part three (chapters V, VI, VII and VIII) examines the
relationship between social network involvement and identity maintenance
in old age. The nature of the older woman's networks and the meanings
associated with these ties are described in detail and the way in which
each network contributes to identity maintenance is analyzed. Chapter
five begins this amalysis describing and analyzing the elderly waman's
relations with her family. In chapter six, relations with friends are

examined, while chapter seven locks at relations with neighbours and the

older woman's leisure activities and organizational involvements.™
Chapter eight elaborates further on the analysis of the way in which the
elderly women studied here have managed to sustain meaningful identities
in old age. It examines in detail their position in relation to four
principal types of resources: (1) mmber of ties, (2) strength and
meaning of ties, (3) context and, (4) perscnal resources. Finally,
chapter nine presents a brief sumary of the study and discusses same of

the implications of this research.



CHAPTER ONE

SOCIAL NETWORKS AND IDENTITY: IMPLICATIONS FOR THIS RESEARCH

This chapter presents the conceptual orientation of this
research and a review of the research literature related to the topic of
identity in later life. The relevant research material is analyzed and
the major objectives and questions guiding the study are outlined.
There is, to date, no body of research literature dealing explicitly
with the topic of identity in later life and adopting, at the same time,
a network perspective. Thus, this literature review will first examine
the concept of identity as it has been applied to studies of later life,
and will then look at research literature dealing with the concept of

social network as it relates to studies of aging and the aged.

THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVE AND RESEARCH ORIENTATION

This study originated out of a concern with a paradox in the
social gerontological literature. According to a significant proportion
of the literature, the stresses and losses of old age have a detrimental
and negative effect on the older persons' self-identity. Indeed,
according to Rosow, one of the leading proponents of this view, the
process of aging represented an "actual life crisis"; the elderly are
deprived of "vital functions that underlie their sense of worth, their
self-conceptions, and self-esteem" (Rosow, 1973:82). On the other hand,
a second body of literature countered this view pointing out that
available research evidence does not support this assumption.

5



Proponents note that, although investigators have expected the social
and physical losses of o0ld age would result in negative self-
evaluations and identity losses, "available evidence suggests that self-
concept and self-esteem remain remarkably stable over time" (George,
1980:21). Moreover, the evidence suggests that most elderly individuals
do "maintain a positive sense of self" (George, 1980:43). Stimulated by
this paradox, the present study addresses two issues: (1) What actually
is the nature and basis of identity in later life? and (2) Given that
identity is maintained, how, in fact, is it maintained?

The perspective and orientation on which this research is based
stands In contrast to the orientation adopted by proponents of the
"identity crisis” view of old age. The present study takes an

interpretive approach (see Marshall, 1980a) whereas the identity crisis

approach adopts a normative perspective on aging. Framn the normative
view, society is seen as made up of role-behavior and the socialization
process is emphasized. The emphasis on the internalization of roles

"implies that social norms become constitutive, rather than merely

regulative, of the self" (Marshall, 1980a:51). Fram this perspective,
aging is seen as problematical in that there is no socialization for old
age and emphasis is placed on role arxd status loss. The individual is
viewed as passively enduring the assaults and losses of aging, while
becaming increasingly cut off fram society.

In contrast, the interpretive approach views the human being as
creator of the social world, constructing a meaningful reality through

negotiation with others. The individual as social actor is portrayed as



"an individual searching for meaning, constructing identity, and seeking

to direct interactions with others in ways compatible with that sense of

identity" (Marshall, 1980a:54 emphasis mine). Adopting an interpretive
orientation to the social world and human interaction, and building upon
previous research (e.g. Sokolovsky and Cohen, 1978; Matthews, 1979a;
Tindale, 1980; Corin, 1982), this study aims at demonstrating that older
people are actively involved in shaping their own aging experience and
managing their self-identities. Instead of focusing on roles lost in
old age, this research focuses on the roles (both formal and informal)
and relationships in which elderly people are involved. The objective
is to become better informed on the way in which older people do
participate in society and to ' gain an understanding of the symbolic
significance their relationships and interactions hold for them.

Anselm Strauss (1969) describes identity as an "elusive
concept”, Certainly, the concept has been variously defined and used.
Some researchers focus on only one or more dimensions, while others
employ a broader conceptualization. From the symbolic interactionist
perspective identity is conceptualized as a social product developed and
maintained in the process of social interaction. Identity is "connected
with the fateful appraisals made of oneself - by oneself and by others"
(Strauss, 1969:9). It is not a static entity but an ongoing process,
"an enterprise continuing throughout the whole life course”
(Breytspraak, 1984:18). Both change and contimuity are considered to be
essential components in the conceptualization of self. Identity, as
Erikson (1959:118) reminds us, is a fragile entity; it "is never gained

nor maintained once and for all", but is "continually lost and



regained”. McCall and Simmons (1978:163) similarly argue that
"jdentity, like freedom, must be won and rewon every day. Each identity
mist be continually legitimated..." Identities are legitimated through
a negotiation process with others. This study is based upon the central
premise that, in order to study identity, the researcher must focus on
the interaction process where self-identity emerges and is sustained.
As Strauss explains:

The student of identity must necessarily be deeply

interested in interaction for it is in, and because of,

face-to-face interaction that so much appraisal - of

self and others - occurs (1969:44).

The interaction process is examined here through the concept of social
network.

The meaning of growing old is also a central focus throughout
this study. With one or two notable exceptions, meaning has generally
been ignored in studies on aging. Similarly, it is difficult to find
studies dealing specifically with identity in old age, though there are
studies which focus on such dimensions of identity as subjective age
jdentification and identity maintenance. These and other work related

to identity and aging will be amalyzed throughout this chapter.

PREVIOUS RESEARCH ON IDENTITY IN LATER LIFE

The Meaning Of 'Being 01d'
To understand the issue of identity in later 1life, we must

urderstand more about the meaning of growing old. We must pay
"attention to the nature and sources of the meanings attached to 'being -

old' by individuals" (Ward, 1984:231). In particular we must seek to



understand the meaning and salience of "being old" within the context of
the older individual's everyday life.l

The social psychological approach to aging originally focused on
the "problems of aging", and these problems were defined largely in
objective terms. Sarah Matthews makes much the same point.

When I began examining the social science literature on

old people, I found that most of the research is either

almed at discovering the correlates of a "good

adjustment"” to old age, or conducted principally to

answer questions related to social policy. I came away

fram the literature feeling that I "knew about" old

people in that I knew many objective facts, but that I

did not "know" what being old is (1979a:23).
To gain some understanding of "what being old is", Matthews adopted a
qualitative methodology and attempted to gain intimate familiarity (see
Blumer, 1969) with the social worlds of a select population of old
widows. She loocked at the way in which these elderly women dealt with
the sqqial meanings attached to their chronological age, and focused
upon how these women defined their own situations. Matthews maintained
that old is stigmatlzing yet there is uncertainty in old age. Nomms

and expectations that might define old age are either . lacking or

ambiguous. There ismclearcmsensusastov&monebecomsold. The

ambiguity involved in applying the label old, Matthews contended, gives
old people "scme latitude in def:ming ’chemselvnis ﬁw'_gl‘c‘i;gr not 0ldll
(1979a:71).

Another recent exception to the general objectivist orientation
in aging research is Fontana's (1977) qualitative analysis of "how old

people find meaning in their lives”. Fontana, however, seeks the
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meaning of growing old by focusing primarily on only one dimension of
later life - leisure pursuits.

J\eﬁn/xg_e~ Keith (1982), claiming that subjective data are necessary
if we are to understand old people, examines "what it means to be old"
fram an anthropological perspective and looks at the old age experience
cross—-culturally. W's (1980) research, focusing directly on
identity in old age, also adopts a subjectivist approach. She examines
the older individual's own interpretation of the aging experience and
maintains that older individuals interpret and organize their life
experiences, constructing a sense of self. For Kaufman, culture "gives
the individual the materials with which to construct a self concept and
interpret the relationship of the self to the enviromnment” (1980:4).
Similarly, Myerhoff's (1978) research, also an anthropological study
with an emphasis on cultural context, seeks to discover the way in which
elderly Jewish respondents assign meaning to their lives and weave
identity out of their memories and experiences.

Aside fram Matthews, none of these studies examine meaning and
identity in later life in a camprehensive way. Even Matthew's research,
though treating identity in later life more comprehensively, focuses
primarily on oldness as a stigma and little attention is given to the
more positive, or at least neutral, aspects of identity in later life.

While the present research is concerned with developing a
subjective understanding of the meaning of 'old' and of the way in which
the experience of growing old affects the older woman's sense of self,

old is only one dimension of the older person's identity. This study

e

adopts the view that it is the subjects' own understanding.of her 'self'
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that is important and aill s:elf-—meanmgs must be a;plored Thus, it is
necessary to determine the "configuration of self—perceptmns and self-
evaluations that are important and meaningful" to the older woman in her
&aily life (George, 1980), and to determine wl'ilch self-meanings and
self-descriptions are more meaningful to the individual than others.
Emplcylng George's conceptualization of identity, this study examines
the salience that various self-meanings have for the older woman as well
as what meanings are attached to various attributes, rcles (both formal
and informal) and interpersonal relationships? It focuses on "felt
identity" (self-meanings as interpreted by the individual, see Goffman,

1963) and social identity (meanings attributed to self as defined by

others).

This study also adopts the view that, to understand the issue of
identity in later life, one must pay more attention to the meaning of
relationships associated with roles, rather than to roles per se. One
can, for example, possess a role-identity that is not very meaningful
because it is not associated with a meaningful relationship.
Conversely, ane can be involved in a meaningful relationship that is not
associated with any well defined set of behavioral expectations. This
view has been influenced by Hagestad and Marshall who argue that
individuals must be viewed as more than a "bundle of roles", more than a
"rolg portfolio”. They argue that "we camnot put an equal sign between
role portfolioc and self because self is established and maintained
through relationships, in which meaning is created and shared"” (1980:7).

Hagestad and Marshall further warn that, "the personal significance of a
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role may not be in direct correspondence to its social significance”
(1980:7). Similarly, Breytspraak (1984:60) advises:

We must raise some questions over the contention that

self-identity through the life cycle can be summed up as

putting on and shedding roles.

In much of the aging literature there has been an overemphasis
on role loss in old age. As well, there has been a great deal of
;:i:ﬁasis placed on formal, institutionalized roles and statuses such as
work roles. Much less attention has been given to informal roles and
the meaning attached to them by older people. George draws our
attention to the significance of informal and interpersonal roles for
the elderly, arguing that personal well-being does not necessarily
depend on active participation in what Rosow terms "institutional role
patterns” (1980:46). Informal roles may became more significant than
formal ones in later life and, George suggests, may even be praferred
and welcomed by older people.

In a similar vein, Mutran and Burke report research evidence
which suggests that, as people grow older, there appears to be a shift
"fram thinking of oneself in mtrtmental terms to a self-description
that is more personal" (1979:190). This sucggests that the elderly may
be less affected by the loss of formal roles than we have been led to
believe. McCall and Simmons offer somk theoretical support for this
position by pointing out that our role-identities are in constant need
of legitimation, and that individuals seek "stable, deperdably recurring
means of such legitimation" (1978:163). This stable resource, they
suggest, can be found in interpersonal relationships in which

legitimation can be provided on a more or less routine basis.
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David Unruh (1983) also criticizes previous studies in the
sociology of aging and social gerontology for having focused primarily
on conventional forms of social organization, overemphasizing social
roles and group memberships as the means by which people are linked to
society. Arguing that, in most previous work, "the range of
involvements used to indicate acceptable social integration is
unnecessarily narrow" (1983:24), he employs the concept of social world
as a means of exploring one way in which older people may be connected
to society. Unruh's research illustrates that there are less visible,
"spatially transcendant” forms of social organization, where shared
perspectives and interests can effectively and meaningfully bind older
people to others.

The present research also examines older people's social lives
by focusing on a broader range of involvements. In contrast to the
prevailing conceptions of aging which assume that identity autamatically
suffers because old people lose roles, this study propcses that more can
be learned about the meaning of ‘'old age' and the nature cf an older
person's identity by comparing the meaning‘attached to informal versus
formal roles, and by camparing the contribution that each of these
Mim make to the older person'‘s identity. It is propeosed that, in
lajzsi life, participation in informal roles and informal relationships
wii b§mre meaningful to the older woman (and  therefore contribute
more positively to her identity) than formal role participation. The
study will esplore the extent to which the older waomen studied viewed
themselves primarily in terms of formal role-identities or in more

persocnal terms. It will also explore whether, in fact, role
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relationships are more important to identity maintenance than roles per
se.

This study investigates the salience of 'being old'. Just how
important is an old age identity as it is experienced within the context
of a meaningful everyday world? In doing so, it must explore whether
identity is even of concern to elderly women. Do they indeed ever ask
themselves the question, who am I? There is some evidence to suggest
that concern for identity may not be a real issue in the older person's
life. Turner (1975) reported that, while younger people acknowledged a

quest for identity, older respondents did not admit to any such concern.

Dimensions Of Identity
Introducing the concept identity, George (1980:13) writes:

In order to understand the meaning of the term identity,
it is necessary to understand a set of terms — identity,
self-concept, and self-esteem - and the relationships
among them. Individuals are able to think of themselves
as objects - to describe their characteristics and
evaluate themselves in terms of those characteristics.
(For example, I could describe myself as a good scholar
and a poor typist). The notions of self-concept, self-
esteem, and identity all rest on this cognitive capacity
to describe and evaluate ourselves as objects.

Self-concept refers to the cognitive process of self-perception and
consists of individuals' perceptions of themselves as objects. Self-
esteem refers to the affective and evaluative aspect of self-perception
ard oonsists of the individuals evaluation of the self as an object
(Breytspraak and George, 1982). Identity "refers to those self-
perceptions and self-assessments that are significant to the

individual®. It includes both cognitive and affective components-
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there are identity-perceptions and identity-assessments (George,
1980:14).

Although, as indicated earlier, there are few studies dealing
specifically with identity in later life, both self-concept and self-
esteem have received considerable attention in gerontological research.
These research findings are, however, not easily analyzed because of the
“many ambiguities and inconsistencies in the usage of the constructs
self-concept and self-esteem" (Breytspraak and George, 1982:241). Very
often no clear distinction is made between the two concepts and self-
concept is often used interchangeably with identity.2 These studies
also present inconsistent conclusions about the relationship between age
and self-concept and self-esteem (see also Breytspraak, 1984). Some
report that self-concept or self-esteem decrease with increasing age
(Mason, 1954; Kogan and Wallach, 1961; Ziller and Grossman, 1967).
Others report that they increase, or became more positive with age
(Gurin et al., 1960; Thomae, 1970; Lowenthan et al., 1975), while still
others show no significant relationship (Kaplan and Pokorny, 1970;
Trimakas and Nicolay, 1974; Hunter, Linn and Harris, 1981-82).

The expectation underlying such studies appears to be that aging
and self-esteem will be negatively related. Kalish writes:

Given the stresses and losses that come with increasing

age, given the lack of respect shown the elderly, given

their diminishing physical capacity and sometimes their

diminishing cognitive capacities, it is only common

sense to believe that peoples! self-esteem should drop,

perhaps drastically, as they enter their later years.

Except that this common-sense conclusion is not borne
out by the research data (1975:57).
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As indicated earlier on in this chapter, despite expectations to the
contrary, the bulk of the research data present evidence which suggest
that, in general, self-perceptions and evaluations remain stable over
the vears and most older pecple report a positive sense of self-esteen.
Addressing the caontradictory nature of the study reports, Kaplan
and Pokorny point to the necessity of specifying the conditions under
which aging and self-perceptions are significantly related. They
identify four conditions under which aging was observed to be associated
with positive self-attitudes: where the subjects (1) "reported no
recent life experiences requiring behavioral adaptation; (2) reported
no disparity between their current and hoped for standard of living;
(3) reported that as children they were not afraid of being left alone;
and (4) were living with their spouses in independent households"
(1970:248). Anderson examined the relationship between
institutionalization and self-esteem and concluded that "instead of
institutionalization, variation in the amount and quality of interaction
was fourd to explain changes in self-esteem " (1967:316). Hunter, Linn
and Harris (1981-82) also examined the conditions as well as personality
characteristics of the elderly associated with low and high self-esteem.
They found that elderly with low self-esteem had “poorer self-reported
health, more pain, and higher disability". They also "had significantly
higher scores on depression, anxiety, somatization, and a more external
locus of control orientation..." (1981-82:117). These data suggest that
the relationship between aging and self-esteem may be affected by

various mediating coenditions or variables.
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Other studies have investigated changes in self-descriptions or
self-perceptions across time. Pierce and Chiriboga (1979) explored
changes in the dimensional structure of the self-concept and concluded
that the meaning of self-concept dimensions may fluctuate with passing
time. Lowenthal et al. (1975) examined differences in the self-concept
am men and wanen in four successive stages of adult life. They found
that the self-descriptions of younger and older adults tended to differ
in relation to life stage, suggesting that there may be a reordering of
self-concept dimensions with increasing age. Lowenthal et al. found,
for example, that with increasing age, recpqr‘@mts were less likely to
describe themselves in terms of undesirable traits (e.g. dependent,
helpless, timid, restless, lazy, disorderly), and more likely to ascribe
desirable or positive traits to themselves, perceiving themselves to be
lnc;re self-reliant, efficient and to have more self-control. The self-
c;;;éeptions of women in the preretirement stage were noticeably
different from those of the younger wamen in the study. They saw
themselves as less dependent and helpless arxl as more assertive and
campetent. Similarly, Back (1974), examining changes in self-concept
related to transitions generally associated with aging, found that older
women were Jless likely than younger women to describe themselves in
terms of perscnal background characteristics (such as family relations)
and mere likely to emphasize their abilities and achieved traits.

This study examines both the identity-perceptions and identity-
assessments of elderly women. However, primary attention is given to
the cognitive descriptions that these older wamen give of themselves,

and the personal significance that they ascribe to their various self--
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concepts. The self-descriptions of 'older' and 'yournger' elderly wamen
will be compared. While some of the studies just reviewed have dealt
with a rather limited age range of older people (e.g. Back's sample
ranged in age fram 40 to 70 years; Lowenthal et al's included only the
preretirement stage), this study sample includes respondents whose ages
vary from 65 years to 90 years and over. The broader age range of this
sample should allow a more useful comparison of the self-perceptions and

evaluations of younger and older elderly women.

How Others View The 01d: Attitudes And Stereotypes

A central issue explored in this study is the older woman's view
of herself and the relationship between this and her appraisal of the
way in which others view her. How we see ourselves is related to our
perception of how others see us. There is a sizeable body of literature
dealing with attitudes others have toward older people (McTavish, 1971,
1982; Green, 1981; Palmore, 1982), though once again they contain
inconclusive and somewhat contradictory findings (Brubaker and Powers,
1976). Although there are some exceptions (Golde and Kogan, 1989;
Thorson, Whatley and Hancock, 1974) the majority of these studies
indicate that there is a common negative image of the aged and of the
aging process (Tuckman and Lorge, 1953; McTavish, 1971; Naus, 1973;
Borges and Dutton, 1976).

On a related theme, there is a considerable body of research
attempting to determine the extent of actual knowledge others possess
about aging and the aged (Branco and Williamson, 1982). Most of these

studies have documented that inaccurate and generally negative
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stereotyping of the elderly is prevalent. However, there is
contradiction in this literature as well. Brubaker and Powers, citing
contrary evidence, contend that "research has not yet demonstrated that
stereotypes of old age are all negative" (1976:242; see also Schonfield,
1982 for a similar argument).

A national survey in the United States (Louis Harris and
Associates, 1975) to determine public attitudes toward aging and what it
was like to be old, found that there is a great discrepancy between the
serious problems attributed to old pecople and the problems actually
experienced by them. Ironically, both younger (18 to 64 years) and
older pecple (65+) produced substantially the same evaluation of what
life is like for "most people over 65". It would seem that older people
carry into later life negative and stereotypical images of old age
(Harris and Associates, 1975). Similarly, Borges and Dutton (1976)
found that there is a substantial discrepancy between what people think
"getting old" will be like, and what it "really is like". Their younger
subjects projected their future lives to be not as good as older

subjects actually reported their lives to be.

How The 0ld See Themselves: Self-Conception And Age Identification

Several other studies have also revealed that older people do
not see themselves in the same way that they view other old people
(Brubaker and Powers, 1976; Ward, 1977). Keith (1982:27) writes: "old
people also think more highly of themselvesthan they do of old people

on the whole. The old, in other words, share many stereotypes of old

age, and feel good as individuals because they don't fit them". If
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indeed we come to see ourselves as others see us, and if most people
(including the elderly themselves) appear to have adopted a
stereotypical and negative image of old age, how do we account for this
rather optimistic view that many elderly hold of themselves? Kalish
(1982:16) agrees that we all tend to view ourselves, to some degree, as
we believe others view us and subsequently, "it takes great personal
strength to see yourself as competent, growing and whole when others
view you as incompetent, static or constricting,.and urmhole". However,
Kalish esxplains, many elderly are able to escape this s:elf—concept by
adopting the "that-old-person-over-there position; they accept the
general population view of the elderly but apply it to other people
seeing themselves as exceptions" (1982:16-17).

Chiriboga and Thurnher (1975) report that several of their older
resporndents cammented on the paradox that they themselves felt little
changed whereas others appeared to view them as older. Just when and
how an individual comes to define himself/herself as old is a complex
phenomenon.

George's (1975) extensive study of the factors significant in a
shift in age identification draws attention to an additional problem
that must be considered here. She concludes that although the
evaluative actions of others do appear to be a very important factor in
the process of age identification, this finding must be interpreted

cautiously,
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because of the confusion concerning the temporal order

of these two variables. It may be instead that self-

perception of self as old leads the individual to

perceive others reacting to him as if he were old.

There is certainly a strong association between the

individual's self-image and his perceptions of how

others view him, but the causal ordering is not clear

(1975:105) .

Although it might be expected that subjective age and
chronclogical age would be related, the relationship is far from clear
with studies yielding inconsistent and ambiguous findings. While some
studies have reported that age identification is not "significantly"
related to chronological age (Blau, 1956; Zola, 1962; Baum and Boxley,
1983), quite a mumber of others have concluded that chronological and
subjective age are related (Peters, 1971; George, 1975; Ward, 1977;
Bultena and Powers, 1978; Markides and Boldt, 1983). Though these
studies have found chronological age to be one of the better predictors
of age-identity, the relationship between objective and subjective age
is not always as strong as one might anticipate (Markides and Boldt,
1983). Bultena and Powers, for example, found chronological age to be a
better predictor of age-identity in camparison to other variables
tested. However, they report, "these data are consistent with previous
studies that have revealed a substantial denial of aging among persons
of advanced chronological age” (1978:750). Older respondents often do
ignore chronological age and identify themselves as being younger than
they actually are® (Riley and Foner, 1968; Peters, 1971; Bultena and
Powers, 1978; Markides and Boldt, 1983; Baum and Boxley, 1983). Keith

writes:
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the most striking fact about identifying oneself as old

in America is that many people do not do it at all, or

wait as long as possible before using the label on

themselves. When asked what age category they belong in,

most Americans over sixty-five say middle-aged

(1982:25).

The present study will examine age identification as one
dimension of identity. It will determine whether the older women
interviewed viewed themselves as old or "not old" (i.e., as young or
middle-aged). This study also examines what these terms mean to these
elderly women.

George found that while chronological age was a very important
predictor of age identity, other variables such as widowhood and
subjective and objective health were also significant predictors. She
concluded that a large portion of the total impact of chronological age
on age identification is indirect, "that it is not age per se but rather
age-related processes which are crucial to the individual's age
identity" (1975:101). Similarly, another study, investigating change in
subjective age using longitudinal data, found that subjects who shifted
their age identification from young or middle-aged to old tended not
only to be older, but also less educated ard to have poorer health
(Markides and Boldt, 1983). This research will examine the relationship
between age identification and such variables.

This study will also examine when and how the older woman comes
to identify herself as old. Previous research suggests that, in
addition to poor health, certain other experiences or events can

contribute to self-definition as o0ld (Peters, 1971; Brubaker and Powers,

1976; Ward, 1977). These include: low income, loss of independence,
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institutionalization, retirement, and loss of a spouse or a close friend
(Brubaker and Powers, 1976; Keith, 1982). Keith maintains that,
although people may perceive these experiences as cues that they are
indeed old, "people are probably not so much feeling old, as they are
acknowledging the expectations that these are experiences of old people”
(1982:25). It is not at all clear just what the relationship is between
objective indicators of the aged status and the subjective definition of
self as old.

The older person's reference group is an important factor in the
process of interpreting the objective indicators and defining oneself as
old* (Bultena and Powers, 1976). The reference group influences the
meanings attached to the objective indicators of age status. However,
other old people became a reference group only after the older person
first adopts an image of self as old (Blau, 1956:199). Although this
reference group is largely a negative one, most old people appear to use
it positively, viewing themselves as much better off (Kalish, 1982).
This study explores the concept of reference group, examining whether
(and in what way) elderly women compare themselves to others in
interpreting their own aging experience.

Previous studies indicate that age identification is also
related to levels of formal and informal social involvement (Guptill,
1969; Mutran and Reitzes, 1981; Baum and Boxley, 1983). Baum and Boxley
report that "personal involvement and meaningful activity are linked to
feeling younger and better about oneself" (1983:536). But, as they
point ocut, it is not clear whether involvement creates a younger age

identity or those with younger age identities tend to seek out
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activities and events. Peters maintains that it is critical that
researchers examine social participation among the aged, "since the
maintenance of ties with significant individuals and groups seems to be
crucial to a stable and viable self-image,...(1971:71). A central focus
of this research is the relationship between involvement in meaningful
social ties and identity in later life.

The present study postulates that an old age identity is a
situational identity and investigates the kinds of situations associated
with a feeling that one is old or 'not old’'. A situational
interpretation of identity may help explain the contradictory findings
reported in the age identification and perceptions of the aged
literature. Marshall and Rosenthal (1983:141) suggest that what is
required is a "more situational interpretation of the relationship
between socially shared attitudes and self-identity" as people may view
themselves as old in some situations and not in others. Russell Ward
also calls for a situational interpretation in research seeking to
understand age-identity. Ward writes:

Rather than assuming the importance of age, we need to

clarify the conditions under which age is relevant. We

should investigate the conditions under which "being

old" is made salient to the aging individual and the

consequences of this for self-image and overall well-

being. Indeed, under same conditions being old may be

both salient and positive.....{1984:230).

The present research investigates whether an old age-identity is more

salient in same situations than others.
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0ld Age As "Crisis" Or “"Opportunity”

In sum, the present study of identity and aging assumes a view
of the older woman as an active Participant in her own aging esxperience.
It stands in contrast to the cris:lé view which emphasizes the role
losses that accompany old age (Burgess, 1960; Cavan, 1962; Blau, 1973;
Rosow, 1967, 1973, 1976), and which sees the aged as helpless,
dependents; passive observers of a process of accumulated role losses
frxat threaten to undermine self-conception and sense of worth (Rosow,
1’973) . The available evidence simply does not support such assumptions.

This study is, however, allied with the work of several social
gerontologists (Bengtson, 1973; Marshall and Tindale, 1978-79; Marshall,
1980a; George, 1980; Breytspraak, 1984) who view the older individual as
a social actor capable of active participation in his/her own aging
experience. 014 age, these gerontologists suggest, might even be viewed
as "a time of opportunity” (see especially Bengtson, 1973; Neugarten and
Hagestad, 1976; Marshall, 1980b; Hagestad and Marshall, 1980).
Breytspraak's illustrates this perspective contending that, "people
negotiate their way through aging”. She advocates that more attention
be given to exploring the possibility that the older individual is not
simply a reactor but an actor as well.

The dominant image in this literature is an aging

individual who primarily is left to react to the changes
and degradations in social roles that inevitably
accompany aging. A frequent underlying assumption is
that selfhood is threatened by this process. The
person's response may be colored by such factors as sex,
ethnicity, socioceconomic status, and the presence or
absence of an aging subculture, but the emphasis is
still predaminantly on reacting, responding, adjusting,
and accommodating. Relatively little attention is given
in this literature to exploring the possibility that the
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individual is an actor as well as a reactor, that

meanings surrounding aging are constructed and

negotiated in conjunction with others, and that a number

of cognitive strategies may be used to ensure that self-

integrity is maintained in the face of the "losses"

assocjated with aging. (Breytspraak, 1984:51-52).

In accordance with Breytspraak's call for a focus on the aging
individual as actor, this research explores the issues of identity
maintenance, postulating that the older waman is involved in a process
of identity management. Several studies provide support for this
approach. Matthews' study of the social world of old women found that
elderly women did indeed fight back in an effort to resist the social
meaning ascribed to their chronological age. A major focus of her
research involved a presentation of defence strategies adopted by these
elderly women. She delineates these defence strategies according to
"encounters with others” and "encounters with self" (i.e. situations
where the elderly woman must deal with signs "which indicate that she is
a 'typical' old wamen after all".) Some of these included: suppressing
evidence (e.g. the o0ld woman avoids telling her age), using one
definition for other old people and a different one for herself,
bringing in outside sources to confirm her 'not old' identity (e.g.
relating to others that "very few think of me as old as I am"), avoiding
threatening situations, explaining away her oldness by claiming that
"what seems like oldness really isn't" and justifying her existence by
attaching new meanings to ocld activities (e.g. cooking, cleaning or

making crafts may now be regarded as 'work') (Matthews, 197%9a:71-93).

Other researchers have also drawn our attention to the ways

older people protect their self-images. Stephens (1976), in her study



of elderly hotel dwellers, describes how information control i

her respondents to safeguard their self-esteem. They were <.uw to
reveal any information on their past and what was revealed was generally
reconstructed.

Tindale (1980) describes the identity maintenance processes
invoked by old men on skid row. These elderly men also used information
control as one form of identity menagement. They avoided revealing
anything that would damage their self-images. Tindale also describes
how his elderly informants had developed a form of "status hierarchy"
(See also Hochschild, 1973:58-63). They would stigmatize as "mission
stiffs" those seen as selling out to the identity accorded them by the
larger society.

These studies reveal that many older people do not acquiesce to
the way in which others in society choose to define them. ]E_eg[:j;ies
are socially formed and-sustained; they are also managed through the

process of social '_;'fnteract,ion. This study looks at how older women

maintain a viable sense of self while confronting the aging experience

as it is socially defined.

THE CASE FCR NETWORK ANALYSIS: SOCIAL NETWORKS AND LATER LIFE

It is an underlying assumption of this research, that the older
woman's social network involvement is of fundamental significance to her
identity maintenance. This section introduces the concept of network,
locoks at how it has been applied in the study of aging, and outlines the
way in which the network concept is employed in this study.
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Network theorists maintain that "to understand the individual in
society, we need to understand the fine mesh of social relations between
the person and society; that is, we must understand social networks"
(Fischer et al., 1977:vii). Every individual spends his/her lifetime
embedded in a network of social ties with others. Each individuail
participates in some form of a personal social network. As Fischer
(1977:vii) defines this personal network:

Individuals are linked to their society primarily

through relations with other individuals: with kin,

friends, co-workers, fellow club members, and so on. We

are each the center of a web of social bonds that

radiates ocutward to the pecple whom we know intimately,

those whom we know well, those whom we know casually,

and to the wider society beyond. These are our personal
social networks.

A network approach is especially fruitful for analyzing the
social world of the elderly. It takes ane beyond the surface appearance
of that world and is capable of revealing whether elderly people are
socially isolated or conmnected to society in a meaningful way (see
especially Sokolovsky and Cochen, 1978). In contrast to conventional
approaches to research in aging which have tended to focus on
institutionalized groups and such sociological categories as roles and
statuses, network analysis focuses on the ties that link individuals
across social categories and bounded groups (Wellman, 198la). Such
linkages are instrumental to the process of identity maintenance.

Early network analysts (e.g. Barnes, 1954; Bott, 1957)
emphasized the structural constraints on individual's actions. In the
present study, a quite different approach to network analysis is

adopted. Using works by more recent network theorists (in particular,
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Mitchell, 1969; Boissevain and Mitchell, 1973 and Fischer et al., 1977)
the emphasis in this research is on how choices are made amid
constraints. Mitchell (1969:43) informs us:

There is an element of individual choice, therefore, in

the make-up of any person's network in the sense that

the individual seeks to establish and maintain contact

with a number of persons in terms of his interests in

This approach to network analysis is compatible with the
symbolic interactionist view of the social world and humankind as acting
ard choosing beings. It seeks "to place again in the foreground of
social analysis the notion of internal process ardd the inherent dynamics
in relations between interdependent humen beings" (Boissevain and
Mitchell, 1973:viii). Fram this perspective networks are defined as "a
system of relations which impinge on and influence individuals and their
behavior" but also as "a series of relations which persons use to
achieve their ends" (Boissevain and Mitchell, 1973:viii). Similarly,
behavior is viewed as "choices made with limited alternatives and
limited resources" (Fischer 1977:2-3). This "choice-constraint model"
sees individuals as actively involved in creating their social networks.
The focus is on the individual as an actor as opposed to mechanistic
models which focus on the individual as "acted upon".

This perspective on network analysis also shares with the
symbolic interactionist framework a similar methodology in which the
researcher must adopt a subjective methodological approach and '"take the
role of the acting unit whose behavior he is studying"” (Blumer,
1972:151). Emphasis is placed upon investigating social networks fram

the perspective of the individual (see Fischer et al., 1977). Unlike
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approaches which emphasize the structural form of the social network,
this approach as adopted in this research, focuses on network content.
The content of the network involves "the meanings which the persons in
the network attribute to their relationships" (Mitchell, 1969:20). That
one must attend to meaning if one is to understand human behavior is
also a key principle of the symbolic interactionist perspective.

Snow and Gordon, making a case for the applicability of network
analysis to the study of aging, draw our attention to the

need to make sense of the interrelationships between old

people and their societies. Social network analysis

permits us to look again at the interaction between an

old person, those of significance in the person's life,

the agencies who serve the elderly and the ways in which

these are integrated into larger social wholes in which

such action is set (1980:464).

However, when the network concept has been applied to the study of
aging, the tendency has been to focus on only one dimension or type of
network - the social support network.

There is a considerable body of research describing the
availability of support networks for the elderly (Lopata, 1975; Pilisuk
and Minkler, 1980; Kahan and Antonucci, 1981; Chappell, 1983;
Kohen,1983). Lopata describes this primary support system provided by
an informal network of kin, friends and neighbors as a

set of relations involving the giving and receiving of

objects, services, and social and emotional supports

defined by the receiver and giver as necessary or at

least helpful in maintaining a style of life (1975:35).

Other studies describe how old people help other old people through a

neighborhood network of mutual assistance and support (Rosel, 1983).



31

Networks and the supportive ties they provide are clearly a major source
of help for the elderly, acting as a buffer in helping to counteract the
stresses and losses that may accampany old age (see Pilisuk and Minkler,
1980).

The present study is not concerned with support networks in the
traditional sense. It is concerned with social networks as a medium
through which identity may be maintained. Wwhile the social network as a
support system is investigated in this research, the focus is on support
for identity.

While not focusing on identity in later life, two studies employ
a network approach to old age and provide additional support for the
notion that older pecple are capable of identity management. More
importantly, they illustrate how older people use networks as a medium
for identity maintenance. Sokolovsky and Cohen's (1978) study of the
personal networks of the inner-city elderly deals with elderly hotel
residents (SRO's, single roam occupancy hotels), who from an objective
viewpoint appear to be socially isolated. This population is not
isolated however, but linked to their urban enviromment through
meaningful personal networks. These residents use their networks to
achieve desired ends. Same devised means to insure a reliable source of
network support while avoiding intimate ties.

Corin's (1982) research also applies network analysis to the
study of aging. She examines how elderly people use their social
networks as “strategies for survival®. This study, although not
focusing explicitly on identity maintenance, offers evidence to suggest

that the elderly use their networks as a means for maintaining a



positive self-image. {'léﬁrin describes how her older male resi

strive to maintain an image of themselves as autonomous; -independent
agents, being more reluctant than older wamen to see themselves as
"receiver" of services. "This masculine attitude", she suggests,
"appeared to be a precious tool for the maintenance O;fw; certain
positive. self-image" (1982:11). Older male respondents also tended to
overestimate the size of their networks and, as Corin suggests, this too
may have been a means of boosting their self-images.

The present study is based on the premise that older waomen are
capable of influencing their social networks as well as being influenced
by them. Specifically, it maintains that older wamen are capable of
using their networks so as to maintain a viable and meaningful sense of
self. Both freedam and constraint characterize human behavior. Thus,
as network theorists stress, there is an element of choice in the make-
up of an individual's personal network; individuals create their
networks though building them within the 1limits of a set of socially
structured alternatives (Fischer et al., 1977). As previous research
(e.g. Hochschild, 1973; Sokolovsky and Cchen, 1978; Matthews, 1979a;
Corin, 1982) has demonstrated, older pecple are capable of manipulating
existing relationships as well as initiating new ones.

Because of the tendency in gerontology to emphasize role losses
in old age, we know wvery little about new roles that may be improvised
or the kinds of meaningful relationships and networks in which the
elderly are involved. This study examines opportunities for developing
hew roles and relationships in later life and looks at how role

transitions are negotiated. Previous research (Hochschild, 1973;
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Matthews, 1979a) indicates that older wamen living in age-segregated
communities do create new roles. Hochschild suggests that age-
segregated communities may provide a more favorable context for
developing new rcoles and statuses. Building on such work, the present

study takes the view that many former roles are redefined rather than

lost as people grow older. It argues that continuity in role

involvements within family relationships, friendships and leisure
activities helps to sustain self-identity (Atchley, 1980b). A
meaningful role such as mother may never be lost but is redefined and
renegotiated as both mother and child journey the 1life course.
Successfully redefining arnd renegotiating former role relationships is a
means of maintaining a viable self-image in old age.

In the amalysis of the social networks of elderly wamen the
following dimensions are focused upon: (1) meaning and content of
networks, (2) strength of ties, {3) networks and change, and (4)
networks and distance. In the remainder of this chapter, these aspects
of network involvement are discussed and works related to each of the
three areas of network involvement to be investigated in this study
(1) the family network, (2) friends and neighbors, and (3) leisure

networks are examined.

Meaning And Content

This research adcpts the view that, in order to understand
social network involvement in old age, it is necessary to investigate
the subjective assessment and quality of ties (see Lowenthal ard

Robinson, 1976; Ward, Sherman and Lagory, 1984; Wellman and Hall, 1986).



Thus, the major emphasis in this study is on the content or meaning of
the network ties as defined from the elderly individual's own
perspective. A social tie may be meaningful because it is an important
source of support for the individual's identity. McCall and Simmons
(1978) remind us that individuals are involved in an exchange of support
for each other's role-identities. Individuals must seek out others as
sources for the legitimation of their identities. This study
investigates meaning in all areas of network involvement with an
emphasis on detemining the meaning which the elderly woman's ties hold
for her sense of who she is.

In contrast to previous studies of network ties which tend to
focus on the amount of involvement, this research postulates that, it is
not the mumber of ties or amount of interaction that is important to the
older individual and her self-—conception, but the quality and meaning of
such ties. Previous research has revealed that having at least one
"intimate other"”, or confidant, can compensate for the losses, including
the loss of significant others, that may accampany old age (Lowenthal
and Haven, 1968). Strain and Chappell (1982:479) have concluded that "a
confidant relationship may be more important to the quality of life than
the quantity of interactions with family or friends". Lowenthal and
Robinson (1976) suggest that the older individual may choose to
cancentrate on fewer ties but more intimate ones. Thus, elderly women
who have few ties in total, yet one intimate tie, may have just as much
identity support as those with many but less meaningful ties. The
availability and significance of an intimate tie or confidant is

investigated in this study.
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One way to explore the content of the network and the meaning
associated with any particular tie is to look at what is exchanged and
the affective meaning of the transaction. We know, for example, that
the elderly are actively involved in family networks and that the family
is of critical importance in providing support. Yet, we are not well
informed as to just what family ties mean to the elderly individual.
This study will examine the elderly woman's transactions with her
family, friends and neighbors looking at what is exchanged within these
relationships.

This study will also investigate the existence of ‘negative
ties' in the older woman's personal network. Not all of the older
individual's ties will be equally meaningful and it cannot be assumed
that all ties will contribute positively to self-conception. Indeed,
same ties may, in fact, contribute to an image of self as dependent and
powerless. One may, for example, be at the bottom of the “poor dear"
hierarchy’? (Hochschild, 1973). In which case, participating in such
interaction may well have a negative effect on self-image as the older
person is reminded of her deficiencies.

Perhaps more surprising is the suggestion that the family
network may not contribute positively to the older person's self-
conception but may, in fact, have a negative effect. Given the much
documented importance of the family in the lives of the elderly, cne
might expect that this relationship would be the most meaningful of the
elderly's ties. There is evidence to suggest that even though the rate
of interaction with family is higher, the relationship with friends may

be more meaningful to the older person in maintaining morale and life
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satisfaction (Lowenthal and Robinson, 1976; Arling, 1976; Wood and
Robertson, 1978). However, "the relationship between the morale of
older people and their involvement with family members is
inconclusive,..." (Wood and Robertson, 1978:368).

Friendship and neighboring may be more satisfying to the elderly
because these relationships are generally based upon common interests
and life-styles (Arling, 1976). Perhaps most important, friendship and
neighborhood ties are generally voluntary and based upon a reciprocal
exchange. Reciprocity is of great personal significance in preserving
the self-esteem of older people (Wentowski, 1981). Family ties, on the
other hand, may place the elderly individual in a dependent
relationship. Matthews (1979a) describes elderly widows who had access
to family but were not guaranteed identity support; the quality of the
relationship adversely affected the widow's self-conception.

Rosow (1967) and Hochschild (1973) maintain that family and
friendships are to be considered as separate dimensions of social
involvement. Hochschild found that relations with family and friends
were usually managed separately. Relations with kin and friends were
not campetitive but complementary. Friendship networks may serve to
canplement the kinship network and "may help to strengthen (them) by
relieving some of the burden fram caretaking kin" (Lowenthal and
Robinson, 1976:440). This research examines the varying meanings

attached to family, neighbor and friendship ties.
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Strength Of Ties
While previous studies have tended to ignore the strength of

ties and level of comitment to different areas of network involvement,
the strength and weakness of the older waman's ties is investigated in
the present study. Pilisuk and Minkler (1980:100) defining the strength
of ties write:

Bonds between people vary in tenacity, the emotional

intensity of the ties, the expectation of their

durability and availability, and the degree of intimacy

or confiding which occurs among the esxtchanges. These

cambine to determine the owverall strength of ties.

All network ties are not 1likely to be equal in strength.
Wellman points out that "ties vary not only in their content but also in
the intensity with which they manifest that content;..." (VWellman,
1981b:185). Although one might assume that stronger ties are more
likely to be supportive, weak ties must not be overlooked. Granocvetter
(1973) offers a convincing argument for the strength of weak ties,
arguing that "weak ties often denounced as generative of alienation are
here seen as indispensible to individual's opportunities and to their
integration into commmities;..." (1973:1378). More people can be
reached through weak ties and these ties act as "bridges" or channels to
cammmity resources.

Though strong ties to spouse, family or close friends may be
severed or lost, an abundance of weak ties may compensate for this.
Many of the elderly, though objectively defined as old and alone
(especially by survey analysis), may have several less obvious weak ties

that are instrumental in connecting them to the outside world.® The
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present study is concerned with investigating the role that weak ties

play in the area of identity management.

Networks And Change

The composition and content of a person's network change across
the life course. Stueve and Gerson (1977) draw attention to the
influence of life cycle transitions, arguing that a major influence on
individual's networks is their position in the life cycle. According to
much of the aging literature the latest stage of the life cycle is
characterized by role losses and social isolation (Burgess, 1960;
Cumning and Henry, 1961; Rosow, 1967, 1976; Blau, 1973). Widowhood,
retirement, residential mobility of children and friends, death of
family members and peers, poor health, and limited income can all
contribute to restricted involvement in social relationships (Arling,
1976; Kohen, 1983). However, more recent studies contradict this view
and report that the elderly do maintain social contacts. (See Shanas,
1979). It is not altogether clear just how change does affect the older
person's social networks and this study is concerned with exploring both
change and contimity in network ties. In doing so it explores the
influence of significant life events (e.g. death of important network
members) on patterns of network involvement.

The possible influence of the environmental context on the
elderly woman's network ties is also investigated. Little is known
about the small town as a context for the aging experience. In the
small town investigated here, there has been considerable change in

recent vears and this study is concermed with understanding the effect
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such changes have on older people's social networks. The smallness of
the conmmity increases the likelihood of familiarity, creating "a place
in which one knows and is known by others" (Rowles, 1983:117), ard this

study investigates whether this contributes to continuity of self.

Networks And Distance

This research is interested in ascertaining the extent to which
distance influences the older person's network involvement. Over the
vears, friends and family members may move away or the elderly woman may
herself relocate. Mobility in later life may be restricted due to such
factors as poor health, limited incame, or lack of transportation. The
effect of distance on the strength of ties is also examined.

We know relatively little about the effect of distance on areas
of network involvement. We do know, however, that family relationships
are maintained across distances, although the amount of contact tends to
diminish as the distance increases (Marshall and Rosenthal, 1985; Moss,
Moss and Moles, 1985). Marshall and Rosenthal also found that proximity
had a differential effect, so that while some aspects of the parent-
child relationship were affected by proximity, others were not. For
example, interaction and some types of exchanges were related to
geographical proximity but affectiocnal solidarity or emotional closeness
was not. Rowles (1983) describes how the elderly residents of Colton
are able to maintain friendships and support networks by active
involvement in a telephone network. In this study, the use of the
telephone as a means for maintaining distant but meaningful ties is

investigated.



40

While proximity may be advantageous for some relations it is not
essential for others. As Fischer reminds us:

...personal networks are not inherently bound to a

particular area. Some people are deeply involved with

their neighbors, sane with friends a continent away, and

others with both near and distant assocjiates, each in

different ways (1982:8).
Fischer argues that proximity is not critical nor is daily interaction
necessary for sustaining personal relations. He is critical of those
who maintain that "the 'authentic' personal commmity is the local one-
that neighbors, nearby kinfolk, and the local church form the only
truly supportive community" (1982:158). Modern life, Fischer maintains,
allows people to build personally rewarding relations that are not
necessarily bounded by community. The present study is concerned with
exploring the extent to which elderly women have such personally
rewarding relations. The dispersion of ties within the commmity is

also of interest.

SOCIAL NETWORK INVOLVEMENT

Later life is very often viewed as a period of diminished social
contact (see especially Rosow, 1967; 1973; 1976, Cuming and Henry,
1961; Blau, 1973). While previous studies do not support this notion,
little previous research on aging has taken the form of network analysis
and we are not well informed as to the way in which older people
actually do participate in society. The present study attempts to
elucidate this by examining each older woman's personal network in terms
of her involvement with family, with friends and neighbors, and in

leisure networks.
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The Family Network

Contrary to the widely held myth that the old are abandoned and
alienated fram their families, research has revealed that the majority
of the elderly are by no means isolated fram a kinship network
(Townsend, 1957; Shanas et al., 1968; Shanas, 1979; Sussman, 1976; Troll
et al., 1979; Rosenthal, 1987). The majority of old people interact
frequently with their children with most seeing an adult child weekly,
if not more often (Shanas et al., 1968; Harris and Associates, 1975;
Troll et al., 1979; Rosenthal, 1987). More than two decades ago Sussman
and Burchinal (1962) proclaimed the existence of an active and
functional kin family network providing mutual aid and social
activities. In addition, the family may also serve as a "mediating
link" between the older individual and societal institutions and
organizations (Sussman, 1976).

The relationship between adult children and their aging parents
is based primarily on the cultural norms of independence and autonomy.
Older people do not want to be dependent upon their children and strive
to be independent for as long as possible (Sussman, 1976; Shanas, 1979;
Abu-Laban, 1980; Rosenthal, 1987). However, when they are no longer
able to manage on their own, it is to their children that they turn for
aid, and evidence indicates that children generally provide it (Troll,
1971; Neugarten, 1979; Shanas, 1979; Cantor, 1979; Marshall, Rosenthal
and Synge, 1983).

Given the already large body of research on the topic, this
study is not concerned with the family network as a support system in

the usual sense. However, helping patterns and the content of exchanges
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within the kin network are investigated in order to determine the extent
to which such support helps, or hinders, the older waman in managing her
identity. The way in which the older woman defines her relationship to
her family is examined. The family network may contribute positively to
the older woman's self-conception by providing material aid and
emotional support, thus enabling her to present an independent self to
neighbors and friends. Or, as Matthews (1979a) suggests, the family
may, in fact, contribute negatively by encouraging and reinforcing a
helpless or dependent view of self.

The nature of the older woman's relationships with a wide range
of family members (e.g. her children, grandchildren, siblings, cousins,
nieces and nephews, and in~laws) will be explored here, examining the
way in which such ties contribute to the older woman's self-feelings.
The existence of 'fictive kin' will also be investigated and the nature
of these relationships examined. Much of the literature on the family
network of the aged focuses upon the immediate family of adult children
and aged parents. Thus, much less is known about the older person's
relations with his/her siblings, grandchildren, cousins, nieces and

nephews, and non-family members such as 'fictive kin'.

The Elderly Widowed

Martin Matthews writes that "widowhood for many women is far
more than a loss of role. It undermines the basis of the widow's
identity" (1980:149). Not only does the widow lose the role of wife,
but "for many widows, their late husbands served as a link between

themselves and society” (Martin Matthews, 1980:149). While some studies
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suggest that the widowed are more socially isolated (Bock and Webber,
1972; Heyman and Gianturco, 1974), others do not (Petrowsky, 1976;
Atchley, Pignatiello and Shaw, 1979). Powers and Bultena's (1976)
study, for example, revealed that the widowed were more likely to
develop more intimate relationships with their friends than those who
were married.

Lopata (1979) suggests that women may be better prepared for
widowhood than men. Women, having generally been responsible for
developing their couple-based friendships, find it easier to maintain
these relationships following the death of their spouse. In a recent
study, Kohen (1983) examined the social relationships among elderly
married and widowed men and women and her research supports the position
that:

...the elderly widowed are not more isolated than the

elderly married and that elderly women have soamne

advantage over elderly men in their ability to develop

or maintain their social relationships (1983:62).

The present study investigates whether relationships

participated in prior to the husband's death are maintained and if new
meaningful relationships are established.

Friends And Neighbors

There are comparatively few studies focusing specifically on
friendship and neighboring relations in later life (Peters, 1982). An
additional problem is that neither 'friend' nor 'neighbor' are easily
defined, with both terms being used by respondents to describe various
types of relationships. Furthermore, the meaning attached to

friendship relationships has seldam been addressed (Matthews, 1986b:1il).
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An exception, Matthews maintains that in order to understand friendship
in old age, "it is necessary to know more about individuals'
relationships throughout their lives ~ their 'populated biographies'-
as well as their interpretations of them" (1986a:233). Her research
focuses on the way in which past friendships affect present friendships
of the old and the meanings attributed to them.

We do know that friendship is wvery important to the elderly
(Blam, 1961; Hess, 1972; Rosow, 1967). Friendships help to integrate
older people into society (Rosow, 1967) and contribute positively to
their morale (Arling, 1976; Wood and Robertsaon, 1978). Lowenthal and
Haven's research discovered that an intimate friendship can serve as a
"buffer against such decrements as loss of role or reduction of social
interaction” (1968:27). Blau (1961) and Lopata (1973) stress the
importance of friendship in helping widows adjust to bereavement.
However, as Lowenthal and Robinson (1976) note, there is ambiguity in
the friendship literature. Same studies report that friendships tend to
be maintained into old age, while others report that there is a decrease
in interaction with friends, primarily because fewer friends are
available due to poor health, death and difficulty in obtaining
transportation (Riley and Foner, 1968).

According to Hess (1972) hamophily affects friendship choice at
all stages of the life course and in old age friendships most often
occur amory] age peers. Cohen and Rajkowski (1982) however, question
this assumption. They report that age was not a significant determinant
in the friendships formed in their sample of SRO (single room hotel

occupants) elderly. Cantor's (1979) research also suggests that
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friendships in later life are not necessarily confined to age peers.
According to her data, 56% of those designated as friends were younger
than the elderly respondents.

This study investigates the relationship between participation
in a friendship network and identity maintenance in old age. It
examines whether or not participation in a stable friendship network
lends a sense of continmuity to self. It also investigates whether older
women have at least one intimate tie or confidant and if they tend to
have friends of similar age.

This research also examines the amount and nature of the older
woman's contact with her neighbors, investigating the way in which such
relations contribute to identity maintenance. It also explores whether
clder wamen, living most of their lives in a small town,  tend to choose

neighbors as friends, or if their friendships are more widely dispersed.

Leisure Networks

Leisure is difficult to definre since it may involve any of a
vast number of possible activities and what is considered to be leisure
by one individual may not be similarly defined by another. Typically,
leisure has been viewed in terms of freedom fram work, and most studies
have focused on leisure activity as activity engaged in following
retirement (Kaplan, 1979). Because work and activity are so highly
valued in North American society, Miller (1968) maintains that, if
leisure activity is to form the basis for a new social identity in

retirement, the older individual must find leisure activity that is both
meaningful and highly valued.?
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This conception of leisure may not be appropriate for examining
leisure among older women because of its focus on retirement from paid
labor. For the majority of the generation of older women examined in
this study, a waman's life time work was household labor, from which
most never campletely retire. We really do not know how older women
define leisure and the activities typically associated with it. A main
concern in the present study is the extent to which the leisure pursuits
of older women involve interaction with others as opposed to solitary
activities (e.g. gardening, knitting, reading, or watching television).
In particular, this research explores the contribution that this
- involvement makes to identity maintenance in later life.

One area of leisure activity examined is voluntary organization
participation. Voluntary organizations, in addition to providing
meaningful leisure time activity, can serve to integrate individuals
into a cammnity (Bull, 1982). Such participation may be a wvehicle for
developing and maintaining friendships. Ward, for example, examining
the meaning of wvoluntary association participation to older peopie,
found that "contact with friends was by far the most freguently
mentioned benefit of group participation" (1979b:441). Volunteerism can
also provide the older person with an opportunity to serve others. Such
service to others can contribute to feelings of self-worth and provide
the basis for a new social identity (Miller, 1968; Ward, 1979b).

While it is often assumed that aging is accompanied by a
decrease in both membership and involvement in wvoluntary associations,
Cutler's (1977) data do not support this assumption. According to

Cutler, age differences in membership and participation in wvoluntary
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associations do not reflect age changes but are related to differences
in socioceconamic status between younger arxd older age groups. Cutler
reports:

When socioceconomic differences between age groups are

controlled, the resulting pattern is generally one of
relatively stable or increasing levels of membership and

participation after age 45 through at least ages 75-80

(1977:471).

This study examines the older waman's involvement in voluntary
organizations and whether or not this participation provides the older
woman with an opportunity for developing new identities. While the
opportunity for status within the coommity at large may be problematic
for the elderly woman, involvement in a local senior center or organized
woman's group can provide an opportunity for developing meaningful
informal roles.

Another area of leisure activity examined in this study is
church membership and involvement in religious associated activities.
Religion and aging is an area in social gerontology that has been under
researched (Payne, 1982). Yet, many older people belong to churches
(Moberg, 1983) and it is assumed that religion plays an important role
in the lives of the aged (Moberg, 1983; Heisel and Faulkner, 1982).
Older pecple, for example, are more likely than younger people to belong
to church affiliated groups (Ward, 1979a). However, the nature of
religious involvement in old age is samewhat ambiguous. Ward informs us
that, "while religious involvement may become more important with age,
it may also decline" (1979a:256). Church attendance is generally quite
high among those in their sixties but terxds to decline in advanced old

age (Riley and Foner, 1968).
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Membership in church related associations is positively
associated with psychological well-being (Heisel and Faulkner, 1982)
and, there is apparently a direct relationship between good personal
adjustment in old age and religious involvement (Moberg, 1983). Yet, we
know little about the church and its possible place as a locus for
meaningful activities and interpersonal contacts for the aged. The
church offers an ideal basis for identity maintenance in that it
"provides an opportunity both to give and receive" where "service for
others and service from others is complementary” (Moberg, 1983:131).
Also, according to Moberg, "a true believer finds self-identity in the
context of his or her religious group..."(1983:121). The role of
religion and the church in the lives of older wamen is examined in this
research, investigating the extent to which the church and its
affiliated organizations serve as a medium for identity maintenance in

later life.

SUMMARY

This chapter has examined the research literature relevant to a
study of identity and social networks in later life. It has also shown
the way in which this previous work has shaped the orientation and
research questions which direct the present study. This research, in
contrast to existing studies, is an attempt to provide a more
comprehensive examination of identity in old age. It adopts a
subjectivist stance and seeks to develop an understanding of what it
means to be old. It investigates the salience of 'oldness' as one

dimension of identity concentrating on the meening and salience of
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'being 0ld' as it is experienced within the context of the older waman's
everyday life.

In contrast to much previous work, this study assumes a more
positive perspective on the aged and the aging process. Like all
periods in life, there is, in old age, an element of choice. Drawing on
the insights derived from the symbolic interactionist framework and, in
particular, the "reality constructionist" perspective, this research
views older people as capable of active involvement in their own aging
experience.

A network approach is employed as a means for examining the way
in which older women participate (or do not participate) in their |
surrounding social world. Network formation and involvement amorngg
elderly women is investigated with an emphasis on exploring the meaning
such interaction holds for the older woman and her sense of self.
Adopting the view that networks can be used by individuals to pursue
their interest in achieving certain ends, the way in which older women
use their networks as a medium for identity maintenance is investigated.
Located in a small progressive town, the research is also interested in
examining the impact of change and community on social network

involvement and identity maintenance in old age.
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FOOTNOTES

The term "everyday life" is borrowed from Jack Douglas who
maintains that "all of sociology necessarily begins with the

understanding of everyday life,..." (1970:3).

A real problem with the literature in this area is that the
canceptualization of 1dent1ty with which the researcher is working
is not always clear. It "is often difficult to determine if
identity is actually the concept being studied, as a variety of
terms—are @mployed in the relevant literature (&.g. self-image).
Breytspraak and George (1982:241-301) provide an excellent review
of conceptual and methodological issues related to the constructs
self-concept and self-esteem.

Bultena and Powers (1978), in a longitudinal study measuring age
identification both in 1960 and 1970, report that in 1960 nearly
three—quarters of their chronologically elderly respondents (65%)
saw themselves as middle-aged. Baum and Boxley (1983) report that
62% of their chronologically elderly sample identified themselves
as younger than their actual age.

In addition to Bultena and Powers (1976) reference group
perspective, there have been a mumber of other approaches taken in
an attempt to explain the finding that a majority of older pecple,
refusing to define themselves as old, see themselves as middle-
aged. See for example, Ward's (1977) investigation of labeling
theory as an explanation of aging denial. Baum offers another
view, arguing that gerontologists must "construct a new model based
upon the subjective expression of wellness in later years" (1983-
84:25).

Hochschild describes the "poor dear" hierarchy used by the elderly
widows at Merrill Court. "There was a shared system of ranking
according to which she who had good health won honor. She who lost
the fewest loved ones through death won honor and she who was close
to her children won honor. Those who fell short on any of these
criteria were often referred to as 'poor dears'" (1973:58)

See for example Sokolovsky and Cohen (1978). Though objectively
defined as socially isolated, this population of SRO elderly were
not devoid of personal networks and had many contacts outside the
hotel.
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More recently, Kaplan (1979) maintains that the work ethic has
declined in contemporary society while leisure has ascended as a
primary value. However, while this new attitude toward work and
leisure should make the transition to a leisure role easier for
future generations of elderly, the work ethic is still meaningful

to the present generation of older people (Hochschild, 1973;
Kaplan, 1979).



CHAPTER TWO

METHODOLOGY AND RESEARCH DESIGN

This chapter will examine the research methodology used in this
study. This will include a description of the research setting, the

sample and sampling procedure, and the research instruments.

THE SETTING

The data for this study were collected in the small Town of
Bridgewater, Nova Scotia. This research was intended as an examination
arnd analysis of the aging experience of elderly individuals living in
what was basically a non-urban environment. Much of the existing social
gerontological research focuses upon studies of the urban elderly and
little attention has been given to the rural and small town elderly.
While the majority of elderly Canadians live in larger urban centers,
the small town elderly are a significant population constituting a
higher proportion of the population in small towns (Statistics Canada,
1984). 1In 1981, the proportion of Canadians aged 65 and over living in
urban areas with populations of 500,000 and over was 9.4%. However, in
small urban areas with populations of 1,000-5,000, the proportion of
elderly Canadians comprised 13% of the total population as compared to
the national average of approximately 10% (Statistics Canada, 1984).

An examination of the distribution of the population aged 65 and
over in Nova Scotia reveals that older persons do, in fact, constitute a
significantly high proportion of the total population of the small towns

52
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in that province. In many Nova Scotia towns, with populations of 1,000~
5,000, the proportion of elderly living in the area is well over the 13
percent found in the small urban areas of the country as a whole. To
illustrate, the Town of Springhill, in Cumberland County, has a
population of 4,900 and 16.9% of this population are 65 years and over.
Middleton, in Amnapolis county, has a population of 1,830 with 18.3% of
this population being 65 years and over. Windsor, in Hants County, has
a population of 3,645 and 20.7% are 65 years ard over. Bridgewater, in
Lunenburg County, has a population of 6,670 and with 12.7% of its
residents 65 years and over, this town also has a proportion of elderly
that, while substantially lower than the above towns, is also
considerably higher than the national average.

There has been little gerontological research done in the
Province of Nova Scotia, yet 10.9 percent of the population in the
province are senior citizens. While it can be argued that small town
Nova Scotia is unique and therefore not entirely representative of small
town Canada as a whole, there is some basis for generalizability. This
study focuses primarily on the issues of network involvement and
identity in old age and these are social-psychological issues applicable
to all elderly, regardless of their geographic location.

The original intent in the research design was to examine the
social world of elderly women living within a natural setting. That is,
the study was intended to focus on those elderly living a more or less
'normal' existence in their own homes, rather than in an
institutionalized setting or in such unique settings as a retirement

commmnity. This is in contrast to much of the previous research related
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to the issue of identity in later life. Matthews' (1979a) research
focused on a select group of elderly widows gathered fram a pool of
public housing applicants and participants at a senior citizen's center.
The population was also predominantly middle and upper class. Tindale's
{1980) work involved a select sample of old men on skid row. Kaufman
(1980) focused on "middle class Americans', living throughout a large
metropolitan area, and did not study elderly individuals residing within
the same geographic area. The principal focus for the data analysis in
this study is, then, a sample of cammunity-dwelling elderly women living
within the boundaries of a small town.

It is not uncommon, in studies based on qualitative
methodologies, for the researcher to implement changes in the initial
formulation of the research design. Indeed, in conventional field
studies, the researcher typically creates his/her focus and method as
he/she works. Techniques are selected on the basis of the requirements
of the research problem and according to which techniques will yield the
most meaningful information (Schatzman and Stramss, 1973). During the
data gathering phase of the present study, the decision was made to
include in the research, two secondary samples of elderly women living
in specialized settings. These included a senior citizen's apartment
camplex and a mursing home.

These secondary samples were included as it became apparent that
additional insights could be gained from examining the network
involvement of older women who were living in contrasting settings.
Being admitted to the nursing hame, or meeting the criteria of eligibil-

ity for special senior housing, immediately placed these women in a
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unique position vis-a-vis their commmnity-dwelling counterparts. In
each of these sample settings (the nursing home in particular), the
older woman's definition of self as independent, and the availability of
identity maintenance resources, could both be easily threatened. 1In
both cases, individuals were removed from their surroundings of familiar
neighbors and long time friends to a setting where the development of
new network ties and the maintenance of old ones could become
problematic. In the new enviromment, one's 'others' may, or may not
becane one's cordial neighbors and good friends. Most importantly, they
may or may not became confirming others for one's self-identity.

It was hypothesized that the elderly wamen in these samples
would be in a situation where resources for network maintenance and
formation would be less accessible than would be the case for community-
dwelling elderly. Interest, then, developed in examining the way in
which older women achieved and maintained a viable sense of self in a
situation where the possibilities for identity management were less than
ideal. Knowledge of the aging experience in these settings would
enhance the overall understanding of identity maintenance in later life.

An additional advantage of including these samples is the
increased likelihood of obtaining information on social isolates. Those
elderly wamen who are not part of a social network, or whose once active
networks may have broken down or been eroded, through the loss of
significant others, will be more likely to be located in these settings
than in a sample of cammmity-dwelling elderly (whose very presence in
their own homes may be indicative of the existence of an active social

network) .
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The Town Of Bridgewater

The Town of Bridgewater is a progressive and developing
cammnity located on the south shore of Nova Scotia in Lunenburg County.
It is approximately 90 kilameters soutlwest of the city of Halifax. The
tosn is a service center for the county and surroundings areas. It is
often described as "the hub" of Nova Scotia's South Shore. The town's
population has been steadily growing with a population in 1981 of 6,670.
approximately 12.7 percent of this population are 65 years and over.

While same of the older industries in the town have been dying
out, new ones have been developing. The business cammmity has been
steadily growing and town officials now boast of a Bridgewater
Industrial Park containing a Michelin tire plant, a major employer for
the town people as well as workers from surrounding municipalities.
Michelin is responsible for some of the more recent changes in the town,
bringing with it a substantial number of "ocutsiders", and stimlating
growth in business and commerce. The importance of Bridgewater as a
service center has been increasing with 48.2 percent of the labor force
employed in managerial/administrative, clerical, sales and service
occupations and 27.2 percent in trade and commerce (Statistics Canada,
1983).

The Town of Bridgewater is most picturesque, lying on both sides
of the scenic La Have River. There are many elegant old hames, and tall
trees gracefully line the streets. Like many small towns, Bridgewater
presents an interesting blend of the old and the new. Bordering on one
side of the river is "Main Street"” which camprises the core of downtown

Bridgewater. Located here are various small shops and privately owned
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businesses. These are, in general, housed in old buildings that were
once part of a vital and vibrant downtown center. Directly across, on
the opposite river bank, is a relatively large and modern shopping
center containing various national chain stores. While Main Street is
still the focus for a lot of town activity, the shopping mall (along
with two other shopping plazas located in the town) has became an
obwious rival as the hub of the town's commercial activity.

Residential areas spread out beyond these two cammercial centers
on both sides of the river. Although there is evidence of change all
throughout the town, much of the 'new' has developed at some distance
fran the older town center. The two additional shopping malls are, for
example, each located at the opposite extremities of the town. Modern
landmarks such as 'McDonalds' and two large motel chains are also
located away from the town center. Recent housing sub-divisions are
developing in new areas located some distance from the older residential
gsites. Both an 'old' and a 'new' bridge connect the two sides of the
toan. The new bridge, completed very recently, bears evidence of the
gro