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This study examines what growing old means for the older wanen's 

sense of self-identity. Some gerontologists argue that old age 

constitutes a pericd of role loss with detrimental impact on identity. 

,\ sizable body of data do not support this assumption. The underlying 

assumption of thjs 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 io\Ornen and (2) the extent to 

which a positive identity can be retained through social network 

involvement with family, friends and camnunity leisure activities. 

Instead of focusing on what is lost, the emphasis wa.'S on determining 

what role relationships are retained and established in old age, and the 

extent to which these ~erve to maintain a ~;itive self image. 

The research is based on interviews wit..,_ 142 wanen over age 65 

living :i.n the town of Bridga~ter: Nova Scotia. The principle component 

of this sample comprised 101 ~ living in their own haines -:>r 

apartments (i.e. community- d~lling). J.llbst of t..'le analysis is based on 

this sa:nple. Howev·~r, where comparative ar.eJ.~is J.s useful, these data 

are supplemented with infonnaticn fr:"Jm ir,terviews wi ·th 31 residents of 

aen.ior ci t:izen apa!''tment corr;;lexes ar..d :tO res idente' of a 1:urs iD.g ~1-:>me. 

The findings indicate t:.1at the elderJy ~mr.m st:"udie:i here 

generally do not view thenselves c.s ~elderly' c.r 'old 1 Age .:.:lentj ty is• 
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found to be largely situational and more relevant to sane interactions 

than others. The majority have managed to retain a positive identity 

which is deeply enbedded within their informal role involvements and 

social network ties. As a result, the loss of more formal role 

l"elationships had only limited impact on identity. The findings also 

indicate that a relatively stable small ccmmmity appears to offer 

advantages for identity management in old age. 
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INTRODUCTION 

To apply the label 1 old wanan 1 in our society is to set a group 

of people apart fran others; it is to identify them as objects of 

ambiguous meaning and questionable value. 'l'he old person may not feel 

'old' - she may feel little different than she did years ago or, she may 

feel sc:JJlEMhat differently about herself but what she feels, what this 

experience means to her, may not be at all congruent with the mean.in;;;ls 

shared bv those who have labeled her. 

This study examines the older wanan' s experience of growing old. 

It is concerned with developing a subjective understanding of what 

growing old means for the older 'Wt1IEI1'l' s sense of self-identity. The 

theoretical f~rk guiding the study is the symbolic interactianist 

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 

( l979a: 73) maintains, "spoils identity" . "Even though the old wcman 

does not think of herself as old, she nrust deal with situations in which 

other people think she is old". This study looks at how older wcmen do, 

in fact, confront the a:;ing 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 
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Self-conception affects our aspirations arXl orientation to life (Gergen, 

1971); it exerts an important influence on our behavior (Rosenberg, 

1981) . Consequently, "much human behavior and social interaction is 

identity directed - JOOtivated by a desire to maintain and enhance 

identity" (George, 1980: 17) . A seca1d major objective of this study is 

to explore the issue of identity maintenance in later life. Based on 

the premise that identity is created and sustained in the process of 

social interaction, this research examines the older w:::lllBn' s involvement 

in a process whereby she negotiates, with others, a meaningful sense of 

self. Identity maintenance is explored primarily by examining social 

nebt1ork participation in later life. 

Symbolic interactionists view the relaticmsbip between humankind 

and society as a dialectical one (Berger and Luckmann, 1967; Hewitt, 

1976). Human beings act upon the social world helpinJ to shape and 

no:Ufy it, while the social N>rld also acts upon or influences them 

(Mead, 1934). In this research, it is assumed that older wcmen are 

capable of influenc~ their social networks as well as beinJ influenced 

by them. Hypothesizing that older RJnen 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 metb:Jd, is both a social psychological 

and etl'mog:rapti.c interpretation of the aginJ experience. !be methods 

employed are derived from the standard ethnographic methods of 

participant observation, and both formal and informal intensive 

interviewing. The researcher resided in the camrunity under study and 

participated first hand in as many life events as NBS possible. 
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This research, while not a cammmity study, is concerned with 

the role of ccmnunity context in identity creation and maintenance. 

Developing a contextual understar:ding is important for other people and 

"settings" provide "the taken-for-granted background for the definition 

of self" (MattheNs, l979b:44). '1'he data "NBre collected in Atlantic 

Canada. '1'he Town of Bridgewater (the setting is described in detail in 

Chapter 'l'i«>) 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 1.mlikely to be found in a large urbm 

setting. Bridgewater tlms provides an envira»nental context where one 

can explore the older wanan • s aQ'ing experience within a realm of both 

change and continuity. 

This study is organized into three parts. Part ,2!!! (chapters I 

and II} briefly outlines the theoretical framework and research 

orientation, and presents a review am analysis of relevant literature. 

It also outlines in detail the major research objectives guiding the 

study and the research methodology. 

Part boo (chapters III and IV) focuses on the nature and tasis 

of identity in later life. Chapter three looks at •old• as one 

dimension of identity am 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 

wanen apply the label 'old' to themselves. The relationship between age 

identification and such variables as - chronological age, socio-econanic 

status, perceived health status, marital status and the vi~ of 
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significant others - is examined. In chapter four, an attanpt is made 

to interpret the subjective meaning of identity as opposed to the 

conventional objective canceptualizaticn of the concept. George's 

( 1980} conceptualizaticn of identity as "the configuration of self­

perceptions and self-evaluations that are important and meaningful to 

the ir¥iividual" 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 ~. The nature of the older wanan • s neb.'orks 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 analysis describing and analyzing the elderly wanan' s 

relations with her family. In chapter six, relations with friems are 

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

older woman's leisure activities and organizational involvements ....... 

Chapter eight elaborates further oo the analysis of the way in which the 

elderly~ studied here have managed to sustain meaningful identities 

in old ~. It examines in detail their :positian in relaticn to four 

principal types of resources: (1) number of ties, (2) strength and 

meaning of ties, (3) context and, (4) personal resources. Finally, 

chapter nine presents a brief SUIIIIIai'Y of the study arxi discusses sane of 

the implications of this research. 



CHAPTER ONE 


SOCIAL NE'lWORKS AND IDENTI'lY: IMPLICATIONS FOR TIIIS RESEARCH 


This chapter presents the conceptual orientation of this 

research an:i 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 RESFARCH ORIENTATION 

This study originated out of a concern with a para:iax 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 
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Proponents note that, although investigators have expected the social 

and physical losses of old age would result in negative self­

evaluations and identity losses, "available evidence suggests that self­

concept and self-esteem renain remarkably stable over time" (George, 

1980:21). ftbreover, the evidence suggests that most elderly individuals 

do "maintain a positive sense of self" (George, 1980:43). Stimulated 1:7y 

this paradox, the present study addresses tN> issues: (1) Nlat actually 

is the nature and basis of identity in later life? and (2) Given that 

identity is maintained, heN, in fact, is it maintained? 

The perspective and orientation an which this research is based 

stands in contrast to the orientation adopted 't::rf proponents of the 

"identity crisis" view of old age. The present study takes an 

interpretive approach (see Marshall, 19808) whereas the identity crisis 

approach adopts a normative perspective an aging. Fran the normative 

view, society is seen as made up of role-behavior and the socialization 

process is C!!!IIIPlasized. The ei!P'lasis an the internalization of roles 

11 implies that social no:rns becane constitutive, rather than merely 

regulative, of the self" (Marshall, 19808:51). Fran this perspective, 

aging is seen as problematical in that there is no socialization for old 

age and empasis is placed an role am status loss. The individual is 

viewed as p:tSSively endurilq the assaults and losses of aging, while 

becaning increasingly cut off from society. 

In contrast, the interpretive approach vieNS the human being as 

creator of the social tft10rld, constructing a meaningful reality through 

negotiation with others. '!be individual as social actor is portrayed as 
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"an individual ~ for meaning, constructim identity, and seeking 

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

identity'' (Marshall, l98Qa:54 emphasis mine). Adopting an interpretive 

orientation to the social world and htunan interaction, and building upon 

Mat"tlaos, l979a; 

Tindale, 1980; Corin, 1982), this study aims at denonstrating that older 

people are actively involved in shaping their CN1 aging el<pel"ience and 

managing their self-identities. Instead of focusing on roles lost in 

old age, this research focuses an the roles (both formal and informal) 

am relationships in which elderly people ~ involved. The objective 

is to become better informed on the W8!f in which older people do 

participate in society and to gain an ~rstanding of the symbolic 

significance their relatia'lShips am interactions hold for them. 

Anselm Strauss ( 1969) describes identity as an "elusive 

ccmcept". Certainly, the concept has been variously defined and used. 

Sc:me 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 ooeself - 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 cantirmity are considered to be 

essential calp)llellts 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 
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regained". McCall and Simmons {1918:163) similarly argue that 

"identity, like freedan, must be won and rewon every day. Each identity 

must be continually legitimated..• " Identities are legitimated through 

a negotiation process with others. '1his study is based upon the central 

premise that, in order to study identity, the researcher must focus on 

the interaction process where self-identity eaerges and is sustained. 

As Strauss explains: 

The student of identity must necessarily be deeply 
interested in interaction for it is in, arxi because of, 
face-to-face interaction that so much appraisal - of 
self am others - occurs (1969: 44) . 

The interaction process is examined here through the concept of social 

netN>rk. 

The meaning of gradng old is also a central focus throughout 

this study. With one or tN> ootable 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 

identification arxi identity maintenance. These arxi other work related 

to identity arxi agirq will be analyzed throughout this chapter. 

PREVIOUS RESEARCH ON IDENTITY IN LATER LIFE 

The Meaning Of I Being Old I 

To understand the issue of identity in later life, we must 

\BX!erstarn more about the meaning of groNing 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 
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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 aging11 and these problems were defined largely inI 

objective terms. Sarah MattheN; makes much the same point. 

N1en I began examining the social science 11terature on 
old people I I found that DJSt of the research is either 
aimed at discovering the correlates of a "good 
adjustment" to old age, or conducted principally to 
answer questions related to social policy. I came 8111S.Y 
frcm the literature feeling that I "knew about" old 
people in that I knew many objective facts, but that I 
did not 11kncM" what be!DJ old is (l919a: 23) . 

To gain sane understanding of "what be!DJ old is", MattheN:; adopted a 

qual!tative methodology and atteupted to gain intimate familiar!ty (see 

Blumer, 1969} with the social worlds of a select population of old 

wideNs. She looked at the way in which these elderly wcmen dealt with 

the social mean1D'JS attached to their chronological age, and focused 

up:m how these waaen defined their own situations. Matthews maintained 

that old is stigmatizing I yet there is tmeertainty in old age. Norms 
_..,-­ ~'"'·. 

and expectations that might define old age are eithe.J'__.lacltirg _Q;ro 

ambiguous. There is no clear consensus as to when one becomes old. The 

ambiguity involved in applying the label old, Mat~ contenied, gives 

old people "saDe latitude in defining themselves as 1 old 1 o~-·-~..t ..old.!..~~-
- -· . - . -. . ~ ~-~~-·~---,......--~---~--· 

(1919a: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, hc:Jwever 1 seeks the 
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meaning of growing old by focusing primarily on only one dimension of 

later life - leisure pursuits. 

~-~~- (1982) , claiming that subjective data are necessary 

if we are to understand old people, eMaJD.ines ''what it means to be old" 

fran an anthropological perspective and looks at the old age experience 

cross-culturally. Kaufman'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 environment11 
{ l~eo: 4) . 

Similarly, Myerhoff's (1978) research, also an anthropological study 

with an eqlhasis on cu1tural context, seeks to disco"J'er the way in which 

elderly Jewish respondents assign meaning to their lives and weave 

identity out of their memories and experiences. 

Aside fran Mattl'leNi, none of these studies examine meaning am 

identity in later life in a canprehensive wa:y. Even Matthew's research, 

though treating identity in later life more canprehensively, focuses 

primarily on oldness as a stigma and little attention is given to the 

more p::sitive, 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 wa:y in which 

the experience of growing old affects the older wcman •s sense of self, 

old___i~ only one dimension of the older . pel'SQl1.' s i<ientity. This. s~ 

adopts tile view that it is the subjects' a<m understanding--of her 'self' 
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that is inp:>rtant and all self-meanings must be explored. Thus, it is 

necessary to determine the "configuration of self-perceptions and self­

evaluations that are inp:>rtant and meaningful" to the older wanan in her 

daily life (George, 1980), and to determine which self-meanings and 

self-descriptions are more meanin:1ful to the irnividual than others. 

Employing George's conceptualization of identity, this study examines 

the salience that various self-meanings have for the older wanan as well 

as what meanings are attached to various attributes, roles {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 meanil:g 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, one can be involved in a meaningful relationship that is not 

associated with arry well defined set of behavioral elq)ectations. 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 

"role portfolio". 'nley argue that ;'we cannot put an equal sign between 

role portfolio 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 ~ 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 sunmed up as 
putting on and shed::Ung roles. 

In much of the aging literature there has been an over~is 

on role loss in old age. As well, there has been a great deal of 

EIIIJ;hasis placed on formal, institutionalized roles am 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 am interpersonal roles for 

the elderly, arguing that personal well-being does not necessarily 

depend on active participation in what Resow terms "institutional role 

patterns" (1980:46) . Informal roles may becaDe JOOre significant than 

formal ones in later life ani, George suggests, rra:.J even be preferred 

and welcaned by older people. 

In a similar vein, Mutrar.. and Burke report research evidence 

which suggests that, as people grow older, there appears to be a shift 

11 f:rcm thinking of oneself in instrumental terms to a self-description 

that is 100re personal" (1979:190). This suggests that tile elderly my 

be less affected by t-.he loss of forma1 roles than we have been led to 

believe. M:::Call and SiDI!ols offer sed theoretical support for this 

position by pointirg out that our role-identities are in constant need 

of legitimation, and that individuals seek "stable, deperxiably recurring 

~ of such legitimation" (1978: 163) . '!'his 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, overeuq;ilasizing social 

roles and group memberships as the means by' which people are linked to 

society. Arguing that, in most previous work, 11 the range of 

involvements used to indicate acceptable social integration is 

umecessarily nari"a>l" (1983:24), he enploys the concept of social world 

as a means of exploring one ~ in which older people rray be cormected 

to society. Unruh's research illustrates that there are less visible, 

11spatially 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 ~ of involvements. In contrast to the 

prevailing conceptions of aging which assume that identity autanatically 

suffers because old people lose roles, this study proposes that more can 

be learned about the meaning of 'old age' and the nature of an older 

person's identity by' catparing the meaning attached to informal versus 

fomal n.?les, and by canparing the contribution that each of these 

dimensions make to the older person's identity. It is proposed that, in 

later life, participation in informal l;'Oles ao:l ..informal relationships---· 
will be more meaningful to the older wcman (and therefore contribute --....... __....-- _, 

more positively to her identity) than formal role partici:pation. The 

study will explore the extent to which the older wanen studied viewed 

themselves primarily in terms of formal role-identities or in more 

personal terms. It will also explore whether, in fact, role 
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relationships are m:>re inplrtant 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 meanirr#Ul everyday world? In doing so, it must explore N"lether 

identity is even of concem to elderly \ODell. Do they indeed ever ask 

themselves the question, who am I? There is saae evidence to suggest 

that concem for identity Jtta!f not be a real issue in the older person's 

life. Turner ( 1975) reported that, while younger people ack:ncwledged a 

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

Dimensions Of Identity 

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

In order to understand the meaning of the te:r:m identity, 
it is necessary to understand a set of terms - id.entity, 
self-concept, and self-esteem - and the relationships 
a100ng them. Individuals are able to think of themselves 
as objects - to describe their characteristics and 
evaluate thauselves in terms of those characteristics.­
{For exanple, I could describe myself as a good scholar 
am 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 in:iividuals' perceptions of themselves as objects. Self-

esteem refers to the affective am evaluative aspect of self-perception 

and consists 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



15 

there are identity-perceptions and identity-assessments (George, 

1980:14). 

Although, as imicated 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. 

'lbese research findings are, l'laEver, not easily analyzed because of the 

"many ambiguities and inconsistencies in the usage of the constructs 

self-concept and self-esteem11 {Breytspraak and George, 1982:241). Very 

often no clear distinction is made between the 'tl«> concepts and self­

concept is often used interchangeably with identity. 2 These studies 

also present iru::orlsistent conclusions about the relationship bebleen 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 Gr0S$11Sll, 1967) • 

Others report that they increase, or becaDe more positive with age 

(Gurin et al. , 1960; ThaDae, 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 cane with increasing 
age, given the lack of respect sham the elderly, given 
their diminishirg Ii'lYsical capacity and sometimes their 
diminishing cognitive capacities, it is only cOJJIIIOn 
sense to l::elieve that peoples 1 self-esteem should drop, 
perhaps drastically, as they enter their later years. 
EKcept that this cc:mD:>n-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 years am JIKlSt older people report a positive se!'lSe of self-esteem. 

Addressing the contradictory nature of the study reports, Kaplan 

and Pokorny point to the necessity of specifying the conditions urxier 

which aging and self-perceptions are significantly related. They 

identify four cond1tiona 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 dis);arity between their current and hoped for standard of living; 

(3) reported that as children they \ere not afraid of being left alone; 

and (4) were living with their spouses in irxlependent households" 

( 1970:248). Anderson examined the relationship between 

institutionalization and self-esteem and concluded that 11 instead of 

institutionalization, variation in the alll:J\mt and quality of interaction 

was found to explain cr.anges in self-esteem II ( 1967: 316) . Hunter I Li~"'l 

and Harris (1981-82) also examined the conditions as well as personal!ty 

characteristics of the elderly associated with lCM and high self-esteem. 

'!'hey fOlll':d that elderly with lCM self-esteem had "poorer self-reported 

health, more pain, and higher disability". They also 11ha.d significantly 

higher scores on depression, anxiety, saDa.tization, and a more extenal 

locus of control orientation... 11 
( 1981-82: 117) . These data suggest that 

the relationship bebeen aging am self-esteem J'l'S'f be affected by 

various mediating conditions 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. Lcwenthal et al. (1975} examined differences in the self-concept 

among men and waDeD in four successive stages of adult life. '!'hey found 

that the self-descriptions of younger and older adults tended to differ 

in relation to life stage, suggestirq that there 11BY be a reordering of 

self-concept dimensioos with increasing age. Lowenthal et al. found, 

for exanple, that with. increasing age, respondents were less likely to __ ,__ _,' --­

describe themselves in terms of Ul'X!esirable traits (e.g. dependent, 

helpless, timid, restless, lazy, disorderly), and~-.J..iJ5ely_ to .ascribe 

desirable or p::lSitive traits to themselves, perceiving themselves to be 

more self-reliant, efficient and to have more self-control. The self-

conceptions of women in the preretirement stage were noticeably 

different fran those of the younger wanen in the study. They saw 

themselves as less dependent a."ld helpless and as more assertive and 

canpetent. Similarly, Back {1974), examining changes in self-concept 

related to transitions generally associated with aging, found that older 

women were less likely than younger \ODell to describe themselves in 

te:rms of personal 1::ackgrourXi characteristics (such as family relations) 

and more likely to emphasize their abilities and achieved traits. 

'11lis study examines both the identity-perceptions and identity-

assessments of elderly women. Ha-ever, primary attention is given to 

the cognitive descriptions that these older wcmen 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 'younger' elderly women 

will be canpared. While scme of the studies just reviewed have dealt 

with a rather limited age range of older people (e.g. Back's sample 

ranged in age fran 40 to 70 years; Lowenthal et al's included only the 

preretirement stage) , this study sample includes respaxients whose ages 

vary fran 65 years to 90 years and over. The broader age range of this 

sample should allow a more useful COJipU"ison of the self-perceptions and 

evaluations of younger and older elderly wanen. 

Haw Others View The Old: Attitudes And Stereotypes 

A central issue eleplored 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. Haw we see ourselves is related to our 

perception of how others see us. There is a sizeable body of 1iterature 

dealing with attitudes others have toward older people (McTavish, 1971, 

1982; Green, 1981; Palmore, 1982), though once again they contain 

inconclusive and somewhat contradictozy firxtings (Brul:aker and Powers, 

1976). Although there are sane exceptions (Golde and Kogan, 1959; 

Thorson, Whatley and Hancock, 1974) the majority of these studies 

indicate that there is a carmon 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). r-oost 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, conteni 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 taerd aging and what it 

was like to be old, found that there is a great discrepancy between the 

serious problems attributed to old people and the problems actually 

experienced by them. Ironically, both younger (l8 to 64 years) and 

older people (65+) produced sul:stantially the same evaluation of what 

life is like for "DO:Jt people over 65". It N:JUl.d 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 old11 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. 

fbi The Old See Themselves: Self=Conception And Age Identification 

Several other studies have also revealed that ?lder 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 oore highly of themsel~--·than they. do of old people 
' - ---.~ ~- #" ·­

on the whole. "nle 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 cane to see ourselves as others see us, and if JOOSt people 

(including the elderly themselves) appear to have adopted a 

stereotypical and negative image of old age, hc:lw 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 sane degree, as 

we believe others view us and subsequently, "it takes great personal 

strength to see yourself as CCJDpetent, gradng and whole when others 

view you as incOJI'Iletent, static or .canstr.ictimb.and urN1ole" . However, 

Kalish explains, many elderly are able to escape this self-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 'lhurnher (1975) report that several of their older 

respondents ccmnented on the paradox that they themselves felt little 

changed whereas others appeared to view them as older. Just when and 

hc:lw an irxlividual canes to define himself/herself as old is a coq;>lex 

~· 

George's (1975) extensive study of the factors significant in a 

shift in age identification draNs 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 tenporal order 
of these two variables. It may be instead that self­
perception of self as old leads the individual to 
perceive others reactirg 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 vieN him, but the causal ordering is not clear 
(1975:105). 

Although it might be expected that subjective age and 

chronological age would be related, the relationship is far from clear 

with studies yielding incoosistent and ambiguous findings. While some 

studies have reported that age identification is not "significantly" 

related to chronological age (Blau, 1956; Zola, 1962; Baum and Baxley, 

1983) , quite a number of others have concluded that chronological and 

subjective age are related (Peters, 1971; George, 1975; Ward, 1977; 

Bultena and PcMers, 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 st~ as one might anticipate (Markides arrl Boldt, 

1983) • Bultena and Powers, for example, found chronological age to be a 

better predictor of age-identity in canparisan to other variables 

tested. Hc:lwever, 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 arrl identify themselves as being younger than 

3they actually are (Riley am Foner, 1968; Peters, 1971; Bultena and 

~rs, 1978; Markides and Boldt, 1983; Baum and Baxley, 1983) • Keith 

writes: 
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the JOOSt striking fact about identifying oneself as old 
in America is that many people do not do it at all, or 
wait as long as p:lSSible before using the label on 
themselves. When asked what age category they bel~ 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 \ICDen 

interviewed viewed themselves as old or "not old" (i.e., as young or 

mi<tile-aged) • This study also examines what these terms mean to these 

elderly NJmen.. 

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 inpict of chronological age 

on age identification is in:iirect, "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 miCkile-aged to old tended not 

a'lly to be older, but also less educated and to have poorer health 

(Markides and Boldt, 1983). This research will examine the relationship 

bebEen age identification and such variables. 

'!his study will also e8aiDine when and hew the older wanan canes 

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 old (Peters, 1971; Brubaker and Powers, 

1976; Ward, 1977). These include: lew incane, loss of irxiependence, 
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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 

aclcrlowledging 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 becane 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, JJK>St 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 fonnal and infonnal social involvement (Guptill, 

1969; Mutran and Reitzes, 1981; Baum and Baxley, 1983) . Baum and Baxley 

report that "personal involvement and meaningful activity are linked to 

feeling younger and better about oneselfll (1983: 536) . But, as they 

point out, 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 ~ social participation among the aged, "since the 

maintenance of ties with significant individuals am groups seems to be 

crucial to a stable and viable self-image, .•• (l971:71). A central focus 

of this research is the relationship beb.'een 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 situatians associated 

with a feeling that one is old or 1 not old 1 
• A situational 

interpretation of identity may help explain the contradictory f1Ildio1s 

reported in the age identification and perceptions of the aged 

literature. Marshall and Rosenthal (1983:141) suggest that what is 

required is a "JOOre situational interpretation of the relationship 

between socially shared attitudes am 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 conditians 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 scme conditions being old may be 
both salient and positive•...• (1984:230). 

The present research investigates whether an old age-identity is 100re 

salient in saae situations than others. 
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Old Age As "crisis11 Or "Opportunity" 

In smn, the present study of identity and aging assumes a view 

of the older w:::mm as an active J;SI'ticipant in her own aging experience. 

It stands in contrast to the crisis view which ~izes the role 

losses that aco•11pany 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 

that threaten to undermine self-conception and sense of worth {~, 

1973). The available evidence simply does not support such assumptions. 

This study is, however, allied with the work of several social 

gerontologists (Berqtson, 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 

eMperience. Old age, these gerontologists suggest, might even be viewed 

as "a time of opportunity11 (see especially Bengtson, 1973; Neugarten and 

Hagestad, 1976; Marshall, 1980b; Hagestad and Marshall, 1980). 

Breytspraak 's illustrates this perspective contending that, 11people 

negotiate their way through aging11 She advocates that D:~re attention• 

be given to exploring the possibility that the older individual is not 

siq)ly 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 rray be colored by such factors as sex, 
ethnicity, socioeconanic status, and the presence or 
absence of an aging subculture, but the empasis is 
still predaninantly on reacting, respon:iing, adjusting, 
am ac.coJDDOdating. Relatively 11ttle 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 1 that 
meanings surrounding aging are constructed and 
negotiated in conj'lmCtion with others, ani that a number 
of cognitive strategies may be used to ensure that self­
integrity is maintained in the face of the "losses" 
associated with aging. (Breytspraak, 1984:51-52). 

In accordance with Breytspraak's call for a focus on the aging 

inciividual as actor, this research explores the issues of identity 

maintenance, postulating that the older wauan 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 

elder1y N:JDen 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 wanen. She delineates these defence strategies according to 

"encounters with others" and "encounters with self" (i.e. situations 

where the elderly NJman must deal with signs ''which indicate that she is 

a 'typical' old wanen after all" . } Sane of these included: suppressing 

evidence (e.g. the old 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"} I avoiding 

threatening situations, ~laining away her oldness by claiming that 

11'What seens like oldness really isn't" and justifying her existence by 

attaching new meanings to old activities (e.g. cooking, cl~ or 

making crafts may I'JCM be regarded as 'work') (Mat'thews, 1979a:71-93}. 

Other researchers have also drawn our attention to the ways 

older people protect their self-images. Stephens (1976) 1 in her study 



of elderly hotel chellers, describes how information control i~ 


her resp::>rrlents to safeguard their self-esteem. 


reveal ~ information on their past and what was revealed was generally 


reconstructed. 


Tindale (1980) describes the identity maintenance processes 

invoked by old men on skid reM. 'l'11ese elderly men also used information 

control as one form of identity management. '!'hey avoided revealing 

anything that would damage their self-images. Tindale also describes 

l'1cM his elderly informants had developed a form of "status hierarchy" 

(See also Hochschild, 1973: 58-63) . They would stigmatize as "mission 

stiffs11 those seen as selling out to the identity accorded them by the 

larger society. 

These studies reve:al that marry older people do not acquiesce to 

the way in which others in society choose to define them. Iden~~ties 
L--­

are socially_ _fgmed- and--suata_1_~__; they are also _managecLthraugh the 
~---·- -~-- -­

process of social interaction. This study looks at how older 'IDnE!n 
. ~ ~ _. - " 

maintain a viable sense of self while confronting the aging experience 

as 1t is socially defined. 

THE CASE FOR NE'l'KlRK ANALYSIS: SOCIAL NE".M:lRKS 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, 

looks at l'1cM it has been applied in the study of aging, and outlines the 

way in which the network concept is employed in this study. 



28 

Netx>rk 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 netx>rks" 

(Fischer et al., l977:vii). Every individual spends his/her lifetime 

tlllllbectYri in a netx>rk of social ties with others. Each individual 

participates in scme form of a personal social network. As Fischer 

(1977:vii) defines this personal netN>rk: 

Individuals are linked to their society primarily 
through relations with other individuals: with kin, 
friends, co--NJrkers, fellow club members, and so on. We 
are each the center of a web of social bonds that 
radiates outward to the people whom we know intimately, 
these whan we knc:M well, those whan we knc:M casually, 
and to the wider society beyond. These are our personal 
social netx>rks. 

A netN>rk approach is especially fruitful for analyzing the 

social world of the elderly. It takes one beyoBi the surface appearance 

of that world and is capable of revealing whether elderly people are 

socially isolated or connected to society in a meaningful way {see 

especially Sokolovsky and Cohen, 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, netx>rk analysis focuses on the ties that link .iniividuals 

across social categories and bounded groups (Wellman, l98la). SUch 

linkages are instrumental to the process of identity maintenance. 

Early network analysts (e.g. Barnes, 1954; Bott, 1957) 

eqi'lasized 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 netN:>rk 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 
tllall•••• 

This approach to network analysis is catpatible with the 

symbolic interactianist view of the social K>rld and humankirxi as acting 

and choosing beings. It seeks "to place again in the foregrour¥i of 

social analysis the notion of internal process and the inherent dynamics 

in relations between interdependent human beings" (Boissevain and 

Mitchell, l973:viii). Fran 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 nettr«>rks. 

The focus is on the individual as an actor as opposed to mechanistic 

models which focus on the individual as "acted Up:lll" • 

This perspective on network analysis also shares with the 

symbolic interactianist frameN:>rk 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) . ~is is placed up::>n investigating social networks fran 

the perspective of the individual (see Fischer et al., 1977). Unlike 
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approaches which ElllPlasize the structural fonn of the social network, 

this approach as adopted in this research, focuses on network content. 

The content of the network involves 11the meanings which the persons in 

the network attribute to their relationships.. (Mitchell, 1969: 20) . That 

one must attend to meaning if one is to urxierstand human behavior is 

also a key principle of the symbolic interactianist perspective. 

Sr¥M 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 ne~k concept has been applied to the study of 

agiDJ, 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 ne~ks for the elderly (Lopata, 1975; Pilisuk 

and Minkler, 1980; Kahan and Antonucci, 1981; Chappell, 1983; 

Kohen, 1983) • Lopata describes this primary suwort 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 arxi 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 1'nol old people help other old people through a 

neighborhood neb«lrk of mutual assistance and support (Rosel, 1983). 
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NetN:lrks and the supportive ties they provide are clearly a major source 

of help for the elderly, actfD1 as a buffer in helping to counteract the 

stresses and losses that may accanpmy old age (see Pilisuk and Minkler, 

1980). 

The present study is not cancerned with support netN:lrks in the 

traditional sense. It is concerned with social ne'br«>rks as a medium 

through which identity may be maintained. While 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, 'br«> studies anploy 

a neb«:>rk approach to old age and provide additional support for the 

noticn that older people are capable of identity management. M:lre 

inp:lrtantly, they illustrate how older people use networks as a medium 

for identity maintenance. Sokolovsky and Cohen 1s (1978) study of the 

personal neb«Jrks of the imler-city elderly deals with elderly hotel 

residents (SRO's, sfD1le roan occupancy hotels), who from an objective 

viewpoint appear to be socially isolated. This pop.Uation is not 

isolated however, but linked to their urban environment through 

meaningful personal ne'br«>rks. These residents use their networks to 

achieve desired ends. ScDe devised means to insure a reliable source of 

neb«Jrk. support while avoiding intimate ties. 

Carin's (1982) research also awlies netN:lrk analysis to the 

study of aging. She examines how elderly people use their social 

networks as 11 strategies for survival". This study, although not 

focusing explicitly on identity maintenance, offers evidence to suggest 

that the elderly use their neb«Jrks as a means for maintaining a 
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strive to maintain an image of themselves as autOl'laiiOUs-; ~t 

agents, 'being JOOre reluctant than older waaen to see themselves as 

"receiver" of services. "This masculine attitude", she suggests, 

"appeared to be a precious tool for the maintena:rice of a certain 

posi_tive. self-image" (1982: 11) • Older male respondents also tended to 

overestimate the size of their networks and, as Corin suggests, this too 

mi:1:f have been a means of boosting their self-images. 

The present study is based on the premise that older wanen are 

capible of influencing their social networks as well as 'being influenced 

by them. Specifically, it maintains that older wanen are capable of 

using their netw:>rks so as to maintain a viable and meaningful sense of 

self. Both freedan and constraint characterize human behavior. Thus, 

as net:N:>rk theorists stress, there is an element of choice in the make­

up of an individual's personal network; individuals create their 

nebiorks though building them within the l.imits of a set of socially 

structured alternatives (Fischer et al., 1977). As previous research 

(e.g. Hochschild, 1973; Sokolovsky am Cohen, 1978; Matthews, l979a; 

Corin, 1982) has dem:mstrated, older people are capable of manipulating 

existing relationships as well as initiating new ones. 

Because of the tendency in gerontology to enq;ilasize role losses 

in old age, we J.cnow very little about new roles that II'Bf 'be improvised 

or the kinds of meaningful relationships and networks in which the 

elderly are involved. '!his study examines opportunities for developing 

~ roles and relationships in later life and looks at how role 

transitions are negotiated. Previous research (Hochschild, 1973; 
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Matthews, l979a) indicates that older wauen living in age-segregated 

communities do create new roles. Hochschi ld suggests that age-

segregated communities may provide a more favorable context for 

developing new roles and statuses. Building an 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 life course. 

SUccessfully redefining and renegotiating former role relationships is a 

means of DBintaining a viable self-image in old age. 

In the analysis of the social ne'b«lrks of elderly wcmen 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 tbe rema!Iv:ier of this chapter, these aspects 

of network involvement are discussed and M>rks related to each of the 

three areas of network involvement to be investigated in this study 

(1) the family nebmic:, (2) frierm and neighbors, and (3) leisure 

netM>rks are elallined. 

Meanil'!l And Content 

This research a:iopts 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 and 

Robinson, 1976; Ward, Sherman and Lagory, 1984; Wellman and Hall, 1986). 
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'nlus, the major empasis 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 Sinloons 

(1978) remind us that individuals are involved in an exchange of suwort 

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 

E!lll};:ilasis on dete:nnining the meaning which the elderly wcman •s ties hold 

for her sense of who she is. 

In contrast to previous studies of network ties which tend to 

focus on the aDKJtmt of involvement, this research postulates that, it is 

not the number of ties or aJOOUnt 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 conp!llSate for the losses, including 

the loss of significant others, that may acccmpany old age (Lowenthal 

and Haven, 1968). Strain and Chappell (1982:479) have concluded that 11a 

confidant relationship may be more iuq;x:>rtant 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 

concentrate on fewer ties but more intimate ones. Thus, elderly wanen 

who have few ties in total, yet one intimate tie, may have just as much 

identity support as those with many rut less meaningful ties. The 

availability and significance of an intimate tie or confidant is 

investigated in this stlXly. 
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One way to explore the content of the network and the meaning 

associated with af¥ particular tie is to look at what is exchanged and 

the affective meaning of the transaction. We know, for exanple, 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 

infonoed as to just what family ties mean to the elderly individual. 

This study will examine the elderly lltiOJDal'1 1S 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 ];'Jersonal network. Not all of the older 

individual's ties will be equally meaningful and it cannot be assmned 

that all ties will contribute p:lSitively to self-conception. Indeed, 

sane ties may, in fact, contribute to an image of self as dependent and 

powerless. One may I for example I be at the bottan of the "poor dear11 

hiera.rctlY' (Hochschild1 1973). In which case, participating in such 

interaction may well have a negative effect on self-image as the older 

);'lerson is reminded of her deficiencies. 

Perhaps more surprising is the suggestion that the family 

network may not contribute positively to the older );'lerson's self­

conception but may, in fact, have a negative effect. Given the much 

documented inp:>rtance of the family in the lives of the elderly, one 

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 );'lerson in maintaining morale and life 
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satisfaction (Latenthal and Robinson, 1976; Arling, 1976; Wood and 

Robertson, 1978). Hcwever, "the relationship between the morale of 

older people and their involvement with family members is 

inconclusive, •.. " (Wood and Robertson, 1978:368). 

Friendship am neighboring may be more satisfying to the elderly 

because these relationships are generally based upon CODIOOil interests 

am life-styles (Arling 1 1976) • Perhaps JII)St important 1 friendship am 

neighborhood ties are generally voluntary am based upon a reciprocal 

exchange. Reciprocity is of great personal significance in preserving 

the self-esteem of older people (WentCN:Jld., 1981} . Family ties, on the 

other hand, may place the elderly individual in a dependent 

relationship. MattheN:J (1979a) describes elderly wideN; who had access 

to family l::ut were not guaranteed identity support; the quality of the 

relationship adversely affected the widow's self-conception. 

RoSCM ( 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 frierm 

were usually managed separately. Relations with kin and friends were 

not canpetitive l::ut cooplementary. Friendship networks may serve to 

canplement the kinship network and "may help to strengthen (them) by 

relieving some of the burden fran caretaking kin11 (Lc:N:!nthal 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 camrltment to different areas of network involvement, 

the strength and weakness of the older wcman' s ties is investigated in 

the present study. Pilisuk and Minkler (1980:100) defining the strength 

of ties write: 

Bands between people vary in tenacity, the eJOOtional 
intensity of the ties, the expectation of their 
durability and availability, and the degree of intimacy 
or confiding which occurs anx::mg the exchanges. These 
canbine to detemine the overall strength of ties. 

All network ties are not likely 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; ... " (tlellman, 

l98lb: 185) . Although one might assume that stronger ties are more 

likely to be supportive, weak ties must not be overlooked. Granovetter 

( 1973) offers a convincing argument for the strength of weak ties, 

argu.irrJ that ''weak ties often denounced as generative of alienation are 

here seen as indispensible to imividual's opportlmities and to their 

integration into camnmities; ... " (1973:1378). tobre people can be 

reached through weak ties and these ties act as "bridges" or channels to 

ccmmm.ity resources. 

Though sti"'l'g ties to spouse, family or close friends may be 

severed or lost, an abundance of weak ties I'I'Ii1¥ 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 warld. 6 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 Charm 

The coop::sitian and content of a person 1 s network change across 

the 1 i fe course. Stueve and Gerson (1977) draw attention to the 

influence of life cycle transitions, arguing that a major influence an 

.iD:tividual 1s neb«>rks is their positian 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; 

CUnming and Hemy, 1961; Rosao1, 1967, 1976; Blau, 1973) • Widc:Nlood, 

retirement, residential JOObility of children and friends, death of 

family members and peers, poor health, and limited incaue can all 

contribute to restricted involvement in social relationships (Arling, 

1976; Kohen, 1983). Haever, JOOre recent studies contradict this view 

and report that the elderly do maintain social contacts. (See Shanas, 

1979) . It is not altogether clear just hew change does affect the older 

person 1s social networks and this study is concerned with exploring both 

change and cantimlity in network ties. In doing so it explores the 

influence of significant life events (e.g. death of important network 

members) on 1:2tterns of network involvement. 

The possible influence of the environmental context on the 

elderly wanan 1s network ties is also investigated. Little is known 

about the small town as a context for the aging experience. In the 

small tam investigated here, there has been considerable change in 

recent years and this study is concerned with umerstandi01 the effect 
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such changes have an older people • s social networks. The smallness of 

the tx~~~mmity increases the likelihood of familiarity, creating "a place 

in which one J.cncMs en! is known by others" (Rowles, 1983:117), am this 

study investigates whether this contributes to cantinuity of self. 

Neb«:>rks And Distance 

This research is interested in ascertaining the extent to which 

distance influences the older person's network involvement. OVer the 

years, friends and family members may JOOVe awa:y or the elderly wanan may 

herself relocate. M:lbility in later life may be restricted due to such 

factors as poor health, limited inccme, or lack of transportation. The 

effect of distance an the strength of ties is also examined. 

We kncM relatively little about the effect of distance an areas 

of neb«:>rk involvement. We do knc:M, however, that family relationships 

are maintained across distances, although the aJOOUnt of contact tends to 

diminish as the distance increases (tershall and Rosenthal, 1985: l>t:lss, 

M:Jss en! M:>les, 1985) . Marshall en! Rosenthal also found that praximity 

had a differential effect, so that while SCDe aspects of the parent­

child relationship were affected by proximity, others were not. For 

example, interaction and some types of exchanges were related to 

geograptical praximity but affectional solidarity or emotional closeness 

was not. Rc:wles (1983) describes heM the elderly residents of Coltan 

are able to maintain friendships and support neb«:>rks by active 

involvement in a telephone neb«:>rk. In this study, the use of the 

telephone as a means for maintaining distant but JDeallinJful ties is 

investigated. 
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While proximity may be advantageous for SCDe relations it is not 

essential for others. As Fischer reminds us: 

... personal networks are not inherently bound to a 
particular area. Sane people are deeply involved with 
their neighbors, sane with friends a continent away, and 
others with both near and distant associates, each in 
different 'NEIYS (1982: 8) . 

Fischer argues that prax1m.ity is not critical nor is daily interaction 

necessary for sustaining personal relations. He is critical of those 

N1o maintain that "the 1authentic 1 personal camnm.ity is the local one-

that neighbors, nearby kinfolk, and the local clmrch fonn the only 

truly supportive camrunity" (1982:158). ~ life, Fischer maintains, 

allows people to b.ti.ld personally reward1rg relations that are not 

The present study is cancemed with 

exploring the extent to which elderly ~ have such personally 

rewarding relations. The dispersion of ties within the COJIIJlUl'lity is 

also of interest. 

SOCIAL NE'IWJRK INVOLVEMENT 

Later life is very often viewed as a period of diminished social 

contact (see especially Rclsatf, 1967; 1973; 1976, Ctmmi.r¥1 and Henry, 

1961; Blau, 1973). While previous studies do not support this notion, 

little previous research on aging has taken the fonn of network analysis 

and we are not well informed as to the way in which older people 

actually do partici:pate in society. The present: study attempts to 

elucidate this by examinirg each older wanan 1 s personal neb.urk in terms 

of her involvement with family, with friends and neighbors, and in 

leisure neb.urks. 
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The Family Ne~ 

Contrary to the widely held myth that the old are abandoned and 

alienated fran their families, research has revealed that the majority 

of the elder1y are by no means isolated fran a kinship network 

(Tcwlsend, 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 100re often (Shanas et al. , 1968; Harris and Associates, 1975; 

Troll et al., 1979; Rosenthal, 1987). M:>re 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 

'!'he relationship between adult children and their aging parents 

is based primarily on the cultural noms of .indepeD:lence and autonomy. 

Older people do not want to be dependent upon their children and strive 

to be .iixiependent for as long as possible (SUssman, 1976: Shanas, 1979; 

Abu-La.ban, 1980; Rosenthal, 1987) . However, when they are no longer 

able to manage on their atm, 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. Hc::Mever, helpirYJ patterns and the content of exchanges 



42 

within the kin netw:>rk are investigated in order to determine the extent 

to which such support helps, or hirrlers, the older ~ in managing her 

identit:y. The '1&/ in which the older wamm defines her relationship to 

her family is examined. The family netw:>rk may contribute positively to 

the older woman 1 s self-conception by providing material aid and 

eootianal support, thus enabling her to present an independent self to 

neighbors aixl friends. Or, as Mat~ (1979a) suggests, the family 

1fBY, 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, grarnchildren, siblings, cousins, 

nieces and nephews, and in-laws) will be explored here, examining the 

'IBf in which such ties contribute to the older ~ • 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 

ne'b«Jrk of the aged focuses up:m the iDmediate family of adult children 

and aged parents. Thus, much less is lcnown about the older person1 s 

relations with his/her siblings, grandchildren, cousins, nieces and 

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

The Elderly WidcMed 

Martin MattheNs writes that ''widowhood for many wanen is far 

more than a loss of role. It undermines the basis of the widow's 

identity" (1980: 149) . Not only does the widc:w lose the role of wife, 

but "for many widt:N:J, their late husbarm served as a link between 

themselves and society" (Martin Mat't:heNs, 1980: 149) • ~le some studies 
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suggest that the widowed are more socially isolated (Bock and Webber, 

1912; Heyman and Gianturco, 1914}, others do not (Petrowsky, 1916; 

Atchley, Pignatiello and Shaw, 1919). Powers and Bu1tena' s (1916) 

study, for example, revealed that the widowed were oore likely to 

develop oore intimate relationships with their friends than those who 

were married. 

Lopata (1919) suggests that MliDell rcay be better prepared for 

widowhood than men. ~. having generally been responsible for 

developing their couple-based friemsmps, fiM it easier to maintain 

these relationships follc:wing the death of their spouse. In a recent 

study, Kohen (1983) E!lCaiDined the social relationships among elderly 

married and widowed men and \fODe11 and her research supports the position 

that: 

... the elderly widowed are not oore isolated than the 
elderly married and that elderly women have sane 
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 conpratively 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 seldan been addressed (Matthews, 1986b:ll). 
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in old age, "it is necessary to know more about individuals • 

relationships throughout their lives - their 'populated biographies'­

as ....ell as their interpretations of them" (1986a: 233) • Her research 

focuses on the Wti!J¥ in which past friendships affect present friendships 

of the old and the meanings attributed to them. 

We do 1crJa.l that friendship is very impJrtant to the elderly 

(Blau, 1961; Hess, 1972; Resow, 1967). Friendships help to integrate 

older people into society (RoscM, 1967) and contril:nte positively to 

their JIX)rale (Arling, 1976; ~ and Robertson, 1978). LcNenthal 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 Lo);ata (1973) stress the 

importance of friendship in helping wiCicxte adjust to bereavement. 

However, as Laenthal and Robinson (1976) note, there is ambiguity in 

the friendship literature. Scme studies report that friendships terd 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 Faner, 1968). 

According to Hess (1972) hc:mJphily affects friendship choice at 

all stages of the life course and in old age friendships JJI:)St often 

occur aJJDl1g age peers. Cohen and Rajka-lsld. (1982) ~r, question 

this assunption. They report that age was not a significant determinant 

in the friendships formed in their sanple of SRO (single room hotel 

occupants) elderly. Cantor's ( 1979) research also suggests that 
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friemships in later life are not necessarily confined to age peers. 

According to her data, 5~ of those designated as friends were younger 

than the elderly respoments. 

This study investigates the relationship between participation 

in a friendship net'N'Jrk am identity maintenance in old age. It 

~ whether or not participation in a stable frien::lship network 

lends a sense of continuity to self. It also investigates whether older 

l«:llDD!n have at least one intimate tie or confidant and if they tend to 

have friends of similar age. 

This research also elCa~Jli.nes the aDJtmt am 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 

older wanen, living JOOSt of their lives in a small town, . tend to choose 

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

Leisure Networks 

Leisure is difficult to define since it may involve arrf 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 fran work, and JOOSt studies 

have focused on leisure activity as activity ~ 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 

meaniD;;Jful arXl highly valued. 7 
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This conception of leisure may not be appropriate for E!lallinirg 

leisure a1110rg older women because of its focus on retirement fran paid 

labor. For the major!ty of the generation of older women examined in 

this study, a wtman' s lite time work was household labor, from which 

most never CCJDpletely retire. We really do not know hc:M older ~ 

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 waaen involve interaction with others as opposed to solitary 

activities (e.g. gardening, knitting, readirg, or watching television). 

In particular, this research explores the contrit:ution that this 

, involvement makes to identity maintenance in later life. 

One area of leisure activity examined is voltmtary organization 

participation. Voluntary organizations, in addition to providing 

meaningful leisure time activity, can serve to integrate individuals 

into a camnmity (Bull, 1982). SUch particii;Btion may be a vehicle for 

developing and maintaining friendships. Ward, for example, examining 

the meanirg of vol'W'ltary association particii;Btion to older people, 

found that "contact with friends was by far the most frequently 

mentioned benefit of group particiJ;Btion" (l979b:441}. Vol'W'lteerism can 

also provide the older person with an opportunity to serve others. SUch 

service to others can contribute to feeli~ of self-worth and provide 

the basis for a new social identity (Miller, 1968; ward, l979b). 

While it is often assumed that agirg is accompanied by a 

decrease in both membership and involvement in vol'W'l.tary associations, 

Cutler's (1977) data do not support this assu111;>tion. According to 

Cutler, age differences in membership ani particii;Btion in vohmtary 
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associations do not reflect age changes but are related to differences 

in socioeconan.ic status between younger and older age groups. CUtler 

re:ports: 

When socioeconcmic differences between age groups are 
controlled, the resulting pattem is generally one of 
relatively stable or increasing levels of membership and 
participation after age 45 through at least ages 75-80 
(1971:471). 

'!'his study examines the older waaan' s involvement in vol'tmtary 

organizations and whether or oot this participation provides the older 

\t01E1'l with an opportlmity for developing new identities. While the 

opporttmity for status within the cammmity at large may be problanatic 

for the elderly \OIIiEID, involvement in a local senior center or organized 

woman's group can provide an opportunity for developing mean.iD;1ful 

infomal roles. 

Another area of leisure activity examined in this study is 

church membership and involvement in religious associated activities. 

Religion am agii'Y1 is an area in social gerontology that has been under 

researched (Payne, 1982). Yet, many older people belong to churches 

(~berg, 1983) and it is assumed that religion plays an important role 

in the lives of the aged (~berg, 1983; Heisel and Faulkner, 1982} • 

Older people, for exanple, are more likely than younger people to belong 

to church affiliated groups (ward, l979a). However, the nature of 

religious involvement in old age is sanewhat ambiguous. Ward informs us 

that, "while religious involvement may becaDe oore important with age, 

it may also decline" (l979a:256). Clmrch attendance is generally quite 

high aJOOllQ those in their sixties but tends to decline in advanced old 

age (Riley and Foner, 1968). 

http:socioeconan.ic
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Membership in church related associations is positively 

associated with psychological well-being (Heisel arxl Faulkner, 1982) 

and, there is apparently a direct relationship between good personal 

adjustment in old age and religious involvement (M:>berg, 1983). Yet, we 

lalcw little about the church and its possible place as a locus for 

meaningful activities and interpersana.l contacts for the aged. 'l1le 

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 canplementary" (M:>berg, 1983: 131) . 

Also, according to M::>berg, "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 wcmen is examined ~ this 

research, investigating the extent to which the church and its 

affiliated organizations serve as a medium for identity maintenance in 

later life. 

This chapter has examined the research literature relevant to a 

study of identity arxl social neb«Jrks in later life. It has also shown 

the way in which this previous work has shaped the orientation arxl 

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 meaning and salience of 
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1being old 1 as it is elq)erienced within the context of the older waaan 1s 

everyday life. 

In contrast to much previous work, this study assumes a 100re 

positive perspective on the aged and the aging process. Like all 

periods in life, there is, in old age, an element of dloice. Drawing on 

the insights derived from the symbolic interactionist fzwrk and, in 

particular, the "reality constructionist" perspective, this research 

views older people as capable of active involvement in their own aging 

elq)erience. 

A network approach is employed as a means for ~ning the way 

in which older \'Ollel'l pu"ticipate (or do not participate) in their 

surrounding social world. Network formation and involvement among 

elderly women is investigated with an em);ilasis on exploring the meaning 

such interaction holds for the older \OIIan and her sense of self. 

Adopting the view that networks can be used by in:tividuals to pursue 

their interest in achieving certain ends, the way in which older wcmen 

use their networks as a medil.Dil 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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1 	 The term "everyday life" is borrowed from 3ack Douglas who 
maintains that "all of sociology necessarily begins with the 
understcmiing of everyday life, ••• " (1970: 3) • 

2 	 A real problem with the literature in this area is that the 
conceptualization, of identity with Nlich the researcher is working
iS--not ..aiways clear. It .. is often diffiCult to determine if 
identity is actually the concept '15eing --sttidieci; as a·· Variety of 
terdS are ·employed in the relevant literature (e.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. 

3 	 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. 

4 	 In addition to Bul tena and Powers {1976) reference group 
perspective, there have been a rmmber of other approaches taken in 
an attenpt to explain the finding that a majority of older people, 
refusing to define themselves as old, see themselves as miaile­
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 nx:xiel based 
upon the subjective elq)ression of wellness in later years" {1983­
84:25). 

5 	 Hochschild describes the "poor dear" hierarchy used by the elderly 
widc:Ms at Merrill Court. "'ftlere was a shared system of ranking 
according to which she who had good health won honor. She who lost 
the fere;t 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 1poor dears 1 

" ( 1973: 58) 

6 	 See for exanple 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. 



51 

7 	 M::>re recently, Kaplan (1979) maintains that the work ethic has 
declined in conteqx>rary society while leisure has ascended as a 
primary value. Hc:Never, while this new attitude toward work and 
leisure should make the transition to a leisure role easier for 
future generations of elderly, the ~rk ethic is still meani.nJful 
to the present generation of older people (Hochschild, 1973; 
Kaplan, 1979). 



METHODOLOGY AND RESEARCH DESIGN 

This chapter will aamine the research methodology used in this 

study. This will include a description of the research setting, the 

sample am sampling procedure' am the research instriJments. 

THE SETTING 

The data for this study were collected in the small Town of 

Bridgewater, Nova Scotia. This research was intended as an examination 

and analysis of the aging eleperience of elderly individuals living in 

what was basically a non-urban erwironment. 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 tON'l elderly are a significant population constituting a 

higher proportion of the population in small towns (Statistics Canada, 

1984). In 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, OOQ-5, 000, the proportion of 

elderly Canadians comprised 13% of the total population as can];ared 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 
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in that province. In many Nova Scotia towns, with popllations 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. 

Mid::Ueton, in Armapolis 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 and 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 ne"t:N:>rk involvement and 

identity in old age and these are social-psychological issues applicable 

to all elderly, regardless of their geographic location. 

'!be original intent in the research design was to examine the 

social world of elderly wcmen 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 

ccmnunity. This is in contrast to much of the previous research related 
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to the issue of identity in later life. Matthews' ( l979a) research 

focused on a select group of elderly widows gathered fran 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 11middle class Americans11 
, living throughout a large 

metropolitan area, and did not study elderly individuals residing within 

the same ~c area. The principal focus for the data analysis in 

this study is, then, a sample of camnmity-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 inplement 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 problan and according to which techniques will yield the 

most meaningful information (Schatzman and Strauss, 1973) . During the 

data gatherirYJ P1ase of the present study, the decision was made to 

include in the research, two secondary samples of elderly wanen living 

in specialized settings. These included a senior citizen• s apuotment 

canplex and a nursirYJ 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. 

BeirYJ admitted to the nursing heme, or meeting the criteria of eligibil­

ity for special senior housing, inmediate1y placed these women in a 
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unique position vis-a-vis their community-dwelling counterparts. In 

each of these sanple settings (the rrursing home in J;BI'ticular) , the 

older woman's definition of self as independent, arxi the availability of 

identity maintenance resources, could both be easily threatened. In 

both cases, individuals were removed fran their surroundings of familiar 

neighbors ard lang time friends to a setting where the developnent of 

new network ties and the maintenance of old ones could become 

problematic. In the new erwironment, one's 'others' may, or l'l'i3)j not 

becane one's cordial neighbors and good friends. ftt:lst importantly, they 

J1J8¥ or may not becane confirming others for one's self-identity. 

It NBS hypothesized that the elderly waoen in these samples 

N:nlld be in a situation where resources for network maintenance and 

fomation N:nlld be less accessible than N:nlld be the case for coumunity­

dNelling 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. KnowledJe of the aging experience in these settings would 

enhance the overall understanding of identity maintenance in later life. 

An additional advantage of incl\Kiing these sanples is the 

increased likelihood of obtaining infomation on social isolates. Those 

elderly waoen who are not J;BI't of a social network, or whose once active 

networks l'l'i3)j have broken dcN1 or been eroded, through the loss of 

significant others, will be more likely to be located in these settings 

than in a sample of camnunity-dNelling 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 

camnm1ty located on the south shore of Nova Scotia in Lunenburg County. 

It is approximately 90 kilaneters sout:hwest of the city of Halifax. The 

town is a service center for the cmmty and surroundings areas. It is 

often described as "the hub" of Nova Scotia's South Shore. The town's 

population has been steadily gradng with a population in 1981 of 6,670. 

approximately 12.7 percent of this population are 65 years and over. 

While sane of the older industries in the town have been dying 

out, new ones have been developing. The business cammm1ty 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 sane of the more recent changes in the tCN'l, 

bringing w1th it a substantial number of "outsiders" , and stimulating 

grcwth in business and ccmnerce. 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 ccmnerce (Statistics canada, 

1983). 

The Town of Bridgaeter is DKJSt picturesque, lying on both sides 

of the scenic La Have River. There are many elegant old banes, 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 canprises the core of downtow.n 

Bridgewater. Located here are various small shops and privately CN'led 
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businesses. These are, in general, housed in old buildings that tere 

once IBI't of a vital and vibrant downtown center. Directly across, on 

the opposite riwr b:mk, is a relatively large and modem shopping 

center containing various national chain stores. While Main Street is 

still the focus for a lot of tCMn activity, the shopping mall (along 

with tN:> other shopping plazas located in the town) has becane an 

obvious rival as the 1mb of the town's ccmnercial activity. 

Residential areas spread out beyond these two camnercial 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 

t!lCaJIIPle, each located at the opposite extremities of the town. M:xlem 

landmarks such as •McDonalds • and tN:> large motel chains are also 

located a6lla'f from the town center. Recent housing sub-divisions are 

developing in new areas located some distance fran the older residential 

sites. Both an 'old' and a 'new' bridge connect the two sides of the 

town. The new bridge, coopleted very recently, bears evidence of the 

grarth of the tCMn, being constructed for the purpose of alleviating 

traffic corrJeStion on the old bridge. Bridgewater is described as 

thriving and progzessive by town businessmen and other local residents, 

with many of the research respondents proudly drawing attention to the 

It is precisely because Bridgewater is a progressive and 

developing camnmity that it was selected as the setting for this study. 

As illustrated earlier, many small towns in Nova Scotia (e.g. Springhill 

and Windsor) have significantly large populations of elderly people. 
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However, these towns have not experienced population growth and 

industrial and econanic developnent to the degree that Bridgewater has. 

An intention of this research was to examine the nature of the aging 

experience within a context of notable social and economic change. 

Presumably, in a ccmmm.ity which has changed very little over the years, 

maintenance of identity in later life would be less precarious. 

In a static ccmmm.ity, for elallple, there would be less threat 

to the older individual's self-continuity as both setting and •others' 

would remain relatively tmehanged over time. In a town with little 

econanic developaent, out migration of children is likely to occur, 

whereas, in a tCN'l with considerable econanic developnent, it is likely 

that at least sane children will remain as possible resources for 

identity support. However, while industrial developnent brings jots for 

children, it also brings "outsiders" into the town and old neighbors, 

known for years, rtef be replaced by ''strangers''. As business and 

CCJIIDel'ce grow sane change is !nevitable; the outside world creeps in and 

the identity maintenance resources available to older people may be 

adversely affected. 

Older residents were very much aware that their town was 

changing. Although they acknowledged that there were sane benefits to 

'progress', they were also concerned about what was perceived as less 

positive implications of such change. 

It's a thriving town. It's grown tremendously. We 
didn't have mail delivery then (before the growth). It 
would have been nice if they had left more stores on the 
main street. (No. 57-90 years). 
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It's extended so much. One time you knew everybody. 
NCM there is no contact like there used to be. We were 
like a big happy family years ago. Now it's all 
changed, you danIt lcnow who IS next door • (No • 45-83 
years). 

It's very commercial and lost its friendliness. It's 
not like Lunenburg. It (Lunenburg) hasn't gone ahead. 
(No. 9-76 years). 

This study is concerned with the possible effect of rapid social 

arxi economic change on patterns of network involvement and concomitantly 

with identity maintenance in old age. 

In this research, older wauen' s social networks are a key 

dependent variable. Thus, t.mlike most forms of net\t«>rk analysis, this 

study does not follow the conventional network sanpling procedure. It 

does not adopt a "snowt:all" sampling technique whereby the researcher 

asks the respondent to identify her social contacts and then proceeds to 

interview the individuals named by each respondent. While this 

teclm..ique is a very convenient way of obtaining a sample, it is not an 

appropriate method when a daninant concern is whether or not older wanen 

actually do have active social networks. The Sl'lCMball sampling 

technique is by definition a biased one: it ensures that the sample 

selected is a group belonging to a social network. Those who are not 

~t of a social network have no chance of being selected in the sample. 

To use such a sampling procedure in this study l«ml.d yield an inaccurate 

analysis of identity and its maintenance in later life and seriously 

undermine the validity of the conclusions. 
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The population for this study was defined as wanen aged 65 years 

and over living within the boundaries of the Town of Bridgewater. The 

objective was to gather a randan sample fran this population. However, 

identification of this sample proved to be problematic. It proved 

impossible to gain access to arrf ccmq;>rehensive listing of the town 

population which also provided information on the age of residents or 

their occupation. The town has, for example, nothing canparable to the 

city directories found in larger towns or cities. Since a list of the 

sampling units was not available, the equivalent of a systematic 

sampling method was employed as an effective alternative (Babbie, 1979). 

Respondents were selected according to the following procedure. 

The researcher (covering the entire town) knocked on the door of every 

fifth house and inquired as to whether there was a wanan aged 65 or over 

residing in the household. If an eligible woman lived in the residence 

she was asked to p:lrticipate in the study. 1 A letter explaining the 

study and introducing the researcher was given to each potential 

respondent. 2 A copy of this letter is found in Appendix A. Although 

admittedly less efficient and certainly more time consuming than drawing 

a random sample fran an objective listing, the method of locating 

potential respondents proved successful. The response rate was 84% and 

relatively few refusals (15 cases) were encountered. 

Ultimately three sanple sources were utilized. The first source 

(and core sample) was the group of 101 elderly wanen residing in their 

own homes (or private apartments) within the community. This sample was 

systematically selected according to the method described above and will 

be referred to hereafter as the 1 camnunity-dwelling elderly. 1 The 
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second source was a sample of 31 wanen drawn at randan from a population 

of seniors residing in the two senior apartment canplexes located in the 

tCN'l. 3 These respondents were selected by placing all apartment rnnnbers 

in a box and :rardanly drawing each successive interview fran it. The 

third sample source included 10 elderly wtmen who were residents in the 

town nursing haDe. The home had 50 beds and was fully occupied. 

Initially, it was intended to select these respondents by randanly 

drawing names acquired from the haDe directory - a board located in the 

front lobby. Haever, this was not possible as the building was divided 

into wings with residents being situated on these wings according to 

their degree of wellness and the kind of care they required. The 

researcher had been informed by the administrator that the JJK)re "well 

elderly" were located on the S-wing. As it turned out, the majority of 

the residents on this wing were women, and through a process of 

eliminating those who proved impossible to interview, with few 

exceptions, almost all the eligible women on this wing were 

interviewed. 4 

Before entering the nursing hane the researcher met with the 

administrator at which time the research was explained and permission to 

interview residents requested. Permission was granted and the 

administrator was nr::lSt helpful. The manager of the Lunenburg County 

Regional Housing Authority (in charge of the seniors' apartment 

ccmplexes) was also contacted. A meeting was again arranged where the 

nature of the research w-a.s explained and permission to enter the 

apartment buildings requested. Permission was granted and once again 

cooperation was excellent and no objections were encountered. 
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A NOTE ON ANALYSIS 


In the analysis which follows, primary attention is focused on 

the core sa!JI)le of 101 COJIIIIUility-dwelling elderly respondents. However, 

there are various specified sections where it was considered 

advantageous to draw upon all the available data on a particular topic 

ani, in these instances, analysis is based on the total sample of 142 

respondents. canparisons between the principal sample of conmunity­

dwelling elderly and the secondary samples are frequently made 

throughout the analysis. Where this occurs the data fran each sample 

are specified indepen:iently. 

THE IN1'ERVIEW SITUATION 

All interviews were conducted in the respondents' home. 5 In the 

majority of cases, the respondent an:i the interviewer were alone 

throughout the interview. However, in eight of the interview situations 

husbands were present. This did not present a problem as the hustand 

generally adopted the role of "curious bystander" and did not interfere 

with the interview. 6 IntervieNS were, as anticipated, quite lengthy 

with the average interview taking two hours to ~lete. There was, 

l'laEver, considerable variation, fran 1-l/2 hours to over 4 hours. 7 The 

informal style of the interview no doubt contriblted to the interview 

length. However, this same style was conducive to obtaining a detailed 

profile of each responient 1s network. Additional helpful information 

was often gathered during 1 tea • follcwing the interview. The researcher 

was struck by the frequent interruptions encountered in the course of 
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the interview. Remarkably, in many cases, the telephone call or visitor 

(who "just dropped by") was a significant member of the respondent • s 

network and thus provided ilmlediate confinnation of the degree of the 

respondent • s neblork involvement. On the whole, the interview situation 

was a pleasant one; wanen were responsive and open with the researcher. 

In spite of the length of the interview many N:IDeil rep:>rted that they 

enjoyed it. 

The nature of the research problem and the objectives of the 

study frequently determine the choice of methodological procedures. 

Since this study focuses on ~ meaning of "beiDJ old" ~ is concerned 

with developiDJ an understanding of hew elderly wanen define their own 

aging experience, methodological ~is is on the subjective, and the 

research analysis is based primarily on qualitative data. Because of 

the advantages of usiDJ a combination of methods more than one technique 

was used. The in depth or intensive interview was employed as the 

principal method of gathering the data. However, participant 

observation was utilized as a ~ and supplementary data source. 

Partici:pmt Observation 

Symbolic interactionists generally believe that, in order to 

achieve an understanding of the social world of their research subjects, 

they must immerse themselves in the actors • world and obtain the 

research subjects• own definition of their situations. The researcher 

must, in short, attempt "to get inside their world of meanings" (Blumer, 
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1969) . Particit:ant observation is a data gathering technique that 

enables the researcher to establish this kind of closeness. The 

researcher, in an effort to gain intimate familiarity, participates in 

the lives and situations of research subjects as they interact in their 

natural life setting. At the same time, data are recorded and collected 

unobtrusively. 

The merits of particit:ant observation have been well documented 

(see for example, Becker and Geer, 1957; Becker, 1970; Deutscher, 1970; 

Schat2man and Strauss, 1973) . This research tool allows the researcher 

to gain access to valuable information not possible using other 

techniques. Direct observation enables the researcher to cross-check 

the reliability and validity of information obtained from the inteiView. 

In this study, the researcher NaS often able to verify that ties 

specified by resporxients actually did exist. Many of these network 

relationships were observed by the researcher and she NaS frequently 

able to take note of the nature of the exchange. Participant 

observation also provides the investigator with a rich source of 

descriptive, 1 contextual' data invaluable in attempting to fully 

understand~ others define their situations. 

Utilizing participant observation as a second data gathering 

device, the researcher lived in the TCNl of Bridgewater, in the home of 

an elderly town widCltJ, for the full 6 IOOilths during which the data were 

gathered. This proved to 'be JOOSt advantageous for this wanan became a 

11 key 1nformant11 
, able to provide information that led to a deeper 

understanding of many situations. She NaS JOOSt willing to share her 

knowledge and often provided valuable background and explanatory 
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information on various situations which the researcher found perplexing. 

Because of this woman, it was possible for the researcher to become 

aware of, and attend various senior 1s activities. She was also a 

welccmed source of information on many events that the investigator was 

unable to atterxl or that occurred when the researcher was not present . 

The investigator 1s association with this wanan also proved advantageous 

in that through her the researcher was introduced to many elderly wanen 

(e.g. her elderly friends and acquaintances) tr.at she might not have 

otherwise met. In addition, observing this elderly wanan's own personal 

network in action yielded many enlightening and useful insights. 

A1though the investigator and her landlady conversed frequently, 

at no time was any of the research information discussed. 

Confidentiality was also maintained at all times by keeping the 

respondent 1 s interviews carefully stored out of sight. An initial 

concern that sane of the respondents might be reluctant to reveal 

information (or even be interviewed), knc:wing that the researcher was 

living with another elderly town woman, proved to be unwarranted. Many 

of the respondents did not lcnow where the researcher was living. Those 

who asked, generally sought this information following the interview and 

showed no sign of concern or discomfort upon hearing of the 

investigator 1 s living accoi'IIIOOdation. It was advantageous that the 

researcher 1 s landlady happened to be a wana."l who was a well-respected 

resident of the town. 

An effort was merle to get to know as many of the elderly wanen 

as possible and to become familiar with their activities and the 

settings where these activities took place. The researcher visited 
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often in the banes of many of the respondents, getting to know than 

better. Senior 'W\Umen were obsezved in many different situations and 

ntnnerous events were attended. Sane of these included: the armual 

spring flirg (a major hospital fund raising event in which many older 

woman were involved) 1 various church related activities (including 

special entertainment 1 clmrch suppers and teas) I a meeting of one of the 

women 1s church groups I an 80th birthday };BI'ty I and events such as the 

seniors • art display and sale. Frequenting the town shopping malls 

provided the opportunity for chatting with older women and observing 

them in interaction with others. Numerous other isolated happenings 

provided the occasion for observing and listening to older people. 

These observations resulted in the collection of an abundance of 

detailed fieldnotes significantly supplementing information obtained in 

the interviews. A chief advantage of the direct observations here was 

that the researcher was able to view the dynamics of relationships. The 

contact between the older wamm and her family, friends and neighbors 

was, in many instances, obsezved directly as they interacted in various 

settings. Observing social ne~rks in action as it were, gave the 

investigator a 1 feel' for what might have othezwise been merely a 

conceptual and analytical construct. 

The Interview Schedule 

The interview format was standardized so that the same data were 

collected fran all respondents. The interview schedule used was semi­

structured, and consisted primarily of open-ended questions. This 

enabled the interviewer to guide the conversation, yet provided 
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or to digress if the interviewer felt the information pertinent to the 

study. It also allowed the researcher to probe for additional 

information where it was considered essential. Verbatim quotations 

drawn fran responses to these open-ended questions (as well as t.'1ose 

derived fran field notes) form an important pu-t of the data collected. 

These verbatim quotations are a significant source of information in the 

followi~ analysis, for they enable the reader to judge the fit between 

the researcher 1s interpretations of the respondent 1s situations and the 

respondent 1 s own definition of the same (c. f. Rosenthal et al. , 

1980: 143). 

Tile interview schedule (see Appendix B) was designed primarily 

to gather information on two general subject areas - self-identity and 

social networks. There were, in ad:iition, a series of questions 

relating to socio-deDographic and general background data, such as age, 

marital status, education, socio-econanic status, health status, and 

length of residence in the town. 

Self-identity. The self-identity section of the interview 

schedule included a somewhat modified version of Kuhn 1 s TST (twenty­

statement test} or the "who am I?" test. The intention in using the TST 

was not to quantitatively analyze responses but to qualitatively examine 

the content of the responses and use this information as a sort of 

springboard for further analysis of identity. For ~ple, responses to 

the TST will be examined to determine whether or not the older ~man 

describes herself in terms of formal statuses and roles or in terms of 
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informal roles 1 personal attributes and interpersonal relationships. 

Rosenberg's self-esteem scale was also used. A number of other 

questions were designed to gather information on the various dimensions 

of identity (e.g. age-identification) that were considered relevant. 

Also included in this section were questions designed to elicit 

information on the 'meaning of old 1 as it was defined by the 

respon:1ents. 

Social netw:Jrks. Although sane quantitative data on social 

networks were gathered (e.g. information on the number of ties and 

frequency of contacts) , most of the questions were designed so as to 

elicit qualitative data on the quality and content of network ties. The 

intent was to develop a network profile of each elderly t«man gathering 

data on all areas of. her network involvement. Thus, questions were 

asked relating to family I friends, neighbors ani leisure involvement. 

The intervieNer also probed for any additional meaningful ties not 

included under ~ of these categories. One problem, inherent in this 

type of network analysis, is that it is time consuming to record data on 

so many dimensions. However 1 resp:mdents were DKJSt cooperative and the 

researcher was very satisfied with the quality of the data obtained. 

The following profile of the study sample begins with a 

description of the age of the respondents. Looking first at the total 

~le (N=142), the respondents range in age fran 65 years to 98 years. 

The mean age of the total sample is 76. 8 years. Not surprising, the 
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mean age for the rmrsing home sample (N=lO) is considerably higher at 

87.9 years. The mean age of the ccmmmity-dwelling elderly (N=lOl) and 

the elderly \alleil residing in the apartment canplexes (N=31) is 76.3 

years and 75.1 years respectively. The age distribution of the 

respondents in each sanple is illustrated in Table 2 .1. 

TABLE 2.1 


AGE DISTRIBt11'ION OF RESPONDENTS 


Samples 

Age camtunity- Nursing Senior's Total 
categories !:Welling Heme Apts. Sample 

(N = 101) (N = 10) (N = 31) (N = 142) 

N % N % N % N % 

65 - 74 47 (46.5) 0 0 15 (48.4) 62 (43.7) 

75 - 84 41 (40.6) 3 (30) 14 (45.2) 58 (40.8) 

85 and OVer 13 (12.9) 7 (70) 2 ( 6.4) 22 (15.5) 

Educational attairunent for the elderly wanen in this sample is 

relatively high considering that opportunity for education was limited 

for this generation of wr::men. Nearly one-third (29.6%} had at least 

scme high school education, while twenty-three (16. 2%) completed high 

scr..ool. Only three women (2.1%) had university degrees. ~r, 

thirty-seven respondents (26%) had other forms of training beyond high 

school (e.g. nursing or teaching diplanas, training in accounting, 

business and clerical skills). Thirty-three respondents (23.2%) had 
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canpleted only elementary school while another seven respondents (4.9%) 

had less than grade V education. 

It was not unccmnon for many in this generation of wanen to have 

their education cut short either because their families could not afford 

to send them to school or because they were needed to help out at home. 

The follcwd.DJ responses illustrate the lciD:i of explanation that many of 

these women gave in discussing why they had been unable to go on in 

school. 

I came from a big family and we couldn 1 t do that. 
(No. 103-91 yrs.) 


I had to look after my mother, she had twins. 

(No. 139-89 yrs.) 


Typical of the majority of elderly canadian wauen, the elderly 

females in our sample are not financially well-off. OVer one-half 

(53. 5%) of the respondents have an incaue of less than $8,000 a year. 

Annual inccme for the majority of these wcmen (74. 6%) is well beleM 

$15,000. The largest proportion of this armual incane, in the majority 

of cases (72.5%), canes fran the government old age security pension. 

Very few of the respondents (7%) declared that their largest source of 

incaue was derived fran either their own or hustand 1s private pension 

plan. While forty percent of the sample claimed to have sane 

investments, investment earnings made up the largest contribution to 

armual income for only twenty-one (14.8%) of the respondents. 

Ao:Iuiring infonnation on income presented problems in a number 

of instances. Many of these women had difficulty selecting a category 

fran the card of possible incomes, and the researcher was convinced that 

a number of the respondents truly did not know for certain their actual 

http:follcwd.DJ
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incane. One respondent, who looked at the card but said that she was 

unable to tell the interviewer the correct amount, replied, "my son 

takes care of that". In this case, the respondent's son took care of 

his mother's financial affairs including making arrangements so that the 

fee for his father's nursing heme care was paid IOOllthly through the 

bank. The son also did his mther's income tax. A number of these 

wanen reported that either husbands or sane other family member looked 

after their financial affairs. 

A number of other respondents were reluctant to discuss their 

incaDes. Fourteen (9. 8%) respondents either did not know, or NJU.ld not 

reveal, their financial status. In many of the instances where wanen 

refused to disclose incane, the researcher was led to conclude that a 

general suspicion of "government" was responsible for the reticence. 

One lady replied that she really did not know what her incane was but 

she did not want the government to send her less. Another respondent, 

who replied to each of the incane related questions with, "that's 

private", added, "l::ut why are you asking that - the goven:ment already 

l<nows that?" 

Several respondents claimed that they had been interviewed a 

year or two ago by "a wcman fran the government" who was apparently 

''doing sane 1tirri of census'' . One respondent's husband (who would not 

allcw his wife to discuss incane) claimed that this "wcman fran the 

government" asked a number of income related questions "each time going 

further" . ~reas women were often unsure of their incomes, hust:ands 

(when present) were more apt to be reluctant to allow their wives to 

disclose financial matters. At least two of these men warned the 
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researcher prior to the interview that she was not to ask any "money 

questions" . 

Looking at husl:and's occupation, it can be concluded that, for 

the better part of their lives, most of these elderly t.«JDen have not 

been living in a ~ition of high socio-ecananic status. Only ten 

(7.6%, N=l32) of the respc>r¥jent's husl:ands had held professional or 

semi-professional jobs. Twenty-four (18. 2%) husbands had been 

proprietors or managers, although only five of these positions could be 

classified as high level management. Thirteen husbands (9.8%) had 

worked in clerical, sales and service positions. By far the largest 

number of husl:ands (64.3%) had not been working at highly skilled 

occupations. Thirty-one husbands (23.5%) had been employed in jobs that 

Nmld be classified as skilled. 'l'Nmty-seven men (20.4%) had worked at 

semi-skilled marma1 jobs, while another twenty-seven had worked at 

tmskilled manual occupations. No husbands were still employed at the 

time of the interview. As might be anticipated, the ten never-married 

women in the sanple also did not work at highly prestigious occupations. 

Seven of these women had been employed in clerical and sales positions, 

two respondents had worked at housew:>rk and one woman was a retired 

nurse. 

Although one-half of the sample (71 respordents) had, at sane 

point in their lives, been employed outside the heme, only thirty-eight 

of these women (26.8%) had worked full-time and for the duration of 

fifteen years or roore. The remaining 23. 3% worked part-time and, in 

general, for very few years, workirJQ off and on during their married 

years. In roost cases, the respondent went out to work after the 
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children had entered school or, in some cases, during the early years of 

marriage before children arrived. Others began working outside the home 

for the first time after their husbmd's died or some ~men began 

working to supplement family inccme after their husban:3s had becane ill. 

Of those who had been enployed outside the home, most women ~rked at 

low-paying, unskilled or semi-skilled OCcup:ltions. These included: 

salesclerks and cashiers, secretaries and stenograJ;ilers, bookkeepers and 

those who worked as housekeepers ( 17 . 6%) or doing sane fonn of 

houseNJrk. Only five respondents taught school although boelve were 

trained as teachers. Three respon::lents had been nurses. 

Looking at all of the ever-married N::JDen (132 respondents), only 

21.2% worked outside the heme at full-time jobs (and for at least 15 

years or more). The majority of married~ in the sample then, spent 

most, it not all, of their lives as nx:>thers and homemakers. In reply to 

the question "Have you ever worked outside the home for pay?" many wanen 

gave responses similar to the wcman who replied, "No, I had enough work 

to do inside the house". 5aDe of the wcmen, who had remained in the 

household, supplemented family income by taking in boarders or doing 

sewing in their homes, again, often follao~ing their husband's death or 

illness. 

A substantial majority of the respondents (64.1%) are widows. 

Even in the camnmity-dwelling saJiq;lle, 61.4% are wido'Wed wanen. In 

fact, there are proportionately 100re widc:ws in this group of elderly 

N:>men than there are am::mg elderly C'..anadian ~ in general. Almost 

one-half (49%) of the Canadian female population 65 and over is widc:Med 

(Statistics car.ada, 1984). In our sample ten ~ (7%) were never 
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married and four respondents (2.8%) were se);BI'ated or divorced. Thus, 

only thirty-seven respondents (26%) were still married wanen at the time 

of the interview. 

Again, typical of elderly wanen in general, the majority of the 

respondents were living alone (58.3%, N=l32, respondents fran the 

nursirg bane being deleted). As would be ~ted, many more of the 

camnmity-dwelling respondents were still living with husbands (32.7% as 

canpared to only one respondent in the senior's apartment canplexes). 

However, twenty-one (20.8%) of the community-dwelling were living with 

persons other than a husband. These arrangenents included: wanen 

living with adult children, grandchildren, a cousin, a sister, a 

brother, a sister-in-law and a friend. 8 

Also typical of the majority of canada's elderly, the vast 

majority of these K~men {83.8%) had at least one living child. However, 

a not insignificant number ( 23 women, 16.2%) were childless. A 

comparison of the elderly wanen living in their own banes in the 

camnmi.ty with those residing either in the nursing home or apartment 

canplexes reveals that slightly higher percentages of those living in 

the nursirg bane ( 20%) and the senior citizen's conplex (22. 3%) are 

childless, cant=ared with 13.9% of those living at home. 

~11 over one-half of the sample popllation (63.4%) were either 

born in the Town of Bridgewater (21.2%) or in a nearby canmunity 

(42 . 4%) . Forty-four respondents (31%) were born in other Nova Scotia 

camnmities outside the .ilmnediate area, while eight K:~men (5. 6%) were 

born outside the province. Slightly over three-quarters (76.8%) of the 

sample have lived in the town for twenty years or more. Although sane 
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of these ~ were tmable to recall the exact nt.mlber of years that they 

1:'lcrl lived in Bridgewater, at least forty-eight of than (33.8%) said they 

1:'lcrl lived in the town for forty years or more. Only nine wc:men (6.3%) 

had lived in Bridgewater for less than five years. 

This concludes the outline of the methodology and research 

design. At this point, the nature of the study has been introduced, 

relevant literature has been reviewed, and the research objectives and 

methodology have been presented. Parts II and III examine the way in 

which the aging process is actually experienced by a group of elderly 

waDen living within the ccmtext of a small Nova Scotia town. In Chapter 

Three, which begins this analysis, the meaning of 'being old' is 

examined in detail. 
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FOOTNOTES 

1 	 If mre than one eligible wanen (i.e. 65 years or over) lived in 
the house, the researcher interviewed the one who answered the 
door. 

2 	 '!'his letter was typed on stationery bearing the official McMaster 
University letterhead and compiled and signed by rtr'f supervisor. As 
sane seniors were suspicious, in particular, that the researcher 
was saneone "fran the government", this letter proved to be most 
helpful. 

3 	 These two apartment buildings contained 49 and 25 units 
respectively. 

4 	 Two women were eliminated because their hearing was severely 
impaired. Two others were too confused to understand the 
questions. Another lady was not interviewed because she was 
suffering fran a substantial memory loss. One wanan, inflicted 
with M.S., was too young to be eligible for the study. 

5 	 The nursing haDe residents were generally interviewed in their 
roans. However, in a couple of cases (where the respondent had a 
roamnate, for example) the interview was conducted elsewhere in 
other private areas where confidentiality and anonymity could be 
assured. 

6 	 The only exceptions to this being two cases where husbands 
intervened when incane questions were asked tc:Mard the end of the 
interview. In a number of instances, talking with sociable 
husbands after the interview actually yielded useful information, 
adding to the researcher 1s general understanding of the aging 
experience. 

7 	 '!be length of the interview was usually dependent on the size of 
the woman 1 s network. ~ who had few children, siblings or close 
friends took much less time to interview. 

8 	 Eight widowed resporrlents lived with sons (five of whan were 
unmarried) and four lived with daughters (of whan one was widowed, 
one divorced, and two married) . 



CHAPTER THREE 

THE MEANING OF I BEING OLD I 

'11lis chapter examines the meanings that elderly wanen attach to 

their CN'l experience of the aging process and explores the source of 

these meanings. This attempt to understand the particular 

interpretation the older wanan gives to her own actual experience of 

'being old' lays the ~rk for subsequent chapters which examine 

her sense of self-identity and the way in which she att~ts to maintain 

it. 

After several months of continuous involvement in the day-to-day 

world of elderly women, it is relatively easy to enumerate the objective 

realities of aging for them. In objective terms 'being old', for some 

elderly women, can mean: stretching to make ends meet because of 

insufficient incaDe; not being able to do what one once did because of 

changes in health and ability; worrying about hew much longer one will 

be able to stay in one's own hane; not being able to do things and go 

places because of lack of transp:>rtation and because taxi fares are too 

high; losing many dear friends and loved ones; and, above all, being old 

can mean being dependent on others in order to manage one's daily life. 

However, as previous research has shown, and the analysis in this 

chapter will demonstrate, these objective 'real!ties' of aging can be 

distorted and exaggerated so that What people think growing old is like 

does not mesh with the actual ~rience. 

77 
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This chapter begins by examining the objective reality of 

chronological age and looks at the way in which these wanen subjectively 

identify themselves in tenns of age. It will shclw that, although others 

in society may define the elderly wanan as old, she is not likely to 

perceive herself this way. 'Being old' is simply not a preeminent part 

of her ONn life experience. 

AGE IDENTIFICATION 

"I don't think of myself as old, I don't feel old". 

Though all 142 respondents in this study are 65 years or over 

and thus eligible for the label 'old' as it is socially employed, the 

vast majority of these \\10JDell ignore the social definition of old and do 

not view themselves in tenns of their chronological years. That most of 

these elderly respondents identify themselves as either young or middle­

aged is not a surprising finding, as it is similar to the results of a 

number of previous studies (cited in Chapter One) which have reported 

that many older people tend to identify themselves as being considerably 

younger than their actual years. 

In response to the question, 11when you think about yourself, do 

you think about yourself as: (1) young, (2) middle-aged, (3) elderly, 

( 4) old?" Well over three-quarters of the community-dwelling 

respondents (77. 2%) identified themselves as either young (8. 9%) or 

middle-aged (68.3). Fourteen wanen (13.9%) identified themselves as 

elderly, one refused to classify herself according to arr'f particular age 

category, and only eight respondents (7 .9%) adopted the label old as 
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applicable to themselves. Even in the nursing home sample, where the 

average age of the respondents was 87.9 years (approximately twelve 

years higher than the average age of the sample as a whole) , seventy 

percent of the elderly ~ identified themselves as middle-aged. Two 

others viewed thanselves as elderly and only one respondent thought of 

herself as old. Although there were proportionately more respondents 

among the non community-dwelling elderly women, who identified 

themselves as either elderly or old (for the apartment sample, (N=31), 

these proportions were 25.8% and 6.4% respectively), the numbers are not 

as great as might have been anticipated. 

Many of the respondents were quick to provide explanations for 

the Wf1¥ in which they thought about themselves in terms of age. Most 

were not accustaDed to thinking about their age. On occasions when they 

were forced to confront their actual years, they were both surprised and 

perplexed to discover that, while they are indeed 'old' in chronological 

years, they cannot think of themselves this W8¥ for they simply do not 

feel old. Thus, a seventy-one year old \>DDal'l stated, "I don •t feel old, 

sure I • m old {i.e. in years) but I am not feeling old. " Feelings were 

the JJWJSt mam.::m explanation for the Wf1¥ in which these elderly wanen 

determined their subjective age-identities. The following are typical 

responses which echo this theme: 

I really feel as young as I always did. It surprises me 
sanetimes when I look in the mirror and see hew old I 
look. (No. 60-74 yrs.) 

I don 1 t feel any older 
years ago. (No. 127-94 yrs.) 

today than I did twenty-three 

I don 1 t think much about 
old. (Nb. 194-98 yrs.) 

that ( i .e. age) , I don 1 t feel 
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When And Ha-l The Older Wanan canes To Identify Herself As Old 

George ( 1975) , in an extensive study of the process of age 

identification, examined three types of referents used in the assessment 

of age identification: (1) physical conditions and attributes, (2) 

social statuses and conditions and (3) chronological age. She 

concludes that, while chronological age is very important in the process 

of age identification (particularly for the 5Q-69 year old age group in 

her sample) , there are a substantial number of older people 

(particularly those 70 years or older) who ignore chronological age as a 

referent. These people are 100re likely to use };hysical and social 

conditions in the assessment of age identification (George, 1975: 130} . 

The data presented here confinn the finding that chronological age and 

subjective age assessment are related. Hc:Mever, the majority of the 

elderly 'N:JDell in this study appear to ignore chronological age and tend 

to use other referents (in particular physical conditions and various 

experiences or events} in assessing their own cge identities and in 

determining when and how others becane old. 

To determine how and when the older wanan canes to identify 

herself as elderly or old, ~ts who had identified themselves as 

old (or elderly) were asked the following two questions, ".AI:x:nlt how old 

were you when you began to think of yourself as old (or elderly)?", and 

"Did anything happen that made you feel elderly/old?" A number of 

different ~lanations were given for the change in self-perception 

(Table 3.1). However, of the thirty-five respondents who had identified 

themselves as either old or elderly (of these, 22 were commtmity­

dwelling, 3 rmrsing home and 10 senior's apartment respondents), only 
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TABLE 3.1 


FACTORS AFFECTING THE PERCEPTION OF FEELING OLD 

(OR ELDERLY) AMJNG RESPONDENTS WHO 


IDENTIFIED THEMSELVES AS OLD OR ELDERLY 


Type of Reason Given 

Chronological Age 

Deterioration in Health 

Slowing down/unable to do 
what once did 

Accident Related Disability 

Living in a Nursing Home (or the 
suggestion of it) 

Loss of friend or loved one 

Receiving the Old Age Pension 

Living alone 

A gradual process, no particular 
age, event or circumstance 

Frequency 
Response 

Given 
(N=39} 

8 

6 

8 

2 

3 

5 

1 

1 

5 

Percentage of 
Respondents Giving 

Response! 
(N=35} 

22.9 

17.1 

22.9 

5.7 

8.6 

14.3 

2.9 

2.9 

14.3 

1Percentages are based on the total rrumber of respondents (N=35); 
because sane respondents gave multiple reasons, the total exceeds 100%. 
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eight of these wanen (22.9%) were able to give a chronological age at 

which they began to see thanselves this way. Three of these respon:ients 

made very brief replies, taking the fo:nn of - "in the eighties", "after 

seventy" or ''when I was about eighty" - and were tmable to give any 

further ~lanation as to why, at this particular time, they began to 

consider themselves as old or elderly. The five others referred to 

sanething which happened around this time in their lives and apparently 

contributed to their self-perceptions as old women. 

Previous research has suggested that certain circumstances or 

events can contribute to self-definition as old or elderly. Of the 

thirty-five respondents who identified themselves as elderly or old, 

twenty-six respondents (74.3%), with little probing, referred to 

specific experiences or events that led them to think of themselves in 

this way. Sixteen of these wanen (61.5%) used physical referents in 

their explanations for how and when they began to feel elderly or old. 

A deterior.ation in health was a precipitating factor. 

When I got high blood pressure. (No. 31-79 yrs.) 

Up tmtil this winter I felt yotmg, but when you get 
something wrong with you and have to lie around•••• 
(No. 34-78 yrs.) 

Because I'm not feeling so well, I can't go downtown to 
the post office or to the bank. (No. 66-88 yrs.) 

Inability to "do what I once did" and a feeling that "I've 

slowed down" were related factors that led other wanen to conclude that 

they were old. 

I couldn't do the same at eighty. (No. 62-86 yrs.) 

Just this last year, since my knee got so bad I can• t 
get around like I used to. (No. 119-77 yrs.) 
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I tire 
yrs.) 

a lot easier, just a sla-rer pace. (No. 133-65 

Physical limitations, often the result of an accident, may 

affect the older woman 1s life style and eventually her perception of 

herself, so that she no longer thinks of herself as young or middle­

aged. 

After I fell, that 1s for sure. It was 3 years the 14th 
of May. I never got back the same. (No. 12Q-77 yrs.) 

M:Jvin;; out of one 1s CN'l home and into an institution for the 

elderly can also be an influential factor in the shift to an age 

identity of old. '1.\t«) resporrlents claimed that they began to feel old 

when they began livin;; in a nursin;; home. 

Oh I guess after livin;; in nursin;; homes. You change I 
think. You have to do a lot of fightin;; your w;ry 
through. (No. 109-88 yrs.) 

I knew I was getting older when I went up to the 
(a nursin;; haDe located in another town). 

(No. 102-95 yrs.) 

A third respondent started to think of herself as old after her 

family tmSUCcessfully tried to convince her that she ought to move to a 

nursin;; 	haDe. 

I think that when rrry sons started talking to me about 
the nursin;; bane, I felt 10 years older. (No. 59-81 
yrs.) 

Older people frequently experience the loss of significant 

others and this event is sanetimes a precipitatin;; factor in the shift 

to a perception of self as old. Five respondents reported that they 

began to feel old when they lost good friends and loved ones. The loss 

of a pn'eilt or a husband can be particularly significant. 
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Two additional factors referred to as explanations for feeling 

old were, "when I started getting the old age pension" (No. 142-80 

yrs.); and, "when you live alone you get old" (No. 3-85 yrs.). It is 

interesting that "getting the old age pension" is not a ccmnon 

explanation for feeling old yet this is a typical canponent of the 

social definition of old. Five other respondents maintained that 

growing old was for them, a gradual process precipitated by no 

particular event or circumstance. As one respondent said, 

It just gradually happened. You don't notice it really, 

it just grc:ws on you. (No. 101-77 yrs.) 


As noted in Chapter One, a number of previous studies of age 


identification have focused on investigating the relationship between 

specific variables and the shift to an age identity of elderly or old. 

The present study examined the relationship between age identification 

and the following variables: chronological age, perceived health 

status, incane and marital status. These variables are, of course, 

interrelated; it is with increasing age, for example, that health 

problems in elderly people becate more prevalent, income tends to 

decline and widowhood is more likely. Thus, expecting that 

chronological age and perceived health status are related, the combined 

effect of these two variables on subjective age is examined. Likewise, 

anticipating that marital status and ineate are associated, the relation 

between these variables and age identification is similarly 

investigated. (Note that the analysis in this section is based on the 

101 ccmmm..ity-dwelling respondents only) 
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Chronological age. The relationship between chronological age 

and subjective age assessment is not clear cut. It has already been 

shown that a substantial number of older people pay little attention to 

their chronological age and, using other referents, assess their age 

identities as young or middle-aged. Yet, chronological age is generally 

found to be a stronger predictor of age identity than other variables 

(George, 1975). The data presented here confirm the findings of 

previous \«)rk that a positive relationship exists between chronological 

age and subjective age. 

First, comparing the average age of those whose age identity was 

young or middle-aged with the average age of those whose age identity 

was elderly or old, we find that, though the difference is not as great 

as might be expected, respondents who view themselves as elderly or old 

are indeed older in chronological years than those who do not. The 

average age of those who view thanselves as young or middle-aged is 75.9 

years and 74.7 years respectively. The average age of those women who 

view themselves as elderly or old is somewhat higher at 80.6 and 83.4 

years respectively. 

The relationship between chronological age and feeling elderly 

or old is further illustrated in Table 3.2 where the subjective ages of 

respondents and the gerontological age categories to which they actually 

belong are canpared. The number of respondents identifying themselves 

as young or middle-aged decreases as chronological age increases, so 

that while 93.5 percent of those in the 65-74 age group view themselves 

as young or middle-aged, only 38.5 percent of respondents 85 years and 

over do. Alternatively, while only 6 percent of respondents in the 65­
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TABLE 3.2 

THE RELATIONSHIP BE'!WEEN SUBJECTIVE AGE 

IDENTIFICATION AND OBJECTIVE AGE STATUS 


SUBJECTIVE AGE IDENTITY CHRCH>LOGICAL AGE CATEGORIES 


65-74 75-84 85 and OVer 
N % N % N % 

Young/Mi<tile Aged 43 93.5 30 73.2 5 38.5 

Elderly/Old 3 6.5 11 26.8 8 61.5 

TOTAL 46 100.0 41 100.0 13 100.0 


*N=100. One respondent could not assess her age identity and has been 
anitted. 

74 age categozy identify themselves as either elderly or old, 61 percent 

of those 85 years and over view themselves this way. These data confirm 

that, although many older people continue to identify themselves as 

young or mi<tile-aged, the older the respondents, the oore likely they 

are to identify themselves as old. 

Perceived health status. Table 3. 3 illustrates the relationship 

between chronological age, perceived health status and subjective age. 

According to these data, the better the older wanan perceives her health 

to be, the more likely she is to identify herself as ~r than her 

actual age. '!bus, 50 percent of those who identify themselves as young 



TABLE 3.3 

The Rel..1t ionship llelwcen Chronological Age, 
Perceived Health Status and Age Identification 

65-74 75-84 85 AnJ Ovc r 

HEALTH STATUS HEALTH STATUS HEALTII STATUS 
Subjective 

Age Excellent/Good Fair/Poor Excell(!nt/Good Fair/Poor Excellent/Good Fair/Poor 
Identity N % N % N % N % N % N % 

Young/Middle-Aged 28 96.6 15 88.2 22 81.5 8 57.1 2 50.0 3 33.3 

Elderly/Old 1 3.4 2 11.8 5 18.5 6 42.9 2 50.0 6 66.7 

TOTAL 29 100.0 17 100.0 27 100.0 14 100.0 4 100.0 9 100.0 

*N=lOO. One respondent could not assess her age identity and has been omitted. 
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or middle-aged, even though their objective age status is 85 years or 

older 1 also report their health to be either good or excellent. 

However, the older the respondent is in years, the more likely she will 

be to identify herself as elderly or old, if she perceives her health to 

be only fair or poor. Thus, while almost 67 percent of those who are 85 

years or over and report that their health is only fair feel elderly or 

old, only about 12 percent of those who are in the 65-74 age category 

and perceive their health to be fair feel this way. 

Incane. Having a lower incaDe also appears to be associated 

with an age identity of elderly or old. As Table 3.4 illustrates, as 

income increases (within each category of mar! tal status) 

proportionately fewer respondents identify themselves as elderly or old. 

Though the number of respondents having an incaDe of $20, 000 or 100re is 

very small, not one respondent in this category identified herself as 

elderly or old. 

Marital status. It was reported earlier that some respondents 

claimed that the death of their husbands made them feel that they were 

old. According to these data, mar!tal status does indeed appear to be 

related to feeling elderly or old (while only 8.8% of the marrieds 

identify themselves as elderly or old, 30.6% of the widowed do. Again, 

the interrelation of a number of variables associated with age 

identification needs to be E!ftl:hasized. There is little variation in the 

perceived health status of the widowed and married in this sample; 

however 1 widowed respondents are on the average 5. 8 years older than the 

marrieds. Thus, chronological age is a likely influential variable 

which also has to be considered here) . However, the likelihood of 



TABLE 3.4 


The Relationship Between Marital Status, 

Income and Age Identification 


MARRIED WIDOWED 

INCOME INCOME 

Subjective <8,000 8,000-19,999 20,000+ <8 1 000 8,000-19 1 999 20 1 000+ 
Age 

I den tit N % N % N % N % N % N % 

Young/Middle Aged 5 83.3 15 88.2 8 100.0 20 57.1 17 81.0 4 100.0 

Elderly/Old 1 16.7 2 11.8 15 42.9 4 19.0 

TOTAL 	 6 100.0 17 100.0 8 100.0 35 100.0 21 100.0 4 100.0 

*N=91. 	 One respondent could not assess her age identi~y and has been omitted. Five respondents refused 
to disclose their incomes and four never-married respondents have also been omitted. 

00 
1.0 
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feeling old is greatest when the older ~man is widowed and has a larer 

inccme. Thus, while 42.9 percent of widowed elderly \'\QDen with incomes 

of less than $8,000 identify themselves as elderly or old, only 16.7 

percent of married elderly wanen with similar incane do so (Table 3.4). 

To briefly SUIJIDai"ize, our data support the findings of a number 

of previous studies of the relationship between age identification and a 

number of specific variables. The wanan most likely to think of herself 

as elderly or old is - old in chronological years, in poor health, has a 

relatively low incane and is a widc:w. 

P£Ie Identification And The Views Of Significant Others 

This study also examined the nature of the relationship between 

older women's age definitions of themselves and how they think they are 

viewed by their significant others. Berger and Luckmarm {1967:150-151) 

maintain that "the significant others in the individual's life are the 

principal agents for the maintenance of his subjective reality." Based 

on this theoretical notion, the ~men in our sample were asked, "Hew 

about other people close to you, do you think that they think of you as 

an old l«>JJIall?" 

Eighty-five percent of the respondents (N=l42) did not think 

that others close to them thought of them as old wanen. Given the fact 

that almost three-quarters of these same wc:men perceive themselves to be 

young or middle-aged, these data seem to suggest that indeed the older 

individual's self-image is related to the way in which she perceives 

that her significant others view her. However, while thirty-five wanen 

{in the total interview sample) think of themselves as elderly ( 24 
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respondents) or old ( 11 respondents) , only nine of these (25. 7%) SCI¥ 

that they think others close to them think of them as old. While one 

respondent with an old age identity claimed that she did not know hew 

others viewed her, benty-five wauen (71.4%) identified themselves as 

elderly (20 respondents) or old (5 respondents) yet, did not think that 

others viewed them the same W8!f. 

A possible explanation for this findi~ relates to the wording 

of the question asked. '!be question reads, "How about other people 

close to you, do you think that they think of you as an old wanan? 11 The 

responses suggest (as noted by CUtler, 1982) that old and elderly mean 

distinctly different things to many of these wcmen. This is confirmed 

by responses to another question in which sixteen of the wanen whose age 

identities are elderly SCI¥ that old and elderly mean some"thirg different 

to them. Thirteen of these same sixteen respondents said that others 

did not think of them as old. 

Another possible explanation for the discrepancy between the 

image these older wcmen have of themselves and their perception of the 

views of significant others may be found in the explanations they give 

about why they feel elderly or old. In most cases, respondents who 

claimed that they thought of themselves as elderly or old were able to 

refer to specific circumstances or experiences that led them to feel 

this W8!f (e.g., faili~ health or disability). George (1975) suggests 

that the standards used by older individuals in determining their 

subjective age may operate internally ·or externally. Accordi~ to the 

external standards perspective, the elderly wanan sees herself as old 

when she perceives others to be treating her as an old person. If the 
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source of the standards are internal, the elderly wanan•s perception of 

herself as old is 1:Bsed on her conp:li'ison of herself to a cultural 

standard or image of oldness which she has previously internalized. 

OUr twenty-five responients with elderly or old age identities 

appear typically to use physical referents such as their health or a 

feeling of sla-~ing down. SUch physical changes may be either internal 

or external starx:lards depenting on whether or not they are apparent to 

the older woman's significant others. Though the elderly woman may have 

sla-led down and may feel that she cannot do what she once did, children 

or close friems may not be aware that she has changed. Many of the 

~ who said they had slae:i down added that they still do JOOSt of 

what they always did, it just takes them longer. Tlms, others, seeing 

the work done, may interpret this as evidence that she is as strong (and 

1young • ) as ever. 

As is clear from our data, the process of age identification is 

a complex one. No one factor can alone sufficiently explain it; 

multiple referents are involved. Even though she is old in years, her 

health has declined, and she is aware that significant others view her 

as an old wanan, the elderly wanan still may not adopt •old • as a self 

view. Tlms, a seventy-two year old woman (who identifies herself as 

middle-aged) , when asked whether she thought others close to her thought 

of her as an old wanan replied: 

Yes, because krla-.s I • m seventy-two, she 
~ts me to be old. My daughter says, "Mum, grow old 
gracefully11 

- but, I can't, I don't feel old. 
(No. 78-72 yrs.) 
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'BEING OLD' 

"Oldness is in one's body and never a state of mind". 

To krlatl that these wauen think of themselves as young, middle­

aged, elderly, or old does not tell us a great deal lmless we also knc::w 

what meaning they attribute to these terms. Thus, respondents were 

asked, ''What do the terms young, middle-aged, elder1y and old mean to 

you?", as well as a related question, ''When do ~ think that most 

people becane old?" Data fran all 142 respondents are drawn upon here 

and a 'typical' or caupo:site picture of what 'old' means to these women 

emerges fran their resp:mses to these questions. 

Many of the respondents related .these terms to a specific age 

'but, at the same time, pointed out that there is also a great deal of 

variation. Others simply insisted that it was impossible to give any 

particular age because, "I don't think that has anything to do with it", 

"it's according to the person" , "it's not the same for everyone" . When 

confronted with the need to define 'old', many of these elderly 

respondents use definitions that are tased upon the stereotyped social 

image of it but, hardly <Irrf of these wauen identify themselves with this 

picture. Their CN'l experience does not mesh with the conventional 

description of old that they give. M::ISt of these wcmen are aware of the 

discrepancy between the social meaning of old and their own experience. 

They are also aware that many of the 'old' people they know do not fit 

the image, as one respondent concluded, "I don't think there are any old 

people anyJOOre. " In other words, 'being old' is an experience that 

means something other than the typical social notion of it. 



94 

Since aging is a lifelong process many respondents defined aging 

and old age in relation to youth. Thus, in order to understand the 

meaning of 'old' it is necessary to also look at the meaning of young. 

The Meaning Of YOUM 

"Young is smart, well and able to do things" . (No. 24­
84 yrs.) 

Young can mean as early as "the teen years" and "the twenties 

and thirties" or, as a substantial number defined it, young is "the 

twenties and forties" and even "anyone fifty, they are still young. " A 

seventy-seven year old respondent claimed that a person is young "up 

until age sixty-five", while a seventy-three year old maintained that, 

anyone "less than seventy" is young. 

The most camnon way of describing the meaning of young was in 

tenus of activity or the ability to do things (see Table 3.5). Thus, a 

young person is "a person who is active and able to do everything they 

want to do" (No. 2Q-84 yrs. ) . Almost three-quarters of those whose age 

identity was 'young' either defined it in this way or as "feeling good." 

This E!ll];ilasis on activity and the ability to do things is evident in the 

follCMing typical responses. 

A person who is active and able to do everything they 
want to do. (No. 2Q-84 yrs.) 

Active, going all the time and enjoying life. 
(No. 142-80 yrs.) 

Young makes you think of going out and walking, dancing, 
working; going out and having fun, sleeping well, eating 
Ni!ll and enjoying life. (No. 102-95 yrs.) 
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TABLE 3.5 

TYPFS OF DEFINITIONS EMPLOYED 
IN DEFINING I YOUNG I 

Frequency Percentage of 
Resp:mse 

Given 
Respondents GivirYJ 

Response! 

Type of Definition (N=150) (N=142) 

Chronological age (includes 13 
references to "teens" or 
"teenagers") 44 31.0 

Active, able to do things, well 
and fit 80 56.3 

OUtlook on life (e.g., Enthusiastic, 
lookil'YJ to the future) 9 6.3 

Having fun, enjoying life 9 6.3 

Family life stage 5 3.5 

Other 3 2.1 

!percentages are l:ased on the total number of respondents (N=l42); 
because some respondents gave multiple definitions, the total exceeds 
100%. 
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The ability to do things and get around without 
~ring, "can I do it?" That irks me terribly. 
(No. 52-84 yrs.) 

The Meaning Of Middle-Aged And Its Relation To Being Old 

"It's not much different fran~·" (No. 2-69 yrs.) 

The meaning these elderly wanen attribute to middle-aged is of 

puoticular interest since the majority of the respondents in this study 

think of theJiselves as belonging to this age category. Those who think 

of theJiselves as middle-aged share a similar perception of it. They 

ignore the typical social meaning and define it consistent with their 

perception of themselves aild their own experience. Thus, a sixty-seven 

year old respondent says, "they say its fifty, rut I don't believe 

that." (No. 18) Another eighty-three year old wcman describes middle 

age as, "not before seventy, they shouldn't becane middle-aged before 

seventy." (No. 45) 1 

Middle-aged is more often defined in terms of chronological age 

than arry of the other age categories, though the range is a broad one. 

According to these \IDJI!en, one can begin middle age as early as age forty 

or as late as age eighty. The JOOSt popular period was, "about fifty", 

with fifty-four percent of those who used chronological age as a 

referent saying this was when middle age began. 

As Table 3. 6 illustrates almost 62 percent of the respondents, 

who identify themselves as 'mid:ile-aged', refer to chronological age in 

their definition of this tenn. The majority of these~ (76%, N=58) 



TABLE 3.6 

TYPES OF' DEF'INITIONS OF' 'MIDDLE AGED' BY SUBJECTIVE 
AGE IDENTITY OF RESPONDENT 

Subjective Age Identity' 

Def 1 ni ti ons 

Freq. 
Res. 
Given 
(N=14) 

Young 
$ of 

Respondents 
Giving Res. 

(N=11) 

Middle-Aged 
Freq. % of 
Res. Respondents 
Given Giving Res. 
(N=102) (N=94) 

Elderly 
Freq. % of 
Res. Respond 
Given Giving 
(N=24) (Nz2lj) 

Old 
Freq. % Of 
Res. Respondents 
Given Giving Res. 
(N=12) (N=11) 

Chronological Age 7 63.6 58 61.7 12 50.0 7 63.6 

There is Variation 
(e.g. "It Var1es 
with the Person") 4 36.4 8 8.5. 5 20.8 9.1 

Ability to do Things 
(e.g. "Pr·etty Much 
the Same as Young" ) 12 12.8 11.2 9.1 

Change in Ability 
(e.g. "Slowing-Down") 2 18.2 8 8.5 2 8.3 

Wisdom and Mdtur·ity 6 6.11 9.1 

Family Stage 4 11.2 4.2 9.1 

Other 9.1 6 6.4 3 12.5 9.1 

1 	 Within each column, the percentages are based on the total number of respondents in each subjective age 
category. Because some respondents gave multiple definitions, in most cases, column totals exceed 100$. The 
total numbel' of respondents = 140 since two respondents who could not assess their age 1 d.,nti ty have been 
omitted. 
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provided definitions which enables them to protect their image of 

themselves as being considerably younger than their actual years. 

Eighteen of these forty-four resporxients (40. 9%) managed consistency 

between their objective and subjective age by defining middle-aged so 

that it extended ~11 beytni the years conventionally assigned to it. 

Thus, typically, if the respondent is seventy years old, and views 

herself as 1middle-aged 1
, middle-aged is "fran fifty on" and elderly 

becanes "from eighty on". (No. 16) Seventeen others (38.6%) avoid 

discrepancy by describing elderly so that they in no way resemble it and 

thus can safely maintain their middle-aged self-image. A typical 

~le of this is a seventy-three year old respondent, with a middle­

aged age identity, who defines middle age as "fran sixty-five on", and 

elderly as "people who have to stay in bed all the time." (No. 36) The 

nine remaining respondents (20.4%) managed their subjective age identity 

as middle-aged by maintaining that there is "such a difference in 

people" as to when they becane elderly or old. 

Similar to young, sane respondents defined middle-aged in terms 

of having or not having the ability to do things. Twelve of the 

fourteen respondents (85.7%) who describe middle age as a time in life 

when ability has not changed a great deal have middle-aged age 

identities. For these N:)ll1e11 middle-aged is "not much different from 

young" (No. 2-69 yrs.). It is a time in life when "you can still do 

what you want" (No. 1-70 yrs.), a time, when one is "getting a little 

older" but feels "lively still." (No. 79-73 yrs.} Twelve respondents 

said that middle age occurred when people begin to notice that they do 

not have the ability to do what they once did or, as JIDSt put it, it 1s 
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"a time when you begin to sla>~ down." Hc:wever, over half of those whose 

age identity was middle-aged qualified that though a person does slow 

da-m, "it's slowing da-m a little bit" (No. 97-70 yrs.) or, as this 

respondent described it, "you have slipped a bit probably, but you can 

still keep your end up if you try." (No. 67-73 yr8.) 

Middle age can also be related to knowledge and judgement. 

Seven respondents, all but one with a middle-aged age identity, 

described mid:ile age as a time in life when one is "wiser", "educated in 

life", and "D)re capable" than when one is young. 

Family development stage can also be a distinguishing 

characteristic of aging for sane people. For them, young is "people who 

have children" (No. 5-82 yrs.) or, "bringing up your family" (No. 57-90 

yrs.) or, "when you get your grandchildren" (No. 101-77 yrs.). No 

reference was made to family stage in definitions of elderly or old. 

A few respondents described middle-aged and young in terms of 

outlook on life. Mlereas young was associated with "a happy outlook", 

to be middle-aged meant "they are very serious and thinking of life" 

(No. 44-76 yrs.). For another respondent "young is looking to the 

future. " While mid:ile age is a time when "JOOSt people are beginning to 

feel their responsibilities more, but are also looking ahead" (No. 59-81 

yrs.). A third respondent expressed it this way, young is "full of 

hope, mentally and physically and I think emotionally too" while in 

middle age "you are busy in a quiet sort of way" (No. ll0-89 yrs.). 

Interestingly, only one respondent referred to outlook on life in the 

later years and she said, "I think you are more apt to look inward when 

you are older. " {No. 59-81 yrs. } 
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The Meaning Of Elderly 

"It brings to mind that you can't do many of the things 
you used to do." (No. 59-72 yrs.) 

In some studies the age identities 'elderly' and 'old' are 

analyzed as int~le, and these categories are collapsed (see 

CUtler, 1982) . Other studies retain both age identities, the assumption 

being that SCJJe older people do distinguish between elderly and old and 

prefer to identify themselves as the former rather than the latter. 

According to our data this distinction is indeed an .inp:>rtant one. 

Eighty-one respondents (57%) claim that elderly and old mean something 

different to them, while sixty-one respondents (43%) feel that elderly 

and old mean pretty much the same thing. As sane of the latter 

~lained: 

I think it's [elderly] another word they use for old. 
Sane people will never say they are old, they' 11 say 
"I'm older" [or elderly]. (No. 59-81 yrs.) 

When anyone gets along in years, if you are polite, you 
call them elderly. (No. 6-81 yrs.) 

Approximately thirty-five percent of the respondents defined 

elderly in terms of chronological years. However, about fifteen percent 

insisted that elderly cannot be defined in terms of age because when 

people becane elderly it varies fran person to person. Again, there 

were contradictions in which fifteen respondents define elderly as 

pertaining to a range of years to which they themselves belong, yet 

ignore this fact and choose to think of themselves not as elderly, but 

'middle-aged.' Thus, a seventy-eight year old who identifies herself as 

"middle-aged" says that elderly is "probably fran seventy-five or eighty 
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on." Similarly, another eighty-four year old respondent maintains that 

elderly is "anywhere fran seventy-five on", yet, she is "middle aged". 

As indicated earlier in the discussion of the meaning of middle-

aged, many of the respondents who identify themselves as belonging to 

this age category protect their middle-aged identities by defining 

elderly as a chronological age older than their CN'l. nrus, in examining 

definitions of elderly we firn that twenty-btu of the thirty-nine 

respondents (approximately 56%) whose age identities are either young or 

middle-aged, and who define elderly in terms of chronological age, 

manage to maintain a consistency between their objective and subjective 

ages by defining elderly in this way. nrus, if elderly is, "in tr..eir 

nineties" and the respondent is eighty-four years old, she is able to 

retain her self-image as middle-aged. As one respondent explained: 

NCM that I 1m this age myself, I always think of others 
older as being elderly. (No. 49-66 yrs.) 

Four other respondents maintained their subjective age 

identities as middle-aged by defining elderly as a specific 

chronological age l::ut at the same time insisting that "it all depends on 

the people". An eighty-two year old 1 middle-ager 1 
, apparently 

recognizing the contradiction in her definition, defined elderly this 

way, "When you are around eighty, but not me!" (No. 77). 

All eight of the respondents who defined elderly in terms of 

chronological age and identify themselves as 'elderly' were realistic in 

their definitions of the tenn. That is, elderly was either sanewhere 

arOUI'Ki their own present age or, it was defined as beginning at an age 

which they had already passed. Thus, a seventy-nine year old respondent 
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who identifies herself as elderly, describes elderly as being "around 

seventy-five". Another eighty-three year old, with a subjective age of 

elderly, defines elderly as "eighty". All eight of these women are over 

seventy-five years of age. 

Consistent with previous research reporting that many older 

people, like younger people, have adopted a negative and stereotypical 

image of old age (e.g., Harris and Associates, 1975), a number of 

respondents ( 26%) presented negative and stereotypical depictions of 

elderly in their definitions of this term. Even a quarter of those who 

identified themselves as 'elderly' gave a stereotypical definition of it 

(Table 3. 7). It was noted earlier in the discussion of the meaning of 

mictlle-aged that many of those who identified themselves as 'middle­

aged' gave negative and exaggerated descriptions in their definitions of 

elderly. These individuals were then able to verify that they, in 

c~ison, were not yet elderly or old. Approximately 30 percent of 

these women gave such definitions. 

As sane saw it, if one's health was still good, being elderly 

might not be all that different from being micHle-aged. 

If your health is good you can still carry on, health is 
very important. (No. 1-70 yrs. ) 

You can still get around and still do things. (No. 71­
75 yrs.) 

HCMever, sixteen percent of the respondents (N=142) defined elderly in 

relation to changes in health status or mobility. OVer a third of these 

definitions were given by respondents who identified themselves as 

either elderly or old. Six of these women were over the age of seventy-

five and all described their own health as being either fair or poor. 



TABLE 3. ·r 

TYPES OF DEFINITIONS OF 'ELDERLY' BY SUBJECTIVE 
AGE IDENTITY OF RESPONDENT 

Subjective Age Identity' 

Definitions 

Freq. 
Res. 
Given 
(N=14) 

Young 
% of 

Respondents 
G1v1ng Res. 

( N=l 1) 

Middle-Aged 
Freq. % of 
Res. Respondents 
Given Giving Res. 
(N=102) (N=94) 

Elderly 
Freq. d of,. 
Res. Respond 
Given Giving 
(N=24) (N=24) 

Old 
Freq. % Of 
Res. Respondents 
Given Giving Res. 
(N=12) (N=1 1) 

Chronological Age 3 27.3 36 38.3 8 33.3 3 27.3 

There is Var·iation 
(e.g. "It Varies 
with the Person") 3 27.3 12 12.8 5 20.8 9.1 

Stereolypes 9.1 28 29.8 6 25.0 9.1 

Change in Health 
or ~1obi l i ty 15 16.0 4 16.7 4 36.4 

Other 4 36.3 12 12.8 3 12.5 3 27.3 

1 	 Within eiich column, the pe•·centages are based on the total number of respondents in each subjective age 
categor·y. Because some respondents gave multiple definitions, in most cases, the column totals exceed 100%. 
The total number· of rP.spondents = 140 since two respondents who could not assess their age 1denti ty have 
been omitted. 

.... 
8 
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Typically elderly meant "changes in your health" (No. 23-91 yrs.) or, 

that one just carmot keep up one • s previous pace. 

It 1s how you feel, as you go along you don•t think about 
it until you start in not feeling so ~11. (No. 51-74 
yrs.) 

You can • t keep up the pace that you •ve done, you have to 
slow dc:Mn. (No. 79-73 yrs.) 

It's hard 
yrs.) 

to get around and do things. (No. 12Q-77 

One who sits a lot, JOOVeS 

(No. 9-76 yrs.) 
slady, and can 1 t do a lot. 

The Meaning Of Old 

"People who are old old are withering away, that • s when 
you beccme obsolete altogether". (No. 53-81 yrs.) 

It is very clear that old is definitively different from either 

young or middle-aged (what the majority of these women think of 

themselves as being). Also, if elderly and old mean something 

different, old is typically "older than elderly", "real old", "old old", 

or scmething "worse than elderly". If one defines age, as many of these 

wanen do, in terms of the ability or inability to do things, elderly 

means doing little but "knitting" or "sitting in a rocking chair" while 

old is having to give up canpletely. Thus, "real old is someone not 

capable of doing anything" (No. 22-69 yrs.). The responses of the 

following \tOI1ell also illustrate this perception of old as something more 

advanced than elderly. 
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(Elderly) 	 I think of the little old lady sitting 
knitting. 

(Old} The nursing hane. (No. 60-74 yrs.) 


(Elderly) Nursing haDes. 

(Old) Death (No. 89-74 yrs.) 


Atxru.t ~er (24. 6%, N=142} of the respondents refer to a 

chronological age in their definition of old and as one might expect, 

the chronological age at which a person is considered old is 

considerably older than it is for elderly. Whereas fifty-six percent of 

the chronological age-related definitions designated elderly as eighty 

years or over, about ninety-seven percent of the references to old were 

in this range. Indeed, sixty-six percent of the definitions of old 

specified the nineties and/or one-lmndred, in contrast to only ten 

percent of the definitions for elderly. All eight of the respondents, 

who defined old in terms of chronological age and who identify 

themselves as elderly, define old as a chronological age older than 

their own. 

If the twenty respondents, who employed a stereotypic definition 

of elderly and then said that elderly and old mean the same thing, are 

canbined with the twenty-six, who defined old in this way, a substantial 

proportion (32.4%) of the respondents gave definitions for old that 

involved the use of stereotypic and generally negative notions about 

this period of life, with old meaning - "decrepit", "failing", "cranky", 

"being incat=acitated", "obsolete", "withering away" , and "losing your 

faculties11 
• 
2 

I suppose that 1s the ultimate isn 1 t it - next to being 
dead, helpless. (No. 101-77 yrs.) 
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Above all, old means dependency. 

They need more help and a lot of care. (No. 40-67 yrs.) 

Real old is when they can't look after themselves. 
(No. lQ-87 yrs.) 

Old is really dependent. (No. 68-70 yrs. ) 

While definitions of old presenting negative and stereotypical images of 

old age were quite often employed by respondents whose subjective age 

identity was young, mic:Hle-aged, am even elderly, not one respondent, 

whose subjective age identity was old, described old in this way (see 

Table 3. 8) . SUch stereotypical notions also tend to be oore conmon 

among respondents who are younger in chronological years. 

While only about six percent of the respondents defined old in 

relation to changes in health or mobility, almost a third (27. 3%) of the 

eleven respondents, who identify themselves as old, defined old in this 

WS¥ and each described their own health as only fair. A noticeable 

~ in health status is a major factor influencing both the older 

individual's subjective age identity and others perceptions of her as 

'old' or 'not old' . With a decline in health, or disability due to an 

accident, the older person's life may ~ suddenly and dramatically 

as this eighty-four year old respondent explains, 

Oh I was doing great until I fell and brake Jirf hip. It 
changed rrt'f whole life style. (No. 122). 

A seventy-eight year old wanan speaks for many of the others when she 

maintains that, in determining oldness, "health makes all the difference 

in the world" (No. 10). In response to the question, "when do YQ!! think 

JOOSt people becane old?", one of the most frequent responses was a 

reference to deterioration in health: 



TABLE 3. 8 

TYPES OF DEF lN ITIONS OF 'OLD' BY SUBJECTIVE 
AGE IDENTITY OF RESPONDENT 

SubjE'ctive Age Identity' 

Definitions 

FrPq. 
RPS. 
GivPn 
(N=13) 

Young 
%of 

RPs pond<m ts 
Giving RPS. 

(N=11) 

Middle-Aged 
FrPq. %of 
RE'S. Res pondPnts 
Given Giving Res. 
(N=105) (N=91J) 

Freq. 
Res. 
GivE'n 
(N=25) 

Elderly 
%of 
Respond 
Giving 
(N=21J) 

Old 
Freq. %of 
Res. Respondents 
Given Giving Res. 
{Na11) (N=11) 

Chronological AgP 3 21.3 21J 25.5 8 33.3 

ThPrP Is Variation 2 18.2 5 5.3 4.2 

Stf'rE'ot ypes 3 27.3 19 20.2 lj 16.7 

Changes in Health 
Mobility 

or 4.2 3 3.2 IJ.2 3 27.3 

Old and Elderly i1ean 
Si!ffiP 

3 27.3 IJ4 46.8 8 33.3 6 54.5 

OthPr 4.2 10 10.6 3 3.2 2 18.2 

1W1th1n C':JCh column, thP P•'r'CPntdgPs arP basPd on the total numbPr' of respondPnts in each subjective age category. 
B'"'<}iliJS<' somP rPspondPnts givP multlplP dPfinltions, in most cases, the column totals exceed 100%. A typical 
dPfJnJtion of old Included In thP 'othPr' catHgory was "old is oldPr than elderly". 
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When their bodies start to change, you slow up, you 
can• t do things you did before, then you start to think 
it's age caning on. You get the feeling - well, I can • t 
do what I used to do. If your really healthy you are 
much younger. Being well makes a big difference in 
life. (No. 53-81 yrs.) 

M:>st people that I lalow, it all depeiXIs on what's wrong 
with than. If they are crippled with arthritis, that 
makes them old. (No. 76-80 yrs.) 

While health is seen to be a crucial factor, attitude or "state 

of mind" is also an inp)rtant related variable influencing when a person 

becaDes old. As this eighty-four year old wc:man states, "health and 

attitude has a lot to do with it" (No. 20). Her response was reiterated 

by another respon:ient who declared: 

You can be ninety and young in mind, if you don •t lose 
your health. I think health is the major factor, and, 
state of mind. Sane people are old at forty. (No. 78­
72 yrs.) 

Another seventy-two year old woman, who experienced her first heart 

attack at sixty-four years, explained: 

I never thought about being old until I got sick. 
Health, it gives you a different attitude em life. (No. 

54) 


According to at least half of the respon:ients in this study 


oldness 	is an attitude. 

It depends a lot on your outlook. Your attitude toward 
your daily life has a lot to do with aging. Enjoy each 
day, if it's surmy, enjoy it. It it's raining, make the 
most of it. (No. 47-76 yrs.) 

I think it • s a matter of their minds. I know of people 
that was old only in their twenties. (No. 132-81 yrs.) 

Thus, for a good many of these wanen, •being old • is indeed a 

matter over which one has sane control. Responses to the question, 

"When do YQ!! think most people becane old? 11 
, support this view. 
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When they make themselves old and I don't! (No. 62-86 
yrs.) 

I don • t krlow, sane :people make thenselves old because 
they are too lazy and don't try to help themselves. 
(No. 106-91 yrs.) 

I think you can make yourself older than you are - just 
sitting around. I did that first, right after rrry 
husband died. There are a lot of people like that who 
Nll'l't help themselves. (No. 24-84 yrs.) 

Thus, the actual experience of 'being old' for many of these 

elderly wanen involves -working at being 'not old'. 

Sane :people let themselves go and don't try to keep 
younger, you have to work at it. (No. 42-71 yrs.) 

This sense of personal control over the aging process is evidenced in 

the following recipes an how to stay young. 

I think it's all in l1c:M you live, if you keep active you 
never becane old. (No. 2-69 yrs. ) 

Sane :people give up early, I didn't. They give up too 
soon. I'm not giving up yet. (No. 23-91 yrs.) 

I don 1 t think people today get old as soon as they used 
to. Sane people just give up. If you give up you can 
becaDe old. I get lonely arxi then I say, "Get out or 
have saneone in". (No. 55-80 yrs.) 

I think when they give up altogether they 1ve had it. 
You are just as old as you feel, I think. I keep active 
and I think that's what anyone should do. (No. 8Q-82 
yrs.) 

The idea that there is considerable variation in when one gets 

1old • was most evident in replies to the question, ''When do ~ think 

most people becane old?" Almost sixty percent of the respondents 

stressed that this varies because "there's such a difference in people". 

Well I think everybody becanes old at a different stage 
of life, you can 1 t cotrpare :people. I know sane people 
younger than me that act old. (No. 12-77 yrs.) 
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Sane people are born old. I have a friend or two and I 
don't think that they were ever young. It varies with 
the person, it's not an age. (No. 52-84 yrs.) 

THE ACTUAL EXPERIENCE OF I BEING OLD I 

Another concern of this research was to canpa.re other 1s typical 

perceptions of the aged and the aging process with the older person's 

actual experience of growing old. Grc:Ming old is generally viewed in 

society as a negative experience. However, this study supports the 

findings of previous researchers, that a discrepancy exists between what 

many people think growing old is like and what it really is like. 

It is often thought that people change a lot as they age, that 

an older person is somehcw quite a different person from the individual 

he/she once was (see Branco and Williamson, 1982). 3 However, this image 

of the aged and the aging process is not borne out by our data. 

Res];xmdents were asked, "Would you 98¥ that over the years you have 

changed (1} a great deal, (2} quite a bit, (3} a little, (4} not at 

all?" Those who felt they had changed were asked if, on the whole, they 

\«m.ld say that these cl1arYJes had been for the better or for the worse. 

Eighty percent of the wanen (N=142} felt that either they had 

changed only a little (44%} or not at all (36%). Thirteen percent (19 

respondents) felt that they had changed quite a bit and only six percent 

(9 respondents) said that they had changed a great deal. Some are 

surprised to think that others imagine them to be different now that 

they are older. 

http:canpa.re
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People always say, "you are just the same person". I 
always say, "why should I change? , I 1 m the same 

didn 1 t have arry reason to ch.arge" . (No.-----' I
62-86 yrs.) 

Of the respondents who felt that they had changed over the 

years, 81.3 percent (74 respondents) interpreted these changes as being 

for the better. Only 12.1 percent (11 respondents) felt that they 1:ai 

changed for the worse, and these changes - in almost all cases - were 

related to a decline in health status (thus it is not surprising that 

the comparable statistic for the conmunity--dwelling is somewhat lower at 

5.9%). Six respondents, who claimed to have changed, could not say if 

this change was for the better or for the worse. M:lst of the wanen who 

1:ai changed for the better, referred to cl1arges that might be called 

"growing experiences". These N:m~en spoke of having become "11Dre 

tolerant", "JD:Jre knowledgeable", "wiser" now than years before, more 

"confident" and "independent" overcaning the "shyness and insecurity" of 

yot.JnJer years. Others spoke of being able to 11understand life better 

now" and, as another wanan expressed it, "I've learned more about 

myself". Thus, on the whole, the little change that was perceived to 

have taken place was perceived as positive, and not the type of changes 

that altered the tasic person. 

While younger people may look only at the disadvantages that 

accanpany the aging process and cannot imagine arry advantages to being 

old, this too is not an entirely accurate perception of the actual 

experience of being an old person. Respondents were asked three 

questions on this topic: 
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As you Ql'CM older, do you find there are any advantages 
to being older? 

How about disadvantages in being older, do you find any 
of these? 

On balance, then, would you S8:f that the advantages 
outweigh the discdvantages, or that the disadvantages 
outweigh the advantages? 

Fifty percent of the respondents (N-142) said that there were 

sane advantages to being an older person. Forty-nine percent said that 

there were no advantages, while one respondent couldn't say whether 

there were or were not advantages. '!be type of advantages described by 

respondents are illustrated in Table 3.9. Though some of these might at 

first appear to be rather trivial (e.g., discounts in stores, free 

medications, special privileges at the bank), to these elderly wanen, 

most of whom are living on limited inccmes, these benefits were 

realistically perceived as inp)rtant. A more substantial perceived 

advantage was the financial security of the old age pension (35.2% of 

the respondents}. This guaranteed incane was especially important as 

most of these women had lived much of their lives with precarious 

household incanes. 

We have the advantage of getting our social insurance 
o:mey. It's a secure feeling. (No. 124-76 yrs.) 

The old age pension, I don't knew where I'd be if it 
weren't for that. (No. 101-77 yrs.} 

Thirty-b«> percent of the respondents stated advantages that 

referred to 11 fewer canmitJnents11 and not having to ~rk as hard. These 

~ spoke of their years with family responsibilities and a lot of 

hard ~rk and felt that one advantage to being older was their sense of 

freedan. Tiley now have time to devote to their own interests. 
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TABLE 3.9 

ADVANTAGES TO BEING AN OLDER PERSON 

Frequency 

Response 


Given 

Type of Advantage (N=90) 

Old Age Pension 25 

DisCO\.Ults, Free Medication, 
Bank Privileges 24 

Freedan, people don't expect 
as much, time for self 23 

J.'ttlre respect fran others, 
people more courteous, 
helpful 12 

Other (e.g. , one is "more 
sensible", "tolerant", 
"capable") 6 

Percentage of 

Respondents Giving 


Response! 

(N=71) 

35.2 

33.8 

32.4 

16.9 

8.4 

1Percentages are based on the total number of respondents (N=71); 
because sane respondents stated mu1tiple advantages, the total exceeds 
100.%. 

Ironically, one advantage was that, as older wanen, people didn 1 t expect 

as much of them. 

You don 1 t have to work as hard and have time to do what 
you want to. (No. 8-74 yrs.) 

In that you feel freer, you have the time to do the 
things you really enjoy doing. 'Throughout your life 
there are so many comni tments and responsibilities that 
you don't have when your older. (No. 6Q-74 yrs.) 
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There are a lot of things you should do but don't do and 
you don't feel badly about it. I don't make several 
dozen sandwiches anymore. (No. 52-84 yrs.) 

Not so much is elQ;)eeted of you, by the time you are 
seventy you are pretty much your own boss. (No. 50-70 
yrs.) 

We have our freedom, we can pick up and go whenever we 
want. (No. 137-75 yrs.) 

Ninety-three respondents (65.6%) felt that there were 

disadvantages to being an older person. M:>st cited disadvantages that, 

as might be expected, are health and activity related (76.3%, see Table 

3 .10) . The most frequently reported disadvantage of being old was that, 

"you can't do the things that you used to do and you mind that" (No. 69­

82 yrs. ) . Being able to do one's 'w::>rk' is very important to these 

t«mmel'l and in old age "you can't work as you did" (No. 3-85 yrs.). This 

"slowing dc:Nl" is echoed in the following responses: 

I tire mre easily, 
28-80 yrs.) 

I can't do the w::>rk I could. (No. 

There are things I would like to do and I haven't got 
what it takes anymore. (No. 52-84 yrs.) 

You get tired mre easily, where you could w::>rk from 
mrning until night, you have to rest mre. It's a 
gradual slowing down of all your processes. (No. llQ-89 
yrs.) 

Seven widowed respondents (7 .5%) referred to loneliness as a 

disadvantage of being an older person. Five other wanen (5.5%) felt 

that the attitudes and behavior of others toward older people was a 

disadvantage for them. While sane wanen stated that one of the 

advantages of being an older person was that people are "more courteous" 

and "more considerate of older people11 (No. 21-79 yrs.), that "people 

make more fuss over you" (No. 105-80 yrs.) and "everyone wants to help 
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TABLE 3.10 


DISADVANTAGES TO BEING AN OLDER PERSON 


Frequency 
Response 

Given 
Type of Disadvantcge (N=94) 

Changes in health and activity 

Being alone, loneliness 

Other's attitudes and be­
havior taerd old people 

Other (e.g., being in a nursing 
home, can't travel, 11 the end 
is caning" ) 

71 

7 

5 

11 

Percentage of 
Respondents Giving 

Responsel 
(N=93) 

76.3 

7.5 

5.5 

11.8 

1Percentages are based on the total number of respondents (N=93); 
because some respon::ients stated mu.ltiple disadvantages, the total 
exceeds 100%. 

you11 (No. 58-74 yrs.), other respon::ients interpreted 11all the attention" 

given to seniors as a disadvantage. 

Attitudes, people thinking "oh well she's too old, she 
can't do that", your restricted in a lot of ways. (No. 

130-73 yrs.) 


All the attention given over turning sixty-five. (No. 

19-65 yrs.) 


To have to have someone taby you. {No. 45-83 yrs. ) 


In sum, while fifty percent of these TtOnen said that there were 


advantages to being old, and approximately sixty-five percent said that 
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there were disadvantages, a slight majority (55.6%) claim that the 

advantages and disadvantages are, on the whole, balanced. 

Another CC11111011 image of older people is that, beirYJ relieved of 

partici:pation in JOOSt fonnal roles, they feel useless. To investigate 

feelirYJs of uselessness respondents tere 8sked, "How often in the past 

few weeks have you felt that you are of sane use to the people arourXl 

you, tOlld you say (1) often, (2) sauetimes, (3) never?" Eighty­

seven percent (N=142) of these wanen felt that they tere of use to 

others often (47%) or at least sometimes (40%). Only eighteen 

respondents (12. 7%) said that they are never of use to others.4 A.lJoost 

all of this latter group said that they could not be of use to others 

because their health was poor. 

One of the JJDSt popular stereotypes of older people is that they 

are oriented to the past. Respondents tere asked, "Do you find yourself 

thi.nld.nd more about the past or the future?" and, ''What do you usually 

think about?" Although sane of these older wcmen (31%) do think more 

about the past, sixty-eight respondents (47 .9%) reported that they do 

not think more about either the past or the future but think primarily 

in the present. Typical of these responses are, "you live from day-to­

day" (No. 47-76 yrs.) or, "that's the way I take it - just from day-to­

day" (No. 82-82 yrs.). Also carm:m was the attitude, "what's the good 

to think about the past?" (No. 104-98 yrs.) and, "the future will take 

care of itself" (No. 47-76 yrs.) 

Twenty-five respcmients (17 .6%) said that they think more about 

the future. MJst of these are camnmity-dwellirYJ and they think about 

positive thirYJS like plarmirYJ their housework ("having the house nice" 

http:thi.nld.nd
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No. 14-84 yrs.), gardening, visiting and so forth. However, some 

thoughts of the future were negative or unpleasant. Tilese included such 

worries as, ''what's going to becane of me if I can't walk?" (No. 28-80 

yrs. ) , "I think of what's ahead of me, where I 'm going to land, where 

I'm going to be, where I'm going to have to go" (No. 118-77 yrs.) 

Mlile sane of these elderly wanen do think "it's no oore than 

natural for an older person to think about the past" (No. 10-87 yrs.), 

thoughts about the past can also be positive or negative. The majority 

were pleasant thoughts of "good times11 
, "sane of the places you have 

been" , the fun they 1:lEd growing up, and the joys of raising their 

families. Hatlever, six w:men reported thinking of unpleasant things in 

their past; as one responjent explained, "'When you have heartaches they 

crop up", and thoughts of lost loved ones focus in one's mind. 

Later life is generally viewed as a time of accumulated losses. 

In an effort to investigate whether older women agreed with this 

depiction of old age, they were asked, "Sane people see growing old as a 

time when they JmJSt give up a lot of what is important to them, would 

you agree or disagree with this description of growing old?" Once 

again, contrazy to what others may believe about later life, ninety-six 

respondents (67. 6%, N=142) disagree with this statement. 5 

Respondents who did agree with the statement (32. 4%) were asked, 

''What have you had to give up?" The majority of these wanen reported 

having to give up activities because of health problems. 

I used to love to read, crochet, quilt, and hook mats 
and I can' t 1'lCM because of rtrf eyes. (No. 10-87 yrs. ) 

My work, getting around, doing what I used to. (No. 
106-91 yrs.) 
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The majority of those women who discgreed with the statement 

atxmt later life maintained that they hadn •t actually given up anything 

yet. Many were adamant in their belief that "you don • t have to unless 
you want to" (No. 1-70 yrs.), at least, "not as long as your health is 

good" (No. 4-82 yrs.) 0 

No, no I think it's stupid. Don't give up things that 
are inportant to you. Health does come in quite a bit. 
(No. 9-76 yrs.) 

Once again, there is the implication that •being old • is something one 

has sane control over. Thus, "just the fact of growing old should not 

dictate what you are or aren't to do" (No. 77-82 yrs.) In fact, it is 

believed that if one begins to give up things, "that's the time when you 

really becaDe old" (No. 11-71 yrs.). 

People get old because they give up too quick. If you 
keep going you don • t feel old. (No. 14-84 yrs. ) 

Some of those who reported that they had given up activities also 

maintained that these weren't "really important" (No. 20-84 yrs.). A 

seventy-one year old resporxient explains: 

It doesn • t seem that I care to go to these things. I 
seem to have grc::N'l out of these things, I don • t miss 
them. (No. 64) 

Instead of dwelling on what must be given up, most focus on what 

they~ do. 

Because there are a lot of things that you really don't 
have to give up. If you are willing to do what you can 
do, you can have a pretty full life. (No. 53-81 yrs.) 

You only give up if you are disabled and today there are 
a lot of things you can still do if you put your mind to 
it. (No. 60-74 yrs.) 


I don't give up anything I can do, as long as I can do 

same little things I do it. (No. 103-91 yrs.) 
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To stmlllal'ize, according to the majority of the older women in 

this study, the actual experience of 'being old' is not what many in our 

society E!lqleCt it to be. Most of these wanen do not perceive that they 

have changed greatly over the years and any ~ was generally 

considered to be "for the better". There are disadvantages to being an 

old person, rut for many there are also advantages. For a substantial 

number of these wcmen the advantages and disadvantages l:alance out. 

Most do not feel useless, nor do they spend JOOSt of their time thinking 

about the past. Later life is not necessarily a time for giving up 

things for there are still things one can do to have "a pretty full 

life". 

THE SOURCE OF THE MEANING OF I BEING OLD I 

In their interpretation of the meaning of the aging experience 

(both their own and that of others), respondents appeared to be drawing 

on knowledge derived fran a number of sources. Thus, while they 

(typical of many other older people) have been influenced by the social 

meaning of 'old' , most also question this view of later life and many 

often ignore or reject it. One of the best illustrations of this is the 

finding that despite their advanced chronological age, almost three­

quarters do not identify themselves as either elderly or old. 

One reason why the majority of these women do not view 

themselves as old is because, as their own camnents indicate, the 

meaning of 'being old' is changing. Corwentional definitions of middle­

age, elderly and old were often not accepted because many believed that 

these terriL'S do not mean what they once did. Throughout the interviews 
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respondents frequently contrasted what they saw as old age in the J;BSt 

and old age today. Many were in agreement with the observation that 

"today people are not as old as they used to be" (No. 36-73 yrs.). 

In this day and age I don 1 t l:a'latl if they do [get old]. 
There 1 s one woman whose going on ninety­
four and she 1s out every night to a card party. I used 
to think people were old at sixty-five, today, I don 1 t 
think they are at seventy. (No. 113-66 yrs.) 

People years ago at thirty-five was draped in black and 
they were old. Now, people wear nice colored clothes, 
it makes a difference. (No. 107-82 yrs.) 

Nobody becomes old today because everybody is so active. 
They don 1 t seen to be like the old people used to be 
unless they are miserable, if their health is poor. 
(No. 108-86 yrs.) 

Elderly women are participating in, and helping to construct, an 

old age reality different from the elqlerience their 100thers knew. As 

sane social gerontologists have already pointed out (e.g. , Matthews, 

l979a; Marshall, l98Qa), the ambiguity and normlessness often associated 

with old age may actually be an advantage since it allows older people 

the possibility of creating their aom approach to later life. The 

majority of the women studied here are involved in a great deal of 

interaction with others of their own age. Many have known each other 

for years and tlms, grown old together. Sharing a COJ1IJIOl'l situation, 

they have had the opp:::>rtunity to develop a shared "perspective" or set 

of loosely defined 1age norms 1 
• 6 

TI1ese women do not apply the label 1old 1 to those who adhere to 

the shared attitudinal and behavioral guidelines that qualify one as a 

1not old 1 person. For an older wanan to ranain 1not old 1 
, she must 

attempt to stay independent, and must never "just sit still and not do 
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sanething11 but 11keep active arrl blsy11 It is very important that she• 

keep doing what she has always done for as long as she can. She must 

adopt the right attitude or W8:f of thinking about age since 11one' s state 

of mind is so .inportant". She must not 11 just sit down and worry11 rut 

11 take life as 1 t canes 11 If she feels lonely, she must 11get up and dig• 

around and find saDething to do11 She must not 11 lose interest11 in life• 

around her rut 11keep going out" arrl ~ticipating. If these collective 

'norms' are followed, the older woman can then see herself, arrl be seen 

by her peers, as saneone who is 'not old' . 

t-Dst of the respondents in this study do not think of themselves 

as old because their 'not old' status is legitimated by their 

significant others. The majority of these wcmen perceive that neither 

11people close to then" nor 11other people11 regard them as old. As 

reported earlier, eighty-five percent of the respondents did not think 

that others close to then thought of them as old. When asked, "most of 

the time, would you say that other people regard you as, (1) younger 

than people your age, (2) older than people your age, (3) about the 

same as people your age?" eighty-three percent claim that others regard 

them as younger than other people their age. This perception of other • s 

evaluations is consistent with their own age identities (i.e. , younger 

than their actual ages) • No one claimed that others saw them as older 

than other people their age. ResporDents appeared to be quite confident 

in their judgement of other's appraisals, arrl were quick to offer 

justifications for these evaluations. This included camnents like, 

"I •ve been told that a good many times11 
, 

11 I get a lot of compliments11 
I 

am "they often say to me, hew do you do it? 11 
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While many of the elderly wanen in this study do appear to have 

adopted stereotypical notions of old age, most of then point out that 

there is considerable variation among older people and not all older 

people are 'old' . They question the stereotypes because they know of 

specific others who do not fit the stereotypic depiction. Respondents 

were 100re apt to use stereotypes in their attempts to define the meaning 

of the term old and more likely to question them in their response to 

other questions atxru.t old age. In the latter case, they were 100re 

likely to draw upon their actual knowledge of their own and others' 

aging experience. Thus, many :resporDmts, who initially began to 

describe old as a specific chronological age or in tenns of stereotypic 

notions, stopped themselves, thi~ of exceptions, specific people 

they knew who were that age or older and 1not old' , and made ccmnents 

like these . 

. . . But there's a \«JDaal up here close to eighty and she's 
smarter than I am. (No. 4Q-67 yrs. ) 


Up there's rrry mother, she's eighty-six and she can cut 

circles around me. (No. 90-66 yrs. ) 


I've met people who are old in their forties. I have a 
friend in DartJOOUth who is ninety-b.o and he's the 
brightest person around, so you have these extremes. 
(No. 59-81 yrs.) 

I don't know whether you can go by age or not, rrry sister 
is five years older than me and ten times as smart. 
(No. 51-74 yrs.) 

Perhaps in a small tCNl where there is frequent interaction among older 

women and the actual experience of the aging process is more easily 

shared, there is less need to rely on stereotypic notions about old age. 
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This chapter has examined what it actually means to be old. 

According to their CNl subjective evaluation, al.Dw:::>st three-quarters of 

the elderly ~. in this study, do not view themselves as old. The 

way these wc::men identify themselves in terms of age has ilrplications for 

our subsequent analysis of self-identity in later life. The majority of 

these elderly restXJndents do not identify themselves as old because 

their self-interpretations do not fit their definitions of old, and, 

they silrply do not feel old. 

The meani~ attributed to the terms young, middle-aged, elderly 

and old were examined in detail. The majority of these wanen view 

themselves as middle-aged, defined in a way that was canpatible with 

their interpretations of their own situations. Old, on the other hand, 

was defined largely in negative and stereotypical terms or as a 

chronological age older than their own. M::st, important, age was 

defined as JDJre a mental state (i.e., a ~ of thinking) than a physical 

condition. There was general agreement that both health and attitude 

were crucial intervening variables in determining oldness. 

In examining the actual elqlerience of 'being old' , 1 t was found 

that 'being old' really is different fran what IOCISt people think 'being 

old' is like. While it was true that objectively there are constraints 

and limitations in later life, these were subjectively interpreted by 

most of these women as sanething that one can do sanething about. Many 

recipes or prescriptions (e.g. I "keep active" 1 "don't give up" I "you 
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nrustn't think old11 
) are subsequently offered for how to remain 'not 

old'. 

The last section in the chapter examined the source of the 

meanings attributed to 'being old'. While many of these elderly wanen 

do rely on stereotypic notions in their definitions of the term old, 

their interpretations of their ON'l and other's actual experience of 

'being old' is more realistic. It was suggested that older wanen in a 

small tc:Nl may have more awareness of the reality of later life because 

they have more opportunity to interact with other old people, most of 

whan they have kru::N1 for years. 

This analysis of the meaning of 'being old' reaffirms how 

important it is that researchers~ situations from the perspective 

of those who are experiencing them. These data, like a number of 

previous studies of the aged and the aging process, illustrate that the 

subjective experience of being an old person does not entirely 

correspond with typical objective interpretations. Chapter Four looks 

at the nature of identity in later life. Recognizing that old is but 

one dimension of identity, it examines the salience of various 

conp:ments of the older wanan' s identity in an effort to develop a more 

canprehensive umerstanding of the Wt!rf in which the older wanan views 

herself. 
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FOOTNOTES 


1 	 Two additional definitions of middle age, which further illustrate 
the non-traditional way in which many of these wanen interpret this 
age category, are - "retirement" (No. 89-74 yrs.) and, "when you 
start to get your pension" (No. 29-78 yrs.). 

2 	 Of the sixty-one respondents, who said that elderly and old mean 
the same thing, about 33% defined elderly in terms of stereotypes, 
about 22% in relation to chan:;Jes in health or ability, and 28% as a 
chronological age. About 12% said there was variation and the 
remainder fall into the 'other' category of definitions. 

3 	 sane of these misconceptions about the elderly include the notion 
that: their temperament changes (e.g. , they becane grouchy) , their 
activities and interests cllaDJe (e.g., they like to play checkers 
orb~), they becane more conservative and insecure. 

4 As might be expected, fewer nursing heme respondents feel useful 
(50%) as canp:tred to commmity-dwelling respondents (91.1%) and 
apu-tment-dwelling respondents (87. 1%) • 'l1le nursing home is, of 
course, a setting where both the opporttmity an:i ability to do for 
others is limited. 

5 	 While only 25.7 percent of the conmunity-dwelling sample agreed 
with the statement that growing old is a time when people must give 
up a lot of what is important to them, more of the apartment 
dwelling and nursing heme respondents agreed with this statement. 
Fifty percent of the nursing heme sample and 45. 2 percent of the 
apartment dwelling respondents agreed. These results are 
consistent with elq)eetations in that one would assmne that the move 
to a nursing hane or even the seniors apartment canplex ~d 
result in a feeling that sanething important has been given up 
(e.g., one's haDe, neighborhood, independence). 

6 	 Becker et al. (1961) employ the perspective concept in their study 
of the professionalization of medical students. Perspectives they 
define as, "coordinated views and plans of action people follow in 
problematic situations" (1961:33) . Group perspectives arise "when 
people see themselves as being in the same boat and when they have 
the opportunity to interact ... " (1961:36) . As noted in the 
literature review, old age has often been defined as a problematic 
situation (see for example, Resow, 1967; 1973, Blau, 1973) and the 
lives of the elderly are viewed as "socially unstructured". MJst 
of the elderly ~ in this study have the opportmlity to interact 
with their peers, and there does appear to be same evidence here to 
suggest that, in sharing a set of loose guidelines, they are 
attempting to construct a meaningful interpretation of their own 
and other's aging elqlerience. 



CHAPTER FOUR 

BUILDING SELF THROUGH OTHERS 

William .James ( 1890: 294) declared that "a man has as many social 

selves as there are individuals who recognize him and carry an image of 

him in their mind". I dentity is a canplex and multi-dimensional 

concept. Not only do we present different identities within various 

social relationships, we also carry with us, within our minds, a nwnber 

of different self-meanings that together we cane to recognize as "me". 

This chapter examines the multiple self-meanings that conprise the older 

Nlman •s self-identity, highlightirg those self-identifications that are 

IIDSt meaningful to her in her everyday interaction with others. The 

previous chapter examined, in detail, 'old' as a dimension of identity 

in later life. This chapter emphasizes that 'old' is but one dimension 

of the older individual's identity. 

While 'oldness' may be a pivotal or central social identity 

(Matthews, l979a) the data to be presented here, indicate that, from the 

older t.anan •s point of view - she is 100re than old. The sense of who 

she is, is comprised of a combination of a number of self­

interpretations and her age is but one of these. Focusing on the 

"configuration of self-perceptions and self-evaluations that are 

important and meaningful" to the older wanan (George, 1980: 14) , this 

chapter looks at the nature and basis of the older wanan • s identity. 

In this analysis a distinction is made between the affective and 

cognitive components of identity. Self-esteem, as the affective 

126 
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ccmponent, refers to the individual's sense of worth, or evaluations of 

self as an object. It can be approached in global terms (i.e. as 

generalized evaluations about the self as a whole) or in tenns of 

specific dimensions. t-t:>st self-esteem measures (including the one 

employed in this study) are global in orientation (Breytspraak and 

George, 1982) and thus might be more appropriately referred to as 

measures of 'identity esteem' since they are actually a measure of an 

individual's evaluation of his/her numerous self-concepts. Self-concept 

refers to the cognitive process of self-perception and consists of 

individual's perceptions of themselves as objects. Self-concepts are 

the building blocks of identity. The cognitive ccmponent of identity is 

interpreted broadly in this analysis so as to encompass "self­

~rceptions of characteristics and abilities as well as relationships 

with others and the erwironment, life experiences, and personal goals11 

(Hunter, Linn and Harris, 1981-82:118). The bulk of the analysis that 

forms this chapter focuses on the older woman's self-perceptions; self­

esteem is discussed briefly below. 

SELF-ES'l'EEM 

Global self-esteem was measured in this study by using 

Rosenberg's self-esteem scale. Scoring procedures followed Rosenberg's 

1reccmnendations . Consistent with many other studies of self-esteem in 

the elderly, the vast majority of the elderly women in this sample 

present positive self-evaluations. One hundred and twenty-five of the 

respondents (88%, N=142) had high self-esteem scores, with sixty-six 
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respondents (46.5%) having very high scores and making no negative self­

evaluations whatsoever. Fifteen w::maen (10. 6%) had scores in the medium 

range while only two women (1.4%) had low scores. Of the two women who 

had low self-esteem, one was a resident in the nursing home, the other a 

camnmity-dwelling respondent. With the exception of the nursing home 

sanple, the fifteen medium self-esteem scores were pretty much evenly 

distributed among the three sample settings (8. 9% of the community­

dwelling, 9. 7% of the senior's apartment dwelling and 30% of nursing 

haDe respondents) . Because the number of respondents with medium and 

low self-esteem scores are so small, it is not possible to make 

generalizations ab::lut then, nor comparisons between high, medium and low 

scorers. 

Some of the comments which respondents ~de immediately 

following their responses to sane of the scale i terns suggest that self­

evaluations, like general self-perceptions, rt'af be situational. One 

woman with a medium self-esteem score and who disagreed with the scale 

item "on the whole, I'm satisfied with myself", quickly added, "you're 

catching me in the wrorg year" (No. 70-66 yrs.). This respondent's 

husband had died recently and it had been a difficult year for her. 

Another woman, who agreed with the item, "at times I think I am no good 

at all", inlnediately added, "lately, like I say, if you would have cane 

to me two years ago, the answers would be different" (No. 71-75 yrs.). 

This respondent was still recovering fran an illness which had caused 

her L."ltense and continuous pain over a period of approximately two 

years. 
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Sane of the respondents who had agreed with the statement "I 

certainly feel useless at times" anphasized the "at times" part of this 

statement thus emphasizing that this feeling of uselessness was 

situational. 

W:!ll, I think we all do at times. (No. 92-70 yrs.) 

The last few weeks I have been useless. (No. 66-88 
yrs.) 

The last respondent had not been feeling well during the two weeks prior 

to the interview. 

Rosenberg's scale, like JOOSt other measures of self-esteem, is 

not able to tap this situational dimension of self-evaluation. Also, 

because, like most other instruments, it is a global measure of self-

esteem, measuring the individual's overall or general sense of worth, we 

know little about the way in which specific self-dimensions are 

evaluated, nor how relevant sane of these dimensions are to many of the 

older person's everyday situations. Though "presumably, global self-

assessment ani dimension-specific self-assessments are closely related", 

it cannot be assumed that one is the equivalent of the other (George, 

1980:14). Also, it is unlikely that people value all aspects or 

dimensions of their identities equally and therefore, as Breytspraak 

wazns: 

We cannot adequately appreciate the significance of a 
description one makes of oneself for global self-estean 
without knc:wing something about how important or central 
that characterization is to the individual. (1984:88) 

Taking into consideration the overall characteristics of the 

study sample, it is not so surprising that the majority of these wanen 
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evaluate themselves positively. We are, first of all, dealing with a 

group of wanen who describe themselves as reasonably healthy, and :poor 

health is one factor generally associated with lower self-estean 

(Hunter, Linn and Harris, 1981-82). Many of these elderly women view 

growing older as an inevitable experience in life and one that must be 

appropriately confronted. Even inadequate incomes and health 

deterioration are subjectively interpreted in a somewhat positive way. 

I'm glad to have enough to get along on. I went to work 
for three dollars a week. (No. 47-76 yrs.). 

You can't flourish on it, you can't waste anything, but 
I can make out. I guess there are things a person could 
have better but I don't see the sense of it. (No. 82­
82 yrs.). 

I don't consider rey arthritis sickness. (No. 6-81 
yrs.). 

You can't call an accident poor health, can you? (No. 

52-84 yrs . ) . 


I won't put it dam as :poor, as long as I'm able to be 

around the house. (No. 53-81 yrs.). 

This last respondent suffers continuous pain fran degenerative disc 

disease and takes daily medication for arthritis and high blood 

pressure. She also had a heart attack several years ago but she refuses 

to describe her health as poor. 

MEANINGFUL CONTENTS OF Tim OLDER WOMAN 1S IDENTITY 

The following analysis of the cognitive canponent of the older 

woman's identity has been influenced by the conceptual insights of Linda 

George. 2 George informs us: 
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Identity has both content (the specific dimensions of 
life experience that are important to the inclividual) 
and organization (the relationships among valued 
dimensions of life experience). Two important 
components of the organization of identity are a 
hierarchy of importance and a hierarchy of pervasiveness 
(1980:15). 

The hierarchy or importance refers to the fact that some 

dimensions of life experience are more important to the individual's 

identity than others. The hierarchy of pervasiveness refers to the 

scope of identity dimensions with sane dimensions being very broad and 

relevant to almost all interaction experiences while others are much 

:narrc:l'ler in scope (George, 1980). 

In the remainder of this chapter, the content of the older 

w::mmn' s self-perceptions is ~ned in detail and the fact that some 

self dimensions are more important to the older wanan than others is 

illustrated. 

The Salience of an Old Age Identity 
And 'Old' As A Situational Identity 

For JOOSt of the older wanen in this study, age is but one self-

meaning and does not appear to be an identity that is foremost in the 

thoughts of many. 

You're not old 'lmtil you're asleep forever. I think 
it's only young people that think of old. As you get 
older you don't think about old. (No. 141-67 yrs.) 

Aqe is sanething I never think about, that's why I often 
don't ranember rrfi own. It's never important to me. 
(No. 9-76 yrs.) 

I don't think of myself as being any age - I don't think 
of it. (No. 100-71 yrs.) 
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I don't think we [elderly people] think much about age. 
(No. 78-72 yrs.) 


I never bothered to think about getting old before 

saneane came along asking questions. (No. 91-79 yrs.) 


Matthews (1979a: 65) l:laEver, maintains that old age "is not so 

easily relegated to the status of background variable". 3 According to 

the older ~ interviewed in this study, whether or not an old age 

identity can be relegated to the tackground is deperrlent, at least in 

part, on the situational context where interaction takes place. When 

asked whether they thought of themselves as young, middle-aged, elderly 

or old, a ntmlber of respon:ients were quick to qualify that thinking of 

self as young or old can be situational. 

Put it like . this, sane days I'm nineteen and saDe days 
I'm ninety. (No. 47-76 yrs.) 


Some days I feel ninety-nine and sane days not at all. 

When I'm bored I'm old, when I'm not, I'm not. (No. 91­
79 yrs.) 


Sanetimes you feel older than other times. (No. 80-82 

yrs.) 


Because it was expected that an old age identity ~d be 

situational, two interview questions were designed to investigate the 

type of situations that would lead the older wanen to view herself as 

old or 'not old'. One asked, "have there been arry situations recently 

where you felt old?" and, "what kind of situation was that?" Although 

only eleven respondents (7. 7%) actually think of themselves as being old 

people, slightly over half the wanen in the total interview sample 

(52.1%) report that there are indeed specific situations which can make 

them feel old (for the samples individually the corresponding 



133 

percentages are, 54. 5% of the communi ty-dNelling, 50% of the nursing 

hane, and 45. 2% of the senior apartments respondents) . 

One of the most typical kinds of situatians where the older 

woman may begin to think of herself as old (63. 5% of respondents, N=142) 

is during a period of illness, disability, or general weariness. Thus, 

though the majority of these wauen think of themselves as young or 

middle-aged, and interpret oldness as more of a bodily state than a 

state of mind, there are times when their bodily aches and pains 

overtake them. 

When the arthritis "WaS so bad in the spring that I had 
to use a walker. (No. 15-78 yrs.) 

When I go outdoors and try to bern over to weed my 
flower garden and I can 1t get down. (No. 90-66 yrs. ) 

When I get real tired. (No. 50-70 yrs. ) 

When I walk along the street and can 1 t go as fast. (No. 

96-76 yrs.) 


In addition, there may be days when loneliness or inaction 


precipitate feeling old (10.8%). 

A rainy day - you get lonely. (No. 55-80 yrs.) 

When I don 1 t go out enough, it 1s just laziness I guess. 
(No. 57-90 yrs.) 

When you get days that you get depressed. When I get 
that WC1!f, I get myself dressed and get out. (No. 127-94 
yrs.) 

Times when you feel lonely. (No. 43-88 yrs.) 

Six respondents (8. 1%) indicated that being in a situation where 

they were around young people made them feel old. 

If you get out in a crc:Ni with a whole lot of young 
people. (No. 26-86 yrs. ) 
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I found I had nothing to sey, I felt ignored. I 
realized that these four young people were caught up in 
their world. (No. 59-81 yrs.) 

SUch occasions are reminders of the number of years that have 

actually );BSSE!d. 

When I look at my twenty-nine year old granddaughter, I 
think I have to be old. (No. 78-72 yrs.) 

Hc:N:!ver, such situations appeared to be exceptions. l'b;t of 

these women were irwolved in very few interactional settings where they 

found themselves noticeably outnumbered by much younger persons. As 

Matthews (1979a) observed, elderly wanen may avoid such "threatening 

situations". 

sane situations clearly are more apt than others to undermine 

the older woman's view of herself as 'not old'. Some respondents 

referred to situations where, stepping outside of familiar bounds or 

even contenplating the unfamiliar, they found themselves in settings 

where they began to feel old. One respondent, partially pn-alyzed as 

the result of a stroke, described a recent wedding party where, when her 

P'lYsical limitations are drawn to her own and others attention, she 

begins to feel old. 

When my brother wanted me 
couldn't. (No. 19-65 yrs.) 

to get up and dance and I 

Another respondent finds herself feeling old when she thinks 

about attenpting sanething out of the usual. 

When I think about going on a trip or anything I get 
cold feet. (No. 122-84 yrs.) 

The death of a friend or neighbor is another event or situation 

which intrudes on the elderly woman's feeling of comfort and confidence 
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and is apt to make her feel old. Six respondents (8.1%) referred to 

this type of situation. The loss of a loved one was especially 

influential, "when I saw my son die" (No. 133-65 yrs.), "when my husband 

died" (No. 70-66 yrs.). 

'Old' is not the only identity that can be situationally 

experienced. Respondents were asked a secon:t question, "have there been 

arry situations recently where you felt ~~~ Forty-five wc:men (31. 7%, 

N=142) reported that there were situations where they felt young (for 

the samples individually the corresponding percentages are, 33.7% of the 

camnmity-dwelling, 40% of the rmrsing home, and 22. 6% of the senior 

apartments respondents). According to approximately thirty-eight 

percent of these respondents "feeling well", "working hard", or "being 

on the go" are such situations.4 

Sane days in the SUJIIDer, thi~ go so well I could jump 
over the moon. (No. 9-76 yrs.) 


When I get tearing all the cupboards apart. (No. 18-67 

yrs.) 


Rurming around selling tickets for the spring fling. 
(No. 71-75 yrs.) 

When I'm feeling good and when I get dressed up to go 
out. (No. 20-84 yrs.) 

When I'm working hard, I forget myself sometimes. (No. 
32-87 yrs.) 

When I get out with friends. (No. 86-71 yrs.) 

Others feel young when they have the opportunity to do unusual 

and exciting things. Not surprisingly, health is again an influential 

factor here. Respondents, who had reported feeling old in nnusual or 

nnfamiliar types of situation, had also described their health as poor 
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or had a disability. In contrast, each of the respondents below had 

reported their health to be good. 

Oh yes, when I'm an the dance floor. (No. 11-71 yrs.) 

When I went to Acapulco. (No. 63-71 yrs.) 

OUr fiftieth wedding anniversary celebration. (No. 95­
76 yrs.) 


out in the city, doing different things in your life. 

(No. 16-73 yrs.) 


When I go to a party and dance. I can get up and dance 

like the rest of than. (No. 127-94 yrs.) 


M:>re ccmnon than ccmnents indicating that being arourKi younger 


people ma:ie them feel old (8.1%} were reports that being arourKi young 

people made elderly wanen actually feel younger than their age (17 .8%). 

Working at the , I work with younger 
people and they treat me as one of themselves. (No. 66­
88 yrs.) 

My grandchildren always make me feel younger when they 
are arourKi. (No. 60-74 yrs. ) 


When I was serving at that wedding, I kept up with those 

younger woman. (No. 142-80 yrs.). 

Whether interaction with yourg people makes the older wanan feel young 

or old is dependent, at least in );:8I't, on the nature of the situation. 

If the older person is included in the activity and made to feel that 

she is );:8I't of the situation (e.g., like "one of themselves") she can 

find herself feeling younger than her years. If, on the other hand, she 

feels left out or that she is being treated differently from the rest, 

she is made to feel like an old person. 
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Garq;:arison with others can also w::>rk another wa:y. Being in the 

can~BllY of people older than oneself can also make an older individual 

feel young. 

When I get with older people I feel young. {No. 94-81 
yrs.) 

Another resporrlent described feeling young at a family reunion where the 

oldest attending family member was eighty-two and she {at seventy-eight) 

felt herself young in canpn"ison. 

Another occasion for feeling young is a situation in which the 

older wanan' s view of herself as 'not old' is confirmed by others. This 

type of situation is particularly influential if these others are people 

who haven't seen her in a rrumber of years. This respondent describes 

feeling young: 

When I go to Digby and we meet people I haven' t seen in 
years and they say, 11 1ook you haven't changed a bit" . 
(No. 92-70 yrs.) 

Similarly, this wanan describes feeling young when she attended 

her niece's wedding: 

When we walked in they said "----you look like a 
bride". (No. 65-75 yrs.) 

In sum, 'old' can be a situational identity and as such need not 

necessarily be relevant to all interaction experiences. The salience of 

old as a self-reference depends very much on those with whan the older 

w::>man is interacting (e.g., her age peers, her family, or much younger 

people), and where the interaction takes place (e.g., in familiar 

settings or in settings where identity management is difficult). As we 

shall shortly see, the elderly w::>man can also relegate her oldness to 
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the l:ackground because other dimensions of her life experience sean to 

be more .inp)rtant to her than her age. 

Other Canponents Of The Older Wcmm's Self=Conception: 
Felt Identity Vs Social Identity 

t-t:>st of the theoretical and empirical w::~rk on identity in later 

life has tended to focus on social identity. As noted in Chapter One, 

this emphasis on social identity has focused on status and role losses 

in old age. Irving Resow's w::~rk illustrates this emphasis on social 

identity and a crisis view of identity in later life: 

If the social self consists of roles, then role loss 
erodes self-conceptions and sacrifices social identity. 
These then are the social inputs of the crisis of aging 
(1976:467). 

Tilough Rosclw says "if11 the social self consists of roles, he assumes 

that the social self is rut "the totcllity of a person's social roles". 

His w::~rk is also premised on the assumption that these roles are, for 

the older individual, "central to his very self-conceptions" (1976: 467) . 

Manford Kuhn, one of the first researchers to attempt to 

empirically study self conceptualization, like Resow emphasized social 

identity based "on the self theory view that the self is an 

interiorization of one's positions in social systems" (1954-72). In 

interpreting the responses to his twenty-statements test, Kuhn was 

concerned primarily with "social anchorage" or "self-identification in a 

social system" (1954:70). Kuhn, Rosow, and others who adopt this 

approach to the study of identity make the assumption that social 

significance and personal significance of the various dimensions of 

identity correspond. 
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The present analysis deals less with objective identity than 

with self-meaning from the individual's own point of view. The main 

focus is on the individual's felt identity or "the subjective sense of 

his own situation and his own continuity and character that an 

individual comes to obtain as a result of his various social 

elqleriences" (Goffman, 1963:105). Felt identity is identity as the 

person feels or experiences it. In the context of this study, it is the 

identity that the older woman works with in her daily life. If our goal 

is to understand the aging experience and the meaning of self in old 

age, then we must enter into the older individual's world of meaning and 

set aside our own assumptions (Blumer, 1969). In doing so we are 

interested in "the individual's subjective experience of the reality of 

the self which is actively engaged with the world that surrounds it" 

(Ainlay and Redfoot, 1982-83:9). This analysis also demonstrates that 

individuals can be meaningfully identified by others in ways other than 

and in addition to the social positions they occupy. It provides 

support for David Unruh's ( 1983) contention (and empirical 

demonstration) that the prevailing social science focus on institutional 

and formal organizational life (and roles as the key linkage between 

individual and society) has overlooked the fact that older people can be 

meaningfully connected to others in a number of different ways. 

It should also be pointed out that the processual nature of self 

ani identity must not be ignored (Mead, 1934). Self-conception is a 

complex process which involves 11 continuing interpretive activity" 

(Gordon, 1968) across many situations and across time. Identity as 
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process has already been demonstrated in our analysis of 'old' as a 

situational identity. Because self-meanings are continually being 

interpreted and modified as the individual enters new situations and 

relationships, there are methodological problems inherent in any study 

of self-identity. It is difficult to operationalize self-conception and 

self-evaluation so as to capture their processual nature. This is, for 

example, a weakness of the twenty statement test (TST) since it yields 

information on identity as it exists only at one point in time. In this 

study, while the TST is utilized, the analysis of the older wanan' s 

identity is tased on data derived fran a number of sources (e.g., 

informal conversations, ~ticipant observation, and other interview 

questions designed specifically to gather information on the elderly 

woman's self-references) . However, the fact remains that this study, 

like most others, is a cross-sectional interpretation of identity which, 

for analytical pli'poSes, tends to over--emphasize the structural aspect 

of identity. 

'!be TST was enployed in this study strictly as a qualitative 

measure of self-perception. No assumptions were made about the 

importance or order of respondent's statements. Kuhn, for example, is 

primarily concerned with what he terms consensual statenents, or 

responses which make reference to membership in social groups and 

classes.s Consensual statements are looked upon favorably as an 

indication of social anchorage. Kuhn also assumes that, since 

consensual statements generally appear earliest among the respondent's 

responses , they are the more important social identities. In the 
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present analysis, all TST response statements ~re inspected and their 

content analyzed. However, particular attention was focused on the 

older woman 1s perception of, and reference to, her relationships with 

others. This category of self-identifications proved to be, as 

' 
hypothesized, very significant in understarxling the basis upon which the 

older woman builds her self-identity.6 

The ~ interviewed in this study are not, in Kuhn 1s tenns, a 

highly socially anchored group. Nor, in contrast to Rosow' s asSl.DIIption, 

are their social selves canprised primarily of institutionalized roles. 

'l1le primary basis of self-identity for the majority of these wanen is 

focused around their interpersonal relationships to others. This study 

population is conprised of a group of ~ who had little op{X)rtunity 

at~ point in their lives·to participate in many formal roles or to 

occupy the type of social p:15itions to which Rosow and others generally 

refer. These are wanen whose life experience has revolved around 

women •s trcditional roles. As we saw in Chapter 'lWJ, although over half 

of the WJmen in this sanple, at sane point in their lives, were anployed 

outside the heme, that was rarely full-time employment, was usually 

intermittent, and did not resemble anything like a permanent ~rking 

career. 

Possibly because the self-identity of these wanen was built 

around relationships rather than statuses and fonnal roles, the TST 

proved to be problanatic as an instrument for yielding information on 

the meaningful components of their identitY. Many of the respondents, 

including those who did eventually give useful infonnation, had 
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difficulty with the instrument. lYbst found it difficult to describe 

"who am I?" because they were just not accustomed to thinking about 

themselves. 

That's sanething I never never thought about. (No. 13Q­
73 yrs.) 

Oh dear me, I don't knc:M what to say. I'm not much 
given to introspection. (No. 52-84 yrs.) 

I really don't bother to think about those things. (No. 

91-79 yrs.) 


I don't know hew to answer that. {No. 80-82 yrs.) 


Not only were most respondents unaccustomed to thinking about 


themselves, they were not used to talking about themselves either. 

I am not much for talking about myself. (No. 57-90 
yrs.) 

Sane wanen were not sure that talking about themselves, their 

statuses or attributes, was the proper thing to do. One respondent, for 

example, prefaced her list of attributes with the ccmnent "I shouldn't 

say this ... 11 Another said, "you' 11 think I 'm bragging" . To these• 

\\aDen, it was considered oore acceptable to state that others recognized 

one's accanplishments or attributes. Thus, information about self was 

frequently couched in the words of 'others' .1 

I am a person, citizen of the tcwn arrl camnunity, I 
~d say in good standing. ~ say I'm too good 
hearted ard too good natured, but I'd rather saneone 
else say that. {No. 71-75 yrs.) 

I'm good natured, at least everyone tells me I am. (No. 
64-71 yrs.) 

According to other people, ~ think I'm a pretty good 
person, responsible, reliable and helpful. (No. 1334-65 
yrs.) 
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Another problem with the TST is that respondents may orient 

their answers to what they perceive to be the expectations of the 

researcher (Spitzer, Couch am Stratton, 1971) . It was obvious that a 

number of respondents, in this study, tmable to conprehend the TST, 

tried to provide the type of response that they assumed the researcher 

wanted. When one wanan, whose TST response focused on her personal 

attributes only, was asked later why she had omitted a number of 

statuses which appeared to be important to her, she replied, "I thought 

you wanted to know what kind of person I am" . Other respondents sought 

cues or hints as to the kind of response that was expected of them. 

That's sanething I never gave arry thought to really. I 
could list all the things I did, rut that's not what you 
want? (No. 60-74 yrs.) 

That ~d be a hard one - what am I or who am I? Give 
me a little hint. (No. 90-66 yrs.) 

Another res:porr:ient, as she made statements in response to the TST, kept 

repeating, "Is that what you want me to say?" (No. 106-91 yrs.). 

Thus, although the TST was a source of data in this study of 

self-identity, it cannot be relied upon as the sole source of 

infonnation on self~. M::>re useful infonnation was obtained from 

more ~licit questions and direct probes. This analysis of the older 

woman's sense of who she is, is focused primarily around three 

categories of meanings as they were derived from the data - (1) those 

pertaining to statuses and roles, (2) those pertaining to :personal 

attributes and, ( 3) those pertaining to the older woman's 

interpretation of her relationship to others. 
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STATUSES AND ROLES 

Organizational Membership and Infonnal Roles 

"I take offices in different areas, politics, church and 
the Eastern Star11 

• 

Few fonnal statuses and roles are, or ever were, occupied by the 

women in this study and even most of those who were involved in such 

fonnal statuses as employment outside the home do not mention this in 

their response to the TST. Thirty-eight wanen had been involved in 

full-time employment for a relatively extensive period of time but only 

boo of these wanen made reference to formal \«>rk roles. Three wanen 

still \«>rkiDJ part-time failed to mention this in their TST responses. 

Clearly, the tra:titional roles of wife, mother and hanemaker are the 

ones that are the most salient. 

Ap:lrt fran self-identification according to their traditional 

roles, one of the largest categories of positions respondents refer to 

is their organizational membership. In the case of TST responses, 

fifteen women made statements which referred to these involvements. 8 

I am in the lodge, I am president of [a woman •s 
organization] , I am president of the [another woman •s 
organization]. I am going to be the [high office] of 
the lodge. (No. 25-67 yrs. ) 

I am a \«>rlcer in the church. I am an organizer. I • ve 
been convener at the [a local club]. I •m convener at 
the [a voluntary organization]. I am president of the 
[a \«>man's organization]. (No. 63-71 yrs.) 

I • m secretary of the [a ~ • s organization] . I served 
M1f term as president. (No. 68-70 yrs. ) 
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I belong to Rebekahs [a lodge I a branch of the Odd 

Fellows] I and I belong to the EasteiTl Star [order of the 

Masons]. I do volunteer work at Once 
a week I visit at Hillside Pines [the local nursing 
bane] 0 (No. 132-81 yrs.) 

Yet 1 there ~re many others among the wanen interviewed who also 

hold memberships in these very same organizations but do not mention 

this at all in their TST responses. Hc:wever, when respondents were 

later asked about their organizational involvements and encouraged to 

talk about them, it became clear that activities in these groups are 

very important to these older women and becane meaningful self-

references to them. 

Sane examples help to illustrate the degree to which some women 

are involved. One seventy-three year old resporrlent made a very general 

reference to her organizational participation in her TST response I but 

later in the interview it is learned that this wanan is currently vice-

president of the local women 1 s Liberal Association, a bridge club 

member 1 a member of the church choir, a member of her Church 1 s wanens 

group and a former director of vacation bible school. She is also a 

former Girl Guide captain and now, as an honorary member, is sometimes 

invited as a guest speaker at special guide events. 

Another seventy year old respondent also replied to the TST in 

very general descriptive terms but her later responses indicate 

extensive organizational involvements that form meaningful cc:mponents of 

her biography as ~11 as her present sense of self. She is an active 

member of her church's wanens group, has been convener of the sewing 

ccmnittee for the past seventeen years, is a member of the church choir 
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and attends choir practice regularly every week, serves on the altar 

guild, is a thirty-five year member of the Legionettes (ladies auxiliary 

of the canadian legion}, and states "I was president of that for nine 

years, I just retired this year" . She "used to belong to the 

Brotherhood of Railroad trainmen and was president and treasurer for 

twenty-seven years". In addition, she has been involved in Red Cross 

since she was a very young w:>man and recalls, as a young housewife, 

knitting sweaters for baby layettes, as she awaited the arrival of her 

CHl baby daughter. She has kept up her involvement over the years and 

is currently "very interested in blood donor clinics" and "on the sick 

and loan for Red Cross" .9 

As subsequent chapters will demonstrate, other respondents also 

have impressive histories of organi:zational participation. Eighty-five 

of these wanen (59.8%, N=142) belong to at least one type of group, with 

the average mDnber of memberships being 2 .1 . Apart from the actual 

benefit of membership, these formal and informal organizations also 

provide older women with the p::>SSibility of developing meaningful 

informal roles. For many of them, these informal role involvements 

contribute a very meaningful dimension to the total makeup of their 

self-identities. The \'Onen, in this study, were participating in a wide 

variety of informal roles including: choizo member, church organist, 

chairperson of the sick and visiting committee, senior citizen of the 

year, eldest member of the ~' s institute, eldest member of the 

Lutheran church, worker in the church, volunteer at Hillside Pines and 

"the first resident, the very first" resident at Hillside Pines. While 
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these informal statuses and roles were of personal significance they 

were also highly valued within the older wanan's peer group, if not in 

the camnmity as a whole. 

Housewife And Homemaker 

"My home and [husband's name], that was nry life" 

Clearly, being a housewife arxl/or hanemaker is (arxl was), for 

may of these elderly wanen, a very meaningful and focal component of 

their self-identities. Again, ho\ever, the salient position these roles 

occupy within the arrangement of self~ is not apparent from the 

TST responses. Only seventeen respondents identified themselves as 

housewives arxl hanemakers in their TST response. Tile inference that 

these roles are inp:>rtant, meaningful and focal dimensions of the older 

woman's self-identity is based upon data fran a variety of references to 

these traditional roles in which respondents consistently describe them 

as meaningful and salient dimensions of their life experience. 

Elderly wanen who still have hustands living continue to take 

their role as wife seriously and are still very nru.ch involved in what 

they perceive to be their wifely duties. Indeed, if the husband is not 

well, the older wanan may find that this period of her life is almost 

totally devoted to caring for her husl:and. caregiver to an ailing 

hustand is seen as a natural and necessary p:trt of being a wife. One 

respondent states: 

I can't do the things on the outside that I would like 
to. But, we just have to accept the fact that nry duty 
to nry husl:::arxl canes first. (No. 95-76 yrs.) 
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Another describes who she is almost entirely in tenns of her 

roles as mother, grandmother and wife. 

I am just a person trying very hard to do what I can to 
keep my hustmn alive. I spend all my time with--.....,_ 
I have two cDorable grandchildren that I love very much 
and I spend a great deal of time doing things for them 
and ray daughter-in-law whan I love very much. I was 
involved in a great deal of outside work - hospital 
auxiliary and church work - but I have given them up to 
be with him. (No. 75-74 yrs.) 

While sane respondents began their TST resp:mse with statements 

like "I am a housewife" or "I am a housewife and a homemaker", others 

added aijectives indicating that their pride in their role performance 

was also a meaningful conponent of their self-perceptions. 

I think I've been a good mother and wife. (No. 72-67 
yrs.) 

I was always a good housewife. (No. 34-78 yrs.) 

In the latter case, the hustmn, who was present during part of the 

interview, quickly supported this. 

Hc:Never, the role of wife is not an available self-reference for 

the majority of the N:mlell in this study since ninety-one (64.1%) are 

wic::lows, ten (7%) are never-marrieds and four respondents (2.8%) are 

separated or divorced. The homemaker role, however, is still available 

as a meaningful component of the husbandless wanan' s self-identity. 

Thus, sane respondents began their TST response with statements like "I 

am a widc:w, I am a housekeeper" . The latter, having lost the role of 

wife with the death of her husband twenty-two years ago, describes the 

salience of her hanemaker role: 

I 'm a hanemaker, not a housewife, that's what I do the 
most of and the best. (No. 58-74 yrs.) 
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For this generation of women, husl::ands were viewed almost 

entirely in terms of their role as family provider while a woman's 

identity was primarily "inside located" (LoJ;Bta, 1966:8} and she was 

viewed by self and others in terms of her work performance within the 

hane. To be viewed by self and others as a good homemaker was highly 

valued and most of these women took great pride in how well they 

performed and continue to perform this role. 

I always was a good housekeeper and a good cook. (No. 
35-74 yrs.) 


I'm very clean and tidy. I like can,~;Bny and I like to 

cook arrl bake. (No. 69-82 yrs. ) 


I was always considered a most N:>Irlerful cook, an 
efficient person and a wonderful housekeeper. (No. 76­
80 yrs.) 

I could sew, cook, bake, wash and iron, I loved work. I 
was a good cook if I do say so myself. (No. 102-95 
yrs.) 

I was a sp:>tless person in rrrt home. (No. 128-78 yrs.) 

'!be hcmemaker role is a source of contimrity in self-identity 

since so many of these elderly wanen are still very much involved in it. 

'nle majority of these respondents are still living in their own homes 

and homenaking am housekeeping duties are still given priority in their 

lives. Getting one's ''f«lrk' done is still very important and thus lOOSt 

banes are kept sp:>tless and cooking and baking are still part of the 

10weekly chores for many. While same social activity is welcomed, too 

much can interfere with the older wanan's daily 'work'. 'nle researcher 

was surprised to find on a number of occasions that her elderly landlady 

was scoldi~ herself for doing too much socializing and not enough 
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'work'. When she eventually found a day to herself she announced, 

"Well, maybe today I' 11 get sane of lWf work done". Much of the 

socializing these~ are involved in takes place within their own or 

saneone else's home, and having saneone for a meal or hostessing the 

monthly ~·s institute or church group meeting is not taken lightly 

for it 1s an opportunity for the older wanan to display her housekeeping 

and homemaking skills. 

While 'wanen's work' may not be highly appraised by society as a 

whole, it is highly valued by this group of wanen. Those who are now 

denied access to this meaningful role sadly miss it. The salience of 

the hanemaker role arxi the ;feel~ of satisfaction and self pride 

derived fran it become a.pp:li'ellt as these nursing heme residents talk 

about what they miss most about not being in their own homes. 

Glory sakes, I'd like to go back and keep house. (No. 
107-82 yrs.) 

You still have the feeling that you would like to be 
able to cook and bake. I'd love to get in the pantry 
and put a nice roast of beef in the oven. 'That's one 
thing you can't do here. (No. 103-91 yrs. ) 

I miss everything. I like to do lWf own work - cook, 
clean and bake, having lWf family come on weekends. The 
vacuum cleaner was out everyday. (No. 109-88 yrs.) 

W:>rk, cooking, baking, washing. (No. 106-91 yrs.) 

While it is o'b\Tious that these wanen mourn their inability to 

perform a role that is central to their self-identities, the homemaker, 

housekeeper role is not deleted fran their repertoire of meaningful 

self-references. They derive a sense of satisfaction and pride from 

knowing, and knowing that others know, that "I always was a good cook 
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and an excellent housekeeper", or, that "I could bake the best apple pie 

they tell me in Smith's Comer" . Atchley has pointed out that while old 

age is accc:mpmied by changes in positions and roles, these changes may 

not affect the older person's self-concept to the extent we might expect 

because: 

Older persons tend to retain roles they formerly played 
as part of their self-concepts. For example, the 
retired railroader may still see himself as a 
railroader, and the older widow may still see herself as 
the wife of so-and-so. Thus, our concepts of who we are 
often remain reasonably stable in later life because 
roles we no longer play can still be drawn on as sources 
for identity, ... (1980a:82). 

Thus, while 'wife' is a role that the majority of these wanen 

have had to give up when their husbands passed on, the knowledge that 

they have performed the role well, and their reputation as good 

housewives is consoling and continues to form a meaningful canponent of 

their current configuration of self-perceptions. Unless and 'W'ltil the 

older woman's health fails and she beccmes incapacitated, hcmemaker is a 

role-identity that appears to be available to the elderly wc:man for a 

lifetime. 11 

M:Jther 

Seven respondents began their TST response with the statement "I 

am a mother" . 

First of all, I'd say I am a mother. I guess it 's a 
toss up, but I'd 5a1f mother comes first. No matter how 
old your children are, you are still a mother. (No. 
100-71 yrs.) 

Hc:wever, the majority of respondents made no reference to the mother 

role in their descriptions of who they are. Yet, once again fran their 
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other responses and conments, it becanes evident that JOOther is still a 

meaningful role for many of these \OJlen (excluding the twenty-three 

\>QJie1'l who are childless) and forms another meaningful dimension in the 

content of the older woman's self-identity. 

Having hypothesized that the mother role would still be 

meaningful in the lives of older waoan, and discovering early on that 

mother was more often deleted than included in TST responses, the 

researcher began asking respordents (after the TST was completed) , "do 

you still feel like a JOOther?" This question was asked of almost three 

quarters of elderly mothers and not one woman reported that she no 

longer thought of herself as a JOOther. On the contrary, this question 

yielded unequivocal responses of, "definitely", "absolutely", "oh yes" 

and ''of course•• . 

I am very definitely a housewife and a mother. (No. 46­
68 yrs.) 

I am a 100ther, I guess so! I • m a grandmother and a 
great graOOmother. (No. 48-86 yrs. ) 

Yes I am, that I truly am, and a grandmother. (No. 103­
91 yrs.} 

One criticism of the TST is that this technique "rests up:lll the 

assumption that subjects are conscious of their self-concepts and 

articulate its inp)rtant aspects in response to the twenty statanents 

stimulus11 (Spitzer, Couch and Stratton, 1971:113) . There is evidence in 

this study that respondents can hold important self-identities which 

they have difficulty articulating and thus emit from their TST response. 

Yet, the salience and significance of these same self-references are 

made known in other weys. Spitzer, Couch and Stratton point out that 
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"sane aspects of the self are apparently so firmly internalized that the 

subject no longer intellectualizes them" (1971: 113) . Thus, if a self-

meaning becaoes so deeply internalized that the individual begins to 

view it as a taken-for-granted dimension of her self-identity, the true 

significance of this self-reference may becane obscured from others. 

When respondents were asked why they did not mention that they 

were JOOthers in response to the "who am I?" question, sane wanen claimed 

that they did not think that this was the kind of response the 

researcher was looking for. Others maintained that being a mother was 

sanething they just took for granted. 

I guess you don 1 t think of that, you just take that for 
granted. (No. 57-90 yrs.) 


Definitely I 1m a oother and a grandmother, we just take 

it for granted. I 1ve been a grandmother for twenty-

three years. (No. 58-74 yrs.) . 


'The mother role is subjectively interpreted by many of these 

wanen as a role that is never lost. Mothering, like homemaking, lends 

continuity to the older ~man 1s identity and it can be an available 

source of self-meaning for almost a lifetime. 

Oh yeah, once a mother, always a oother. 'lllat 1s just 
sanething that stays with you. They want your opinions. 
If they want to know ~ to do something, they want to 
krlaol how I 1d handle it. (No. 11-10 yrs.) 

Yes, I am a oother of three grc:Nl children even if they 
are grown up. (No. 85-69 yrs. ) 


Oh absolutely, I always got that feeling till I die. 

(No. 120-77 yrs.) 
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I 1 11 always be a mother to my son. When 
he 1 s in trouble he phones - "what ~d you do mum?" 
They sort of need me. I call her [daughter-in-law] 
every Sunday and if I miss, she misses it. (No. 75-74 
yrs.) 

A seventy-nine year old respondent, who had two adult sons 

living with her told the researcher that, though her sons are grown men, 

she continues to worry about them. In ];m'ticular, she worries about 

what will becane of them should she die. Other wanen, who still think 

of themselves as mothers, also talked about "worry" and "concern" as a 

];8I't of the mother role in which they are still very much involved. 

Oh yes definitely, I am a :roother and I still have that 
concern and close feeling about them. (No. 59-80 yrs.) 

Oh yes, you still have your worries over them. (No. 74­
73 yrs.) 

While mothering, in sane cases, has been redefined to deal 

primarily with functions such as concern and worry, or mother as 

advisor, sane wanen are more directly involved in the role. ntis is 

especially true in cases where adult children are living in their 

elderly :roother 1s hane. If daughters are present, they are usually 

working outside the home and the older wanan finds herself performing 

many of her mothering activities not only for her daughter but for her 

daughter 1s children as well. For mothers who have unmarried adult sons 

living with them, role redefinition may be minimal, so that the elderly 

woman contirrues to perform almost a full range of mothering duties. 

Respondents who had adult unmarried sons living with them ranged in age 

fran sixty-eight to eight-six years. With a son living at home, there 

were "socks to be darned and lunches to prepare" and these elderly 
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mothers did almost all the cooking I cleaning an:i washing they had always 

done. 

I worked since 6:30 this morning, I made bread and 
rolls, got llr'f boy up, and packed his lunch. (No. 37-72 
yrs.) 

Even when the nest is empty, elderly mothers can continue to 

feel that their cDult children still very much need them. 

Oh yes, I'm very much a mother and a grandmother. I 
have one son who knows I'm a mther. I feel that I am 
needed to both llr'f boys . (No. 68-70 yrs. ) 

Oh yes, I think every wanan does [i.e. , still feel like 
a 100ther]. You are always interested in your family. 
My children still tum to me. They depend on you no 
matter how old they are. (No. 86-71 yrs.) 

Definitely, I'm still as close, and they are still as 
close to me as they were when they were born. It's 
still Mum this and Mum that, they still ask me to do 
things for than. (No. 9D-66 yrs. ) 

Whether cDult children share their mther's view that she is 

still needed is unimportant here. It is the elderly wanan's definition 

of the situation with which we are concerned. If the elderly mother 

believes she is still needed by her children, then, mtherhood can 

continue to exist for her as a meaningful role-identity in old age. 

I got tN:> sons and they sean to need me in ways that 
they don't realize it, but I can see it. (No. 141-67 
yrs.) 

As illustrated in sane of the previous quotations 1 many of the 

respondents voluntarily reported that they were not only mothers, but I 

grandmothers and great-grandmothers as well. According to Neugarten and 

Weinstein (1968), the degree to which grandparents become involved in 

the grandparent role varies and there are different styles of 
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grandparenting. While some grandmothers become "surrogate parents", 

others remain as "distant figures" in the lives of the grandchildren. 

Among the group of women intexviewed in this study, variation in 

grandmothering style was also evident. However, because so many 

grandmothers had at least one grarxichild living fairly close by, direct 

involvanent in the grandmother role was quite ccmnon. Indeed, in a 

number of cases, the older woman was (or had been) involved in 

1Jl¥)thering' her grandchildren. 12 Grandmother was, then, for a number of 

these women, also a meaningful component of their self-identities. 

Oh yes, oh yes, and I feel that my grarxichildren are my 
children. (No. 63-71 yrs.) 


Oh yes, gosh yes, when my grandchildren cane, I try to 

take over as their mother, I give advice. (No. 88-78 

yrs.) 


Even if the mother role has been redefined so that she is less 

directly involved in her children's lives, the elderly mother finds 

indirect yet meaningful ways of mothering. The older wanan can also 

elq)erience a sense of satisfaction and pride in a job well done and this 

too becanes meaningfully incorporated into her configuration of self­

perceptions. 13 

Oh yes, I feel that I'm a pretty good mother. My son 
said that he wul.dn' t be anywhere today without me. 
(No. 71-75 yrs.) 

Yes, I've been a good mother. I brought up my children 
on my cwn. (No. 123-69 yrs.) 


I have a marvelous family. I worked to put him [her 

son] through school. (No. 125-65 yrs.) 
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I think I've been a good mother and wife. I am very 
happy with l'lrf children. I have ~ nurses and a son who 
is twenty-seven years old and not married and manager of 
a store in [another town]. (No. 72-67 
yrs.) 

PERSONAL ATl'RIBUTES 

Responses to the TST generally take a number of fonns. In 

addition to statements which identify the respondent according to 

his/her statuses, statements referring to personal attributes are 

common.l4 In this study, self-identification in tenns of personal 

attributes was the JOOSt frequently occurring category of TST responses 

with at least sixty percent of the respondents making such self-

references. In particular, respondents often described themselves in 

tenns of their character and interpersonal style. However, it was not 

only in the TST responses that such self-descriptions occurred. 

References to personal attributes were frequently made at various points 

throughout the interview. Because references to both self and others in 

terms of attributes appeared to be both frequent and salient, the 

researcher wrote in her field notes: 

It seems to me that what is JOOSt important to these 
elderly N>men in Bridgewater is not "who you are" but 
"what you are" (i.e. , what kind of a person you are) . 
Being a good living person is important, getting along 
well with others throughout your life is very important. 
Being kind and helping others is important. When an 
older N>man says "I always tried to do l'lrf best", more 
often than not, she means, "I did l'lrf best to help 
others, get along well with l'lrf friends and neighbors and 
be a good living person". 

Being a respectable, "good living person" is a self-identity 

that is highly valued aJJK>rrJ this group of N:>men. 

http:common.l4
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I am a person, citizen of the tam and the cc:mnunity, I 
would say in good standing. I try to be a good citizen 
and do welfare w::>rk. I'm interested in the good of the 
tCN'l. (No. 71-75 yrs.) 

I am a christian aJ::solutely. I go to church twice a 
week. I am a great believer, I am a strong believer. I 
consider myself a good citizen. I help other people. I 
took two wanen to church this morning. I gave [sum of 
money] to the hospital to furnish a roan in memory of [a 
family menber]. (No. 73-79 yrs.) 

I am a respected person. I am an active person in a 
number of things that are going on. I participate in a 
number of clubs. (No. 97-70 yrs.) 

The only thing I could ~ was, I was always a good 
living person. I haven't had too much trouble with my 
family. They have all done pretty well. I'm a person 
that I don' t make trouble for anybody unless I have to. 
I 'm friends with everybody, I always was like that. 
(No. 122-84 yrs.) 

The older wanan' s interpersonal style or manner in which she 

relates to others is another source of personal pride and a meaningful 

self-reference. Reference to interpersonal skills was camnon, and 

adjectives typically found among the self-descriptions of these elderly 

women include the folla<Jing - "friendly", "helpful", "considerate", 

"good-natured", "generous", "pleasant", "thoughtful", "kind", "sincere", 

"reasonable" and "agreeable". Being a person who can "get along well 

with others" is an especially highly valued attrirute. 

I am very easy to get along with. (No. 29-78 yrs. ) 

I am good natured, at least everyone tells me I am. I 
don't like to get into an argument with anyone. (No. 
64-71 yrs.) 

I'm pretty good am people like me, I am always pleasant 
I have lots of friends. (No. 41-73 yrs.) 

I 'm a good natured sort of person. I never get cross. 
(No. 66-88 yrs.) 
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Price in one's ability to get along well with others is 

illustrated in this respondent's description of her relationship with 

another older wanan with whan she shared her home for eight years. 

We lived eight years together: we ate together, worked 
together and shopped together, and there were no cross 
words between us - I 1m proud of that. (No. 103-91 yrs. ) 

The nursing bane and the senior's apartments were envii'Oiments 

where the individual's interpersonal skills were really put to the test. 

In both of these contexts the older woman found herself living in very 

close proximity to others and it was almost impossible to avoid 

interaction with then. Being a friendly person, or one who is able to 

get along well with others, is a prized identity in these environments 

and descriptions referring to these attributes occurred more often among 

these groups than in the community sample (in the case of TST 

statements, 41. 5% of the respondents in the subsanq;>les as compared to 

18.8% of the camnm..ity-dwelling). The following self-references were 

made by nursing hane respondents: 

I'm very thoughtful of other people's feelings. (No. 
103-91 yrs.) 

I am not a person to fight with anyone or kick up a 
fuss. (No. 107-82 yrs.) 

I am very gentle, very sociable. I am kind to people. 
(No. 108-86 yrs.) 

Apartment dwelling senior wanen offered very similar self­

descriptions: 

I am a very easy person to get along with. I'm a good 
natured person. I thing I try to get along with people. 
I don't think I have a tad friend. I can sit beside a 
stranger and start a good conversation. (No. 113-66 
yrs.) 
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I think I can get along with anybody. (No. 119-77 yrs. ) 

I'm good natured, I'd give the last thing I had. I've 
got a lot of friends, more than I can handle now. I got 
no trouble with nobody. (No. 136-81 yrs.) 

Aroong other esteened qualities, having a good sense of humor was 

considered inp>rtant, if not essential, if the constraints and realities 

of old age were to be appropriately confronted. Being able to adjust to 

a less than ideal situation was also a prized characteristic. The older 

woman who never gave up but made the most of a difficult situation 

praised herself and was praised by others. A rrursing home respondent 

describes herself as one who can adjust: 

...Not like sane of them do. 5aDe people have trouble 
adjusting. I came in here to make it J1r1f bane and that's 
just what I did. (No. 103-91 yrs.) 

To be known by self and others as an indeperrlent person was 

another significant and almost essential dimension of self in later 

life. "Independent" was a self-reference many were proud of: 

I am a very determined person, extranely independent. 
(No. 59-81 yrs.) 


I'm a tough old rooster, I'm as independent as a pig on 

ice. (No. 52-84 yrs.) 


I'm terribly independent. (No. 115-74 yrs.) 

Sane of the personal strengths or achievements that formed part 

of the older woman's self-image were directly related to being an old 

person. Thus, for sane older wanen, characteristics that proved they 

were 'not old' were prized and became an important canponent of their 

self-identities as well as their social identities. 

I think that I am very smart and clever for J1r1f age. 
(No. 69-82 yrs.) 
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I think I'm great at seventy-four years, no eye 
troubles. (No. 115-74 yrs.) 

You' 11 never find a woman as old as I am with straight 
limbs like I have. (No. 127-94 yrs.) 

The notion that certain attributes are recognized by the older 

woman and her peers as meaningful dimensions of identity is supported in 

responses made to the question, "Is there arry one person you admire a 

lot?" and "Can you tell me why you admire him/her?" Respondents 

invariably admired the same qualities in others that they viewed as 

important canponents of their own identities. Thus, a specific person 

was admired for, "her disposition", because, "she's so loving and kind", 

"kind and considerate.. , "good natured", "a real true friend", 11a good 

living person" .. Other older people like thanselves, who don't give up 

and retain their independence, are greatly admired. 

Mr. , that he can take anything that comes 
along and take it in stride. He had a stroke and never 
gave up. (No. 13-79 yrs.) 

Her age, plus her ambition; with her strength and her 
push she bc:Mls. (No. 63-71 yrs.) 

The Wiirf she kept going for her age. (No. 130-73 yrs.) 

In addition, then, to organizational memberships and informal 

roles, personal attributes can form a meaningful and salient canponent 

of the older woman's identity. Being a respectable, good living wanan, 

an agreeable person who gets along well with others, an honest, fair-

minded woman, or a determined and independent person, can be meaningful 

canponents of one's felt identity. Because these qualities are also 

highly valued by the older woman's peers, possession of these attributes 

can earn. her a valued social identity as well. 
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RELATIONSHIPS TO OTHERS 

11Doing for others, that 1 s what my whole life has been11 
• 

Kurt Back (1974:215) , in his study of changes in self-image 

related 	to aJiOJ, reports that: 

During the a:7ing process, wanen ten:i to shift their 
self-image fran their relationship to others, the social 
characteristics, to their own abilities and feelings: 
the separation from children can be viewed in this way. 

Yet, in the present study, we have found that many older mmen never 

stop viewing themselves in terms of their family relations and though 

the nest is empty, never entirely se:r;:arate themselves fran their 

children. We have also found that, although elderly women in this 

sample do describe themselves in terms of their abilities, the most 

ccmnon abilities referred to are those which focus on the way in which 

they relate to others. The data analysis in this section will present 

further evidence which contradicts Back 1s firxiing that older wanen tend 

to shift their self-image away fran their relationship to others. For 

many, in this sample of elderly wauen, interpersonal relationships form 

the basis of what appears to be one of their most meaningful self­

11do11identities - saneone who is, and always has been, willing to for 

others. 15 

In this chapter it has been illustrated that the traditional 

roles of mother and homemaker continue to be important and meaningful 

dimensions of the older mman 1s sense of who she is. It has also been 

pointed out that the elderly mmen, in this study, are unaccustomed to 

thinkiOJ, or talkiOJ, at:x:nlt themselves. This is not surprising since 

http:others.15
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this generation of women were socialized to adopt an "expressive role" 

• (Parsons and Bales, 1955) in life and to brlld their selves primarily 

around ~ive behavior toward others. Because they have been so 

effectively socialized into a nurturing role, it is little wonder that 

they are so "other oriented" in their self-descriptions. It is also not 

surprising that these wcmen find it awkward to camnmicate their self-

meanings verbally since they are used to dem:mstrating who they are non­

verl:ally in their actions toward others. The propensity for many of the 

respondents in this study to describe themselves in tenns of 'doing for 

others 1 becomes apparent on numerous occasions; it is especially 

noticeable when TST response content is examined. Self-identification 

as one who does for others occurs with surprising frequency. 16 At least 

thirty-four women made statements similar to the following: 

I must say that I've lived a lot of my life for others­
my family, my sisters and brothers. I was always 
willing to help someone if I could that's why I find it 
rather hard IlCM to be in the receiving line. I still 
have this feeling that I want to do for them. (No. 53­
81 yrs.) 

I like making things and taking them out to the sick, I 
like helping other people out. (No. 17-70 yrs.) 

I love to do things for people, to help them and to make 
things a little easier for others. (No. 89-74 yrs.) 

I try to think of other people, I try to do what • s 
within my strength to help them. (No. 116-70 yrs.) 

As respondents talked about themselves and their lives, 'doing 

for others • was such a pervasive reference (at least fifty-three 

respondents, 37 .3%, identified themselves in this way at sane point 

throughout the interview) that it appeared to be a fundamental elanent 
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in an ideology that was shared by many, if not most, of these wanen. 

One way in which human beings can discover meaning in life is by "doing 

a deed" (Frankl, 1963) or by fulfilling what they interpret as their 

task or ~ in life. For many of the elderly wanen, in this study, 

'doing for others' appeared to be an important dimension of their 

interpretation of the meaning of life and the J;8l't they are to play in 

it: 

I help people out. I like helping people out. That's 
what we're here for, to help people out. {No. 135-69 
yrs.) 

That's what keeps you living, makes you feel useful. 
(No. 51-74 yrs.) 


Turner's {1975) findings provide support for the idea that self 


can be found in 'doing for others' . Turner reports that both the adult 

and student subjects in his study on identity endorsed altruism, or 

helping others in need, as a realistic route to self-discovery. Sixty-

eight percent of the adult population, "agreed that one finds who he 

really is by helping saneone who needs assistance" (1975: 154) . 

Doing for others as a meaningful purpose in life and its 

implications for self-meaning is also illustrated in this next 

quotation. This respondent proudly showed the researcher a newspaper 

clipping where she was J;:hotographed while being congratulated for a 

significant achievanent as a senior citizen. In the biographical sketch 

accanpanying the photo, this wcmen relayed the following interpretation 

of a meaningful and happy life. As one can see, it is a "recipe" that 

many of her peers appear to subscribe to as well: 
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The roost .in'portant thing in rtrf life was helping others. 
I believe in being kind to other people and doing unto 
them like you would like them to do unto you. This has 
been rtrf recipe for a happy life. (No. 127-94 yrs.) 

When the researcher asked this ninety-four year old respondent 

how she came to develop an interest in helping others, she replied 

immediately, "I guess I was born that way". Hc:Mever1 thinking again for 

a mc:ment she explained that she had been influenced by her mother, a 

mid-wife, who was always helping others. She also appears to have 

passed her recipe for life on to her own daughter. Her daughter has 

been formally involved in helping others as a registered nurse. Nool 

retired, she continues to 'do for others' through her volunteer work. 

This respondent says of her daughter 1 "She helps everybody, she's just 

like me" • Other respondents also indicated that parents had been role 

models and that their own nurturin:l behavior had, at least in part, been 

influenced by them.17 

I like to help other people. I like to do things for 
others. I like to give things to others. I like to 
share everythirrJ I have. I often feel like rtrf mther 
used to be, she was awfully good to others and I do 
pretty much like she did. (No. 85-69 yrs.) 

I was always, when I was bane, doing for people and 
still do. My mother was that way and so was rtrf father. 
(No. 140-76 yrs.) 

I always was [i.e., involved in helping others]. My 
parents were brought up that wa:y 1 I followed them. (No. 
129-73 yrs. ) 

Thus, some of these elderly wanen began their nurturing role 

early in life and learned to value doing for others as an .in'portant 

element in their life experience. Reference to self as one who does for 

others occurs frequently throughout the data. For example, when 



166 

respondents were asked "what in your life has given you the greatest 

feeling of satisfaction?" 'doing for others 1 is introduced again. 

I think it gives you satisfaction to do things for other 
people. (No. 7-69 yrs.) 

When I can do sanething for others - when I can feel 
that I am of use to others. (No. 53-81 yrs.) 

Helping other people, I've helped other people in a good 

many ways. (No. 103-91 yrs.) 


Helping people out that are not situated as you are. 

(No. 116-70 yrs.) 

Similar statements were carmon in responses to the question, 

"how often in the past few weeks have you felt that you are of some use 

to the people around you, ... ?" 

Often, I try to think ahead to help people out, do 
things for people. (No. 1-70 yrs.) 


I like to do sanething good for someone every day that I 

can. (No. 13-79 yrs.) 


One thing I love to do is to help people. (No. 4-82 
yrs.) 

As indicated in these quotations, many of these women continue 

to be involved in what has been a meaningful life time role - 'doing for 

others'. ~t, in this sample are (or were) involved either formally or 

informally (or both) in helping others. While sane have constructed a 

meaningful role and a sense of personal worth through their volnnta:ry 

organizational involvements, others continue a lifetime activity of 

helping neighbors 'dCN'l the road' or anyone else whom they consider to 

be less fortunate than themselves. 

Building self around relationships to others and informal roles 

seans to be a wise identity investment for later life. In helping 
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others, the elderly woman is assured a stable source of self-meaning and 

she is also assured meaningful appraisal from others. The nurturing 

role is another source of self-continuity for the older wanan since a 

"woman•s lifetime expressive specialization continues to be viable in 

later years" (Myerhoff, 1978: 262) . On the other hand, to have built a 

self-identity around formal roles and statuses or instrumental 

activities can be problanatic in later life. Unless appropriate and 

meaningful substitutes can be found, such older individual's self-

conceptions and self-evaluations can be threatened when and if such 

roles am statuses are relinquished. 

Myerhoff (1978) makes this observation in her study of a group 

of elderly .Jewish men and woman. Old .Jewish women, Myerhoff maintains, 

were "better at being old" than e.lderly .Jewish men because they had an 

advantage. Their lives continued to revolve around the same expressive 

behavior that had given meaning to their earlier life. Unlike the 

elderly women, who were "experts in human relationships", the men were 

"less engaged in even superficial interpersonal relations". The old men 

were at a disadvantage, for their "life-long involvement with 

instrumental activities" was not, according to Myerhoff, "viable after 

retirement" ( 1978:262). 1Doing for others 1 is, then, not only a 

meaningful source of self-identity but a lasting one for: 

Roles based on nurturant functions are durable and 
~ble. Tiley can last as long as life and enlarge 
as needed, for there is always someone around who needs 
taking care of (Myerhoff, 1978:262). 
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QUEST FOR IDENTITY 


The data analysis presented in this chapter contradicts the 

identity crisis view of old age in a number of ways. Indeed, identity 

crisis does not appear to be a concern for the majority of this sample 

of elderly w::men. Respondents were asked, "We sanetimes hear people 

SS!f: 'I don't know who I really am', do ~ often, sometimes, or never 

ask yourself, 'who am I really?" An overwhelming majority, one-hundred 

and forty respondents (98.6%) claim that they never wonder about who 

they are. Two respondents (1.4%) said they sometimes ask themselves 

this question but "not often" . Replies to this question were, in almost 

all cases, unequivocal and inunediate. However, many appeared to have 

difficulty relating to this question, some were perplexed and others 

amused. Others appeared to be unable to canpreheOO the relevance of the 

question and even to be affronted by it. 

I think that's a ridiculous question for anybody to ask 
themselves. (No. 91-79 yrs.) 


I never think al:xrut stuff like that because to me that's 

silly. (No. 125-65 yrs.) 


I think that this is very much over-rated, if you go 
al:xrut your l:::usiness, you don' t have time. (No. 6-81 
yrs.) 

That's all nonsense to me, I know darn well who I am. 
(No. 100-71 yrs.) 


The most typical response involved matter of fact conments 


indicating a firm self-assurance that "I know who I am!" 

Never, because you know who you are, I know who I am. 
(No. 18-67 yrs.) 

I really feel I know who I am. (No. 21-79 yrs.) 
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Well, I know who I am and that's it. (No. 58-74 yrs.) 

No, I lalcw who I am thank you, I never had any doubts. 

(No. 77-82 yrs.) 


Other respondents felt that "who am I?" was perhaps a more 


appropriate question for young people.18 

I think that question applies more to young people, not 
knadiYJ where they are going. (No. 86-71 yrs.} 

No, I don •t do art'f soul searching, I belOIYJ to another 
generation. (No. 83-70 yrs. ) 

SUI+fARY AND CONCLUSIONS 

In this chapter, analysis has focused on examining the nature 

and basis of the older wanan's self-identity. Adopting the premise that 

an individual's identity is comprised of a variety of self-meanings and 

that it cannot be assumed that art'f one dimension of self is more 

meaningful to the individual than another, the objective was to examine 

all contents of the configuration of self-perceptions and self-

evaluations that appeared to be important arrl meaningful to the older 

~. MaintainiiYJ that one cannot equate the social significance and 

personal significance of the various self-meaniiYJS, priority was placed 

on exploring felt-identity, or identity as a personal experience rather 

than social identity. Self-esteem was evaluated using Rosenberg's scale 

arrl consistent with many previous study resu1ts, the vast majority of 

the elderly w::men in this sample were found to have high self-esteem 

scores. 

Viewed fran this perspective, we discovered that 'old', though 

perhaps a salient social identity, is not a central or focal self­

http:people.18
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meaning for the majority of the wanen in this study. Moreover, an old 

age identity was found to be a situational identity and thus more 

relevant to sane interaction experiences than others. Self-dimensions 

other than age are given priority in the everyday lives of these 

respondents. When these ~ talk about themselves and their lives, it 

becanes obvious that the older wanan, in her own miDi, is much more than 

an old person. 

The primary basis of self-identity among this group of elderly 

women rests upon the older wanan 1s relationships with others within the 

realm of her interpersonal world. Vol'lmtary organizational membership 

fonns a significant canponent in the content of the self-identifications 

of many of these woman and provides an avenue for informal role 

involvement. We have- also found that there is continuity in the 

identities of these elderly respondents because their involvement in 

such central roles as mother and homemaker contirmes to be a salient arXl 

meaningful dimension of their self-descriptions throughout old age. 

Personal attri'butes, especially those which define the older wcman in 

relation to others (e.g. "good mother", "good wife", "true friend", 

"good neighbor", or "the first one to help out") also fonn an important 

and meaningful ccmponent of the elderly wanan 1s sense of self. 

Of all the meaningful self-descriptions identified by these 

elderly respondents, one of the most interesting (especially with regard 

to its prevalence) was the reference to self as 1one who does for 

others 1 
• Building an identity around helping others was vi~ as 

advantageous since it is a source of self-continuity in later life, 
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doing for others (barring great illness or disability) is a source of 

identity that can last a lifetime. 

It would seem that gerontologists have generally erred in 

ignoring the significance of the interpersonal world. They have 

overlooked the fact that such behavior as helping others can be a 

meaningful route to self-discovery and, as such, a significant source of 

continuity of identity in old age. M::lst theorizing on later life (which 

has of course influenced empirical investigation) conveys the impression 

that, in North American society, at least, meaningful self-identities 

can only be built aroun:i formal roles and statuses, most notably a 

19working career. Since identity tends to be viewed primarily in terms 

of one dimension only, and since most formal roles and statuses must 

eventually be relinquished in old age, the jeopardy perspective on 

identity in later life follows. 

However, the analysis presented in this chapter suggests that 

this perspective on identity in later life needs to be eJq>anded. It is 

a view that ignores the fact that the majority of older wanen today 

never were involved in many formal roles or statuses. It ignores, as 

well, the fact that both men and women, young and old, can find numerous 

sources of meaning in life and ways of de!oonstrating who they are. For 

the sample of older wanen interviewed in this study, the meaning of life 

and self revolves around their informal roles and interpersonal world. 

'lbus, most of these women have retained, in old age, a firm sense of who 

they are because their self-meaning is deeply embedded within their 

relationships to others. Hew these elderly wanen go about using their 
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ne~rks of social involvements to maintain their self-meanings is the 

subject of the next ~ chapters. 9}1apter five begins this analysis by 

examining in detail the nature of the older woman's network tie to her 

family. 
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FOOTNOTES 


1 	 Rosenberg 1s scoring procedure is explained in detail in the report 
of his study of the self-attitudes of high school students, see 
Rosenberg, M., Society and The Adolescent self-image. Princeton, 
N.J. :Princeton University Press, 1965. The Rosenberg scale as a 
measure of self-esteen is described and reviewed, and scoring 
procedures clearly outlined, by Breytspraak and George in Mangen, 
D.J. and Peterson, W.A. (eds.) Research Instruments in Social 
Gerontology, Vol. 1, Minneapolis:University of Minnesota Press, 
1982, pp. 241-302. The scale is administered as a ten item scale, 
however, sane i terns are canbined for scoring purposes so as to form 
a six i ten scale. The six item scale is then treated as a Guttman 
scale. High, medium, and lc:M scores are arbitrarily determined 
fran the data. 

2 	 This notion is somewhat akin to McCall and Sinunon 1 s hierarchial 
organization of role identities. Individuals have a number of 
role-identities and McCall and Simmons suggest that these role­
identities are organized into a hierarchy of salience and a 
hierarchy of praninence (see McCall and Simmons, 1918:61-100). The 
present study is concerned with a broader scope of self-meanings 
and role-identities are considered as only one dimension of self­
identity. 

3 	 Background variables are those which "affect interaction but are 
generally unnoticed unless they are glaringly out of the ordinary., 
(Matthews, 1919a:65). A person's gender and age, for example, are 
generally treated as l:ackground variables. 

4 	 The researcher ol::served that seasons also influenced the older 
woman's interaction patterns and her feelings about herself. 
Winter could be a gloomy and lonely time for those who had 
difficulty going out. It was also a time that drew attention to 
the elderly woman's physical limitations if she were at all 
disabled. On the other hand, SUIIIIler was a peak period of social 
interaction. Friends and family dropped by more often and 
relatives (especially children) living outside the province made 
their anrrual summer visits. Neighbors could be seen and chatted 
with simply by going outdoors. Town activities of interest to 
older w:mlel'l such as the spring fling (an anrrual all day fund 
raising event for the local hospital) and church suppers also took 
place in the summer. Others, like respondent number nine, feel 
young in the sumrner as they get catJght up in the pleasures they 
derive from their outdoor activities such as gardening. 
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5 	 Kuhn quantitatively analyzes TST response and an individual 
receives a "locus score" which is "simply the number of consensual 
references he makes on the 'twenty-statanents' test" (Kuhn and 
McPartland, 1954:70). 

6 	 The idea that the older woman's relationships with others was a key 
variable in understanding her sense of identity was derived from a 
number of data sources in addition to TST responses. 

7 	 These quotations are good illustrations of the symbolic 
interactionist tenet that the meaning of self arises in social 
~rience. 

8 	 In the analysis of TST responses, N=lOO respondents. The other 42 
respondents either were unable to make arrt statements at all or 
made statements which could not be categorized. 

9 	 Permission was obtained fran both these respondents so that this 
type of detailed information could be revealed. 

10 	 Sane of these wanen continue to cook daily hot dinners for their 
noon time meal. Even though they are now alone they feel it 
important to do as they always have done over the years. Even 
older women who have adult children living in the home continued to 
do much of the household cooking. One seventy year old woman, who 
had her divorced daughter and three granddaughters living in her 
bane, prepared three daily meals for the entire family. Other 
women pret;:ared daily noon-day meals for grandchildren whose mothers 
were employed. 

11 	 The hanemaker role is also a role that can be disengaged frcm 
gradually. Even in cases where there was illness and disability 
w::nen continued to do what little they still could. In the nursing 
bane, even though staff provided daily cleaning services, residents 
tidied up their rooms, cleaned out their closets and reorganized 
their belongings, behavior that simulated their previous 
housekeeping chores. 

12 	 Grandparenting will be discussed in more detail in Chapter Five. 
While sane of the respondents had previously raised a grandchild, 
two wanen are currently parenting a grandchild. Others act as 
surrogate parents on occasions such as when they babysit or provide 
meals for grandchildren whose parents are at work. 
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13 	 This sense of pride and satisfaction in role performance is evident 
in many of the ccmnents respondents made in reaction to Rosenberg's 
scale !tan #5, "I feel I do not have much to be proud of", A 
number of wanen were quick to add cOJDDel'lts like these, "No, I'm 
proud of rrry family, I've lots of things to be proud of" (No. 98-86 
yrs. ) , "I 'm proud of my children, grandchildren and proud of a lot 
of things" (No. 131-81 yrs.), "Any ~man left a widow at forty­
seven with what I had to do with... " (No. 64-71 yrs.). 

14 	 In statements referring to personal attributes, the respon:ient 
describes herself as an object without necessarily making aroJ 
evaluation of the quality or characteristic referred to (e.g., "I 
am ambitious", "I am honest"). This differs from self-estean where 
self-evaluations are being made. 

15 	 Even in the case where an elderly wanen is no longer capable of 
doing very much for others, the fact that she w:mld be willing to, 
if she could, is important; "I am frien:ily and active, active with 
rrry hands, not rrry feet, I always was thoughtful of other people" 
(No. 45-83 yrs.), "I like to help people. If I knew someone who 
was sick and I had the health, I would like to help them" (No. 62­
86 yrs.). 

16 	 Respondent rrumber 53 had to leave school, while only a very young 
girl, to help her ill mother care for a baby sister. She is now 
very crippled and en:iures a lot of pain. While it is true that 
this ~man must accept help from others, she still continues to do 
what she can for people. Thus, she knits and crochets for her 
family and donates her han:iiwork to craft sales that are raising 
IOOileY for charity. Respon:ient number 116 lives in the senior's 
apartment complex, and though not terribly well herself, she does 
many thil'VdS for those whom she considers to be worse off (e.g. , she 
does errarrls for the lady downstairs like mailing letters and 
buying stamp:;, she makes another ~man's bed for her) . 

17 	 The researcher, on a number of occasions, actually observed 
respondent number 85 doing for and giving things to others. This 
woman was a regular vol1.mteer at the local nursing home, doing many 
things for the residents and always bringing small gifts and 
treats, most often given to those who had few visitors. 

18 	 Actually, Turner ( 1975) found that even his yolll'¥Je5t subjects 
I? 11showed no preoccupation with the "Who am question. Hcwever, 

most of the university students in his sample did acknowledge a 
"personal quest for identity" . 

19 	 Built into this notion is the assumption that work holds a 
particular meaning for the worker. T'nat is, there is an assumption 
that work is a central life meaning and thus when the worker 
retires, life and self-identity are devoid of meaning. 



CHAPTER FIVE 

"BLOOD IS THICKER THAN WATER: THE OLDER ~· S 
FAMILY TIES" 

The strongest ties that the self establishes are still 
to relatives, not to abstract principles, institutions, 
or groups" (Csikszentmihalyi and Rochberg-Hal ton, 
1981: 120). 

One problem inherent in the study of family relations is the 

difficulty in describing what is meant by the tenn family. There is a 

lack of consensus (even aJOOng sociologists and other professionals) as 

to what constitutes an adequate definition (SUssman, 1976), and we must 

always ask the question - fran whose point of view? There are a variety 

of family forms in contanporary society; "these variant family forms, 

however, have been more popular with the young than with the old" 

(Shanas, 1979:4). Thus, in this study, a traditional notion of family 

is adopted and as Shanas describes it: 

For most older people, the family is that group of 
individuals to whom they are related by blood or 
marriage.... This definition of family implies that the 
family includes more than the individuals immediate 
family, that is, spouse, children, and perhaps siblings. 
The family may include those persons somewhat distantly 
related by blood or marriage, such as cousins of various 
degree or in-laws, all of whom may be perceived as 
family members (1979:4). 

Based on this approach to family, respondents were questioned directly 

and in detail on the amount and nature of their contact with such 

designated family members as, children, grandchildren, siblings, and 

nieces and nephews. Hc:Mever, more indirect questioning and probing 

provided the occasion for inclusion of more distant yet meaningful kin 

176 
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such as cousins, in-laN:J and quasi-family members who serve as "fictive 

kin". 

It has been well documented in previous research that the 

pop.Llar notion of older people as alienated from their families is a 

misconception (Shanas et al, 1968; Shanas, 1979; SUSsman, 1976; Troll et 

al, 1979; Rosenthal, 1987). The data to be presented here provide yet 

another confirmation that the notion that old people have been abandoned 

by their families is more a myth than real!ty. The majority of the 

elderly respondents in this study are actively involved within their 

family neb.orks. 

MEANINGFUL FAMILY TIES 

Children: Aloount of Contact 

Eighty-seven {86.1%) of the respondents in the conmunity­

dwelling sample have at least one living child. Proportionately JOOre 

childless wcmen are found in the nursing home (20%) and apartment 

1canplex (22.6%) sanples than in the camnmity-dwelling sanple (13.9%) . 

There is, J:latever, no notable difference anw:mg these samples in the 

average rlUIIb!r of living children; there are approximately 2.5 children 

per JOOther in each. 

Not only do the majority of the respondents have at least one 

living child, IIKlSt of those who have children (86.2% of the conmunity­

dwelling) have at least one child living within one-hundred miles (Table 

5.1) • Forty-three women ( 49. 4%) have a child living in the same town. 

Children living outside the camnunity were not, in most cases, living 

all that far aJ/118¥· Thirty-two women had a "nearest child" who lived 
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TABLE 5.1 

DISTANCE FRCM NEAREST CHILD 

Samples 

Location of 
Child 

Ccmnunity­
~lli~ 

(N=87) 
% 

Apartment-
Dwelling 

(N=24) 
% 

Nursing 
Home 
(N=S) 

% 

Total 
Sample 
(N=119) 

% 

In this House 23.0 12.5 17.6 

In this Neighborhood 9.2 4.2 12.5 8.4 

In this camnmity 17.2 20.8 25.0 18.5 

Within 100 Miles 36.8 62.5 50.0 42.8 

Elsewh.el"E! in the 
Province 2.3 1.7 

Elsewhere in the 
Maritimes 1.1 4.2 1.7 

Elsewhere in canada 10.3 8.3 9.2 

OUtside canada 

Note: 	 One nursing bane :resporX!ent shares a room with her daughter and 
was classifie:i in the category, In this House. 

within one-hl:anjred miles, and, fifteen of them (46.9%) had a child 

living within fifteen miles. 

Table 5. 1 illustrates that almost half (49.4%) of the community-

dwelling respondents who have children have a child living in the same 

ccmmmity, with twenty-three percent having a child living in the same 

house. While fifty percent of the nursing bane sample also have a child 
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living this close, only half of this proportion (25%) of the apartment­

chelling respcnients have a child living in the same town. This may be 

due, in part, to the fact that fE!M!r of the apartment-dwelling seniors 

were long-time residents of the town than was the case in the other two 

samples. While 85 .1 percent of the conmunity sanple am 80 percent of 

the nursing haDe respondents had lived in Bridgewater for twenty years 

or 100re, only 48.4 percent of the apartment sample had lived in the town 

for that long. H<H!ver, this difference in distance fran the nearest 

child, as Table 5. 2 illustrates, has little effect on the frequency with 

which children are seen, (possibly because the majority of the apartment 

respondents (87 .5) had children living within one hundred miles. 

Two-thirds (66.4%) of all respondents who have children, see a 

child at least once a week, am there is little difference among the 

samples in the frequency with which a child is seen. Data reporting 

when a child was last seen (Table 5.3) further confirm that contact 

between these elderly mothers am their children is frequent. The 

majority {83.8%, N=87) had seen at least one of their children as 

recently as within the preceding week. Approximately thirty-seven 

percent had last seen a child as recently as that day. NU.le 

approximately sixty-seven percent had seen one as recently as a couple 

of days ago. 

Not surprising, the frequency with which children are seen 

varies with the residential distance between );Bl'erlt and child so 'that, 

in general, the further the distance the less frequent the contact. For 

example, eighty-six percent of those who see a child no more than once a 

month, live DDre than fifteen miles frca their nearest child. Seventy­



180 

TABLE 5.2 

CHILD M:)S'l' FREQUENTLY SEEN 

Samples 

Frequency 
Seen 

Camlunity-
IMelling 

{N=87) 
% 

Apartment­
~:Melling 

(N=24) 
% 

Nursing 
Home 
(N=8) 

% 

Total 
Sample 
(N=119) 

% 

Everyday 35.6 50.0 29.4 

At least 1/Week 31.0 66.7 12.5 37.0 

At least 1/M:mth 16.1 25.0 25.0 18.5 

At least 1/Year 16.1 11.8 

Less then 1/Year 1.1 8.3 12.5 3.4 
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TABLE 5.3 

CHILD LAST SEEN 

Samples 

When Seen 

cammmity­
!Melling 

(N=87) 
% 

Apartment-
Dwelling 

(N=24) 
% 

Nursing 
Home 
(N=S) 

% 

Total 
Sample 
(N=l19) 

% 

Today 36.8 12.5 25.0 31.1 

Yesterday 12.6 29.2 25.0 16.8 

A Couple of Days Ago 17.2 8.3 12.5 15.1 

A Week Ago 17.2 41.7 25.0 22.7 

A M:mth Ago 8.1 5.9 

A Year Ago 6.9 4.2 5.9 

~re Than A Year Ago 1.1 4.2 12.5 2.5 

three percent of these who see a child only once a year or less, live 

more than ane-l'lun:ired miles fran their nearest child. 'nlough distance 

did effect the frequency of visiting, this was offset to some extent by 

the duration of long distance visits. Several respondents reported 

having made recent extended long distance visits to children. These 

visits are generally ritualized, occurring "every st111111er", "in the 

fall", or on occasions such as Christmas or Easter. These long-distance 

extended visits are made by both t;:arent and child. 
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I just came bane a week and a half ago. I' 11 go again 
the fall. She [daughter] comes for a week at a time. 
(No. 129-73 yrs) 

Oh yes, I get up often, I spent Christmas. I always 
spend three weeks at their cottage. (No. 62-86 yrs.) 

Respcn:ients and their children also make frequent use of the 

telephone to keep in touch. Where a daughter lived close by, it was 

typical to hear respondents say, "she calls me everyday", or, "she calls 

me every morning11 Male children also maintained telelilone contact with• 

their mothers, though often it was the son's wife who did the calling, 

"his wife calls me nearly everyday". '111ere is a remarkable similarity 

in the P1onfng patterns of elderly mothers and their children {Table 

5. 4) . Within a couple of days prior to the interview, 60. 9 percent of 

the conununity-dwelling mothers had telephoned a child, while 57.4 

percent of these respondents had also received a phone call fran a 

child. Well over 'three-quarters of both mthers (79.3%) and children 

(81.5%) had called each other within the previous week. 

While the tele:r;:hone definitely serves to bridge the distance 

between parent and child, distance does result in a decrease in the 

frequency of phoning. At least 80 percent of the calls to children that 

had occurred no more recently than a month ago or less, involved a long 

distance phone call. Several respondents with c..~ildren living at 

considerable distance, said that they would like to call their child 

more often but were tmabl~ to do so because of the cost involved. 2 

In a previous canadian study (Synge, Rosenthal and Marshall, 

1981) it was reported that, while telephone contact be~ the 

generations was extensive, letter writing was not an important form of 
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TABLE 5.4 

TELEPHONE CONTACT BE'IWEEN PARENT AND CHIW 

t.bther Last Phoned A Child Last Phoned 
A Child t.bther 

When Last (N=87) (N=87) 
Phoned % % 

Today 	 20.7 21.8 

Yesterday 19.5 	 23.0 

A Couple of Days Ago 20.7 	 12.6 

A Week Ago 18.4 	 24.1 

A M:mth 	Ago 12.6 14.9 

Occasionally or Less 
'ftlan a Year Ago 8.0 3.4 

Note: 	 Percentages do not total 100 because of rounding. One 
respondent was unable to use the tele:r;tlone because of hearing 
inpairment, another's only child lived in the same house. 

communication between elderly parents and their children. In this 

study, as well, writing is not nearly as :popular a means of keeping in 

touch as telephoning (See Table 5. 5) . While 92 percent of the 

conmunity-dwelling mothers reported that they had telephoned a child 

within the last month, only 50 percent re:ported writir:g a child in that 

period. Very similar pro:portions of both children (50.6%) and JOOthers 

(48.3%) do not write at all, or only occasionally (e.g. on birthdays, 

christmas and so forth) . Of course, as Synge et al ( 1981) have 

illustrated, whether parents and their children exchange letters, and 
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TABLE 5.5 

WRIT!'EN CONTACT BE'lWEEN PARENT AND CHILD 

When Last 
Wrote 

t«:~ther Last Wrote 
A Child 
(N=87) 

% 

A Child Last Wrote 
ftt:)ther 
(N=87) 

% 

A Couple of Days Ago 

About a Week Ago 

A Couple of Weeks Ago 

About One l'ob'lth Ago 

About Six l'ob'lths Ago 

Occasionally or Less 
Than a Year Ago 

18.4 

13.8 

8.0 

10.3 

1.1 

48.3 

10.3 

16.1 

6.9 

16.1 

50.6 

Note: Percentages do not equal 100 due to rourrling. 

writing frequency, is related to proximity. Letter writing is toore 

likely to occur if fBZ'elltS and children live a considerable distance 

a);BI't. 

Younger (less than 80 years) and older mothers ( 80 years and 

over) were compared with regard to aJOOUllt of contact with their 

children, and little difference was found between them. Th-..Js, there was 

no notable difference in frequency with which a child was seen nor when 

a child was last seen. There were slight differences in phoning and 

writing patterns in that younger mothers were sanewhat more likely (14%) 
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to have phoned a child within the past IOOllth and older JOOthers to have 

written one (difference of 6.8%). 

The amount of contact that widowed and married 100thers had with 

their children was also canpared. While it might be expected that 

widcMs would attempt to conpmsate for their lost spouse by increased 

interaction with their children (the child might also feel obliged to 

increase interaction with his/her JOOther) , there was little evidence to 

indicate that this was the case. There was no major difference between 

widowed and still-married mothers in either the amount of face-to-face 

or telepxme contact with their children. Married mothers had actually 

written a child mre recently than the widowed (16% JOOre had written 

within the previous l'IO'lth). 

Nature am Quality of Contact with Children 

Hess and waring (1978: 303) , describing the nature of parent­

child relations in later life, maintain that we have moved fran "the 

family of obligatozy ties to one of voluntary bonds". According to this 

voluntaristic JOOdel, parent-child interaction is more likely to be 

DBltually rEMard!ng and to JOOre closely resemble friendship relations 

than the intergenerational relations of previous periods. On the basis 

of the qual!ty of the interaction and the content of the exchange 

observed (particularly convincing were the numerous participant 

observations of interactions between elderly mothers and their 

children) , it would seem that the relationship between resporrlents and 

their children was a relationship characterized by genuine DBltual 

caring, concetn and affection. 
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The affective nature of this tie is evident even in the amount 

of contact observed. Many of the children give 100re ti~ and attention 

to their 100thers than would presumably be warranted by need alone. 

Children apparently initiate this contact as often as DDthers do. Some 

of the contact is relatively routinized: 

We have a routine established, it's taken for granted 
that birthdays, easter, etc. are spent at one house or 
the other. (No. lOQ-71 yrs.) 

'!'here is also a lot of spontaneity with children "just dropping 

in". 3 

They are here all the time. (No. 39-71 yrs.) 

He [son] runs a store in tCNl, he drops in often. (No. 
85-69 yrs.) 

He [son] teaches school here and quite often comes in 
and has lunch with me. (No. 15-78 yrs.) 

Caring concern is frequently displayed in the form of 

affectionate "checking up" on parents. 

We get a call every night before ~ go to bed to see if 
everything is okay. (No. 68-70 yrs.) 

When she • s [daughter] at the cottage, she 1s on the phone 
every night checking in. (No. 78-72 yrs.) 

It has been ~11 documented that DDJt older people stl'Ol'YJlY 

subscribe to the norm of independence and autonany as the ideal in 

parent-child relations (Troll, 1971; Troll et al, 1979; Hochschild, 

1973; Shanas, 1979; Rosenthal, 1987). Mbst of the respondents in this 

study, though not questioned directly on their preferred living 

arrangement, typically let it be lcnc:Jtm that 11 intimacy at a distance11 

(Rosenmayr, 1977) 'NaB the model parent-child relation. Respondents were 

asked, "~d you say that it is - very important, somewhat important, 
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not very inp:>rtant, or not at all important - to be living close to your 

family am see a lot of them"?4 While eighty-four respondents (83.2%, 

N=101) felt that it was very important {37 .6%) or SOJDE!What important 

(45.6%) to be living close, many of these same respondents qualified 

this by noting that it was not a good idea to live too close or in the 

same house as one's children. 

I den' t think 'YOU should be livirQ with them or too 
close. I think te're close enough. [Son] wanted me to 
live with him blt I said no. (No. 141-67 yrs.) 

I could live with Brrf of Jrf children if I wanted to, blt 
they ~ a right to a life of their own. {No. 138-65 
yrs.) 

Scaetimes it's just as good not to be too close, there 
is such a thiDJ as being too close, I don't think it 
pays. (No. 64-71 yrs.) 

A n'UIIb!r of studies of elderly parent-adult child relations 

indicate that gratifying relationships with parents seem to depend 

largely en the relative irxlependence of parents. An elderly parent's 

depende!lcy tends to lead to a strained am deteriorated relationship5 

(Robinson am Thurnher' 1979; .Johnson and Bursk, 1977; Rathbone-McCuan, 

1976). To the majority of the mothers in this study, their relationship 

with their children was an agreeable one. A question directed 

specifically at parent-child relations asked, "barf often do you have 

major disagreements with your children?" Eighty-three of the ccmmmity­

dwelling mothers (95. 4%) said that major disagreements occurred "not 

very often" (19.5%) or "not at all" (75.9%). No one reported having 

disagreements often. Minor disagzeements typical of family life were 

described as "nothing that causes unhappiness, we just dan' t see eye-to­

eye on things". (No. 14-84 yrs) 



188 

Many respondents were able to avoid major disagzoeements with 

their children because they lived in their own households. The 

researcher, on one occasion, listened to older N:llleil discussing the 

problems inherent in living in the same house as one's children. 6 A 

rmrsing heme respon:ient, who had lived temporarily with a child prior to 

her move to the home also warned that such arrangements can be 

problematic - "Don't ever try it, will you"? (No. 103-91 yrs.) 

Elderly mthers and adult children living under the same roof 

create the potential for conflict. By livin;;J apart and seeing each 

other often, tut "not too often", such interference an:i conflict can be 

avoided. These respondents indicate that a respect for autonany is 

inplrtant in preserving good parent-child relations. 

They live their lives and I mine, that's the best way. 
(No. 8-74 yrs.) 


If you're living close you would be interfering in their 

11ves. I think it works out better if you're not too 

close. (No. 86-71 yrs.) 


You can see too much of your family, I would be inclined 
to butt in.... (No. 7Q-66 yrs.) 

In attempting to elicit information fran respondents on the 

nature of their relationship with their family, there is the problem of 

social desirability in response. Few like to adm1t that their family 

relations are different fran what is assumed to be the cultural ideal. 

It may be especially likely that older people will endorse this family 

mythology since they were socialized within a social an:i familial 

context much different fran our own and are aware of the stereotypic 

notions about the family life of the aged. M::lreover, an unsatisfactory 

family relationship may be perceived by the older woman as "damaging to 
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her self-identity: stereotypical old wcmen are forgotten by their 

families" (MattheN:a, 1979a:83). 11'l'he family is a sacred institution and 

failure to be a member of a loving, stable family is seen and often 

accepted as personal failure" (MattheNs, 1979a: 136). Thus, corwincing 

self and others that one's family is loving and supportive may be one 

defensive strategy employed by some older \tQDel'l in an attenpt to 

maintain their identities and to see themselves as loved and cared for 

human beings . Matthews found evidence of this when DJSt of her 
• 

informants did not outrightly admit that they were dissatisfied with 

their family relations t:ut sane hinted that all was not well. 

While some of the respondents in this study also gave 

justifications M1y children were not more attentive (e.g. "she is a 

rmrse and has three kids, she is very busy11 
, "he is a clergyman and is 

busy with his many ccmnitments", "we don't see her as often, as her 

husband's work keeps them l::osy") , these were infrequent. Respcnients 

were given the opportunity to reveal whatever discontent they may have 

had when asked the question - "~d you say that you are, in general, 

very satisfied, quite satisfied, not very satisfied or not satisfied at 

all with your relationship to your faaily"? A vast majority (93.1%) of 

the community-dwelling sample stated that they were either "very 

satisfied" (79.2') or "quite satisfied" (13.9%) with their family 

relations. 

It could be argued that the high degree of satisfaction with 

family relations reported by the respondents in this study is a case of 

selective perception, that these elderly mothers are interpreting their 

relations with their children to be more positive than they actually 
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are. Previous data on intergenerational relations suggest that this is 

a realistic possibility. Bengtson and Cutler (1976:148) have presented 

data which reveal that there is "a slightly higher perception of 

subjective solidarity em the :part of the elderly parent" than the adult 

child. Similarly, Gesser et al, {1985) have also fmmd that elderly 

parents tend to report greater affectional solidarity than do their 

adult children. If so, this is less of a concern in this study since 

our focus is on the older woman's point of view rather than on 

intersubjective reality. Conversely, it is PJSSible that elderly 

JOOthers do enjoy rewarding and congenial relations with their children. 

Grandchildren: Amount of Contact 

In investigating contact with grardchildren, we asked only about 

grandchildren that the respondent felt she had "a lot of contact with". 

Eighty-four resparxients {83.2%) in the principal sanple have at least 

one grandchild and the majority (82 or 81.2%) have considerable contact 

with their grandchildren. Only two ~ (2.4%) said that contact was 

infrequent. Most of those who have grandchildren have one who lives not 

all that far aN!#¥ (Table 5.6). A sizeable majority (85.5%) of the 

ccmnunity-dwell~ have a grandchild living no further than one-hundred 

miles away (forty-seven, 57.3% have grandchildren who live within 

fifteen miles of them). Approximately 38 percent have a grandchild 

living in the same camnm..ity while 20.8 percent have a grcnichild living 

either in the same house (9.8%) or neighborhood ( 11%). While few 

respondents in the secondary samples have a grandchild living as close 
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TABLE 5.6 

DISTANCE FRCM NEAREST GRANDCHILD 

Sanples 

Location of 
Grandchild 

Camnm.ity­
Dwell~ 

(N=82) 
% 

Apartment­
DNelling 

(N=23) 
% 

NursinJ 
Hon8 
(N=7) 

% 

Total 
Sanple 
(N=l12) 

% 

In this House 

In this Neighborhood 

In this camnmity 

Within 100 Miles 

ElseM1ere in the 
Province 

Elsewhere 1n the 
Maritimes 

Elsewhere in Csrl,;:da 

OUtside Canada 

9.8 

11.0 

17.1 

47.6 

3.7 

2.4 

8.5 

4.3 

17.4 14.3 

73.9 85.7 

4.3 

7.1 

8.9 

17.0 

55.3 

2.7 

2.7 

6.2 

Note: In the sample as a whole twenty-three women (16.2%) are 
childless and four respondents (2.8%) have children but no 
grandchildren. 

as the same neighborhood, the majority have a grarxichild no further than 

one-hundred miles CMaY. 

Grandchildren are also seen quite frequently (Table 5. 7). In 

our community-dwelling sample, well over half of the grandloothers 

(53.6%) see a grandchild at least once a week (31.7%) or more (21.9%). 

Seventy-eight percent see a grandchild once a month or more. '!'hough not 



192 

TABLE .s. 7 

GRANDCHILD MJST FREQUENTLY SEEN 

Samples 

Frequency 
Seen 

Ccmnunity-
Dwelling 

(N=82) 
% 

~t-
Dwelling 

(N=23) 
% 

Nursing 
Home 
(N=7) 

% 

Total 
Sample 
{N=ll2) 

% 

Eve:cyday 21.9 4.3 17.0 

At least l,IWeek 31.7 34.8 14.3 31.2 

At least 1/M:mth 24.4 34.8 28.6 26.8 

At least 1/Year 22.0 26.1 57.1 25.0 

Less than l/Year 

Note: 	 In the colllllUility sauple at least eight (44.4%) of the eighteen 
respondents who see a granichild at least 1/yea.r, see one as 
often as four times a year. 

as many 	apartment--dwelling am nursi~ heme respordents see a grandchild 

as often as once a week or JOOre, it is only in the nursing home sample 

that overall face-to-face contact with grandchildren is considerably 

less frequent. This is the only group where at least three-quarters of 

the grarx3Dk>thers do not see a grandchild once a month or JOOre. 7 

Nature and Quality of Contact with Grandchildren 

In Chapter Four it was claimed that "grandmother" was a 

meaningful identity for many of the older wc:men in this study. Indeed, 

the ~ting role is evaluated highly by the majority of the 
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respondents. When asked I "l'la-1 important is being a grandpirent to 

you?" 1 approximately ninety-eight percent of the COIIIIIUility-dwelling 

grardoothers {96% of the apartment-dwelling, 75% of the nursing home 

residents) reported that it was either very (75%) or sanewhat important 

(22.6%) to them. Grandparenting is also a role in which many of these 

N:llle1'l are very involved. Robertson, maintaining that grandparenting 

types vary with the lifestyle of the grandparent, says that 

"grandmothers view grandparenting in relation to their degree of 

involvement with their families". She suggests that life styles are of 

two types - extrafamilially oriented or intrafamilially oriented 

(1980:293). Extrafamilially oriented wauen (often younger) "are more 

involved in their own lives arxi place less empmsis on grandparenting". 

On the other ham, intrafamilially oriented grandnDthers (usually older) 

place more eaq;:basis on grandparenting and view it as a very important 

part of their lives. 

As noted in Chapter Four, many of the respondents in this study 

appear to be "intrafamilially oriented". Though many are also irwolved 

in extrafamilial activities, JOOSt of these women have always been and 

continue to be very involved in their family roles and family 

interaction. The extent to which many of these women have been directly 

irwolved in their grandchildren's lives is notable. At least six wanen 

stated that they had raised a grandchild while three others were 

currently involved in 'parenting' one. In such cases, the relationship 

is a very close one and the grandchild is seen as being "just like one 

of my arm". 
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She's just like my dearest dearest daughter, she calls 
me 'mum' . Her children love me and I'm not bragging. 
(No. 103-91 yrs.) 

My oldest grar03aughter lived with me for eleven years. 
She calls me often. Every time I go up [to Halifax] I 
stay with her. She says - "Narmie you was always more 
of a mother to me" . (No. 138-65 yrs. ) 

Other waoen also described varying degrees of involvement in a 

grandchild's care. Typically, those who helped care for a gramchild 

developed a close bond with this child which was maintained as the child 

grew older. 

I 've looked after her since she came home fran the 
hospital, she's a canfort to me. (No. 50-70 yrs. ) 

I brought up the whole three of them while their mother 
worked. (No. 53-81 yrs. ) 

He was bom in our heme and I've rocked him and rocked 
him. I just adore him. He drops in pretty often. (No. 
98-86 yrs.) 

He was like our baby, every SUIIIIIer he would stay with 
us. (No. 109-88 yrs.) 

Several other grardoothers (generally those with a grandchild 

either living in the same house or neighborhood) provided child care. 

For exanple, one wcman picked up both her grandchildren daily taking 

them to her house after school. Others provided meals for grandchildren 

whose 100thers N!rE! enployed. 

Other typical forms of interaction betso.een grarxbnothers and 

their grandchildren included: frequent staying overnight, caning for 

weekends or SUJIIDer vacations, and caning for meals. 

She stays overnight, she's here often. (No. 40-67 yrs. ) 

They stay a lot in SUIIIIIer. (No. 39-71 yrs. ) 
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They call me, "what have you got to eat Nan"? (No. 137­
75 yrs.) 

Grandchildren also frequently just drop in so that in some 

cases, as one grandmother put it, grandmother's house "is like their 

secozld bane'' • 

They are here all the time, they may walk in anytime. 
(No. 141-67 yrs.) 

She works here in town, if she doesn't drop in she calls 
me. (No. 15-78 yrs.) 

is here often, when she's home fran college, 
she's here all the time. (No. 65-75 yrs.) 

As MJU.ld be eJqJeeted, the type of contact between grandmothers 

and grandchildren varies with the ages of both. Typically it is younger 

grandmothers, N'10 have younger grandchildren, and are thus more likely 

to be performing child care services such as baby sitting, after school 

care or noon time lunches. Though some older grandchildren do contirme 

to spend a weekend, stay overnight, or CCJDe for meals, it is more often 

younger grandchildren who make overnight visits, spend SUJJIDer vacations 

and call to ask, "what have you got to eat Nan"? "nlough relationships 

with older grandchildren are still close, there is often less face-to­

face contact as grandchildren move further away. 8 The tie is 

maintained, however, by visiting and poung, writing letters, and 

serxiin;I 	cards. 

I'm right close to them, they write and phone. (No. 56­
75 yrs.) 

He writes such long letters, he writes about his trips. 
(No. 44-76 yrs.) 


She visits often and writes often, she comes tack to the 

cabin. (No. 45-83 yrs.) 
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They write such nice letters. (No. 87-82 yrs.) 

Older grarrlchildren who live nearby are also a source of assistance 

running errands, doing "chores" (e.g. cutting grass, shovelling snow, 

helping with spring cleaning or "heavy laun:!ry", installing a shower 

door) or providing transportation. 

[Granddaughter] is the one who gets here to do anything 
and everything for me. (No. 132-81 yrs.) 

Significance and Meaning of the Grardnother Role 

In order to investigate the significance and subjective meaning 

associated with the grandmother role, resporrlents were asked, "what 

actually does being a grandparent mean to you"? Replies to this 

question illustrate l'loH it is that 1grandmother' can be a meaningful and 

significant role in later life. The symbolic themes which emerge 

in:licate that the kind of active involvement in the grandpu-ental role, 

which many of these wanen enjoy, yields support for the older wcman' s 

view of herself as a useful, needed and loved lUJman being. 

Though JOOSt resparxients readily irrlicated that grandmothering 

was important to them, many found it difficult to precisely define the 

meaning associated with the experience. nrus, the largest category of 

responses (36.2%, see Table 5.8) was typically coq>rised of very general 

meanings such as: "it just makes me feel good", "it gives me pleasure", 

"enjoyment", "it 1 s a nice feeling". The pleasure and enjoyment 

associated with grandparenting was derived from "watching them grow11 
, 

"lCXJking forward to their visits" arxl so forth. 

Though the remaining categories of responses are varied they are 

also similar in that JOOSt can be seen to illustrate the way in which 
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TABLE 5.8 

MEANINGS ASSOCIATED WITH BEING A GRANrMJI'HER 

Frequency Percentage of 
Response Respondents 

1
Given Giving Response
(N=128) (N=116) 

"It gives me pleasure", 
"Enjoyment" 

Saneone to Give to and 
Do Things For 

Source of Love and 
Affection, SaDeone to 
be Close to 

SOUrce of Pride 

Joys of Parenting without 
Responsibility 

Biological Renewal, Keeps 
One Young 

Biological/Self Ccntinuity 

Other (e.g. "It Makes Life 
M:>re Interesting" ) 

42 

25 

16 

11 

11 

10 

8 

5 

36.2 

21.5 

13.8 

9.5 

9.5 

8.6 

6.9 

4.3 

1
Percentages are based on the total number of respondents (N=116) ; 
because sane respondents gave multiple meanings, the total exceeds 
100%. 
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grandmothering contributes positively to the elderly grandmother's self-

feelings. Twenty-one percent of these grandmothers, for example, 

defined the meaning of grandparenting in tenns of the satisfaction and 

pleasure they derived fran doing things for a grandchild: giving to 

them, assisting in their care, advising them or t~ them about 

life, instructing or shatling them how to do things (e.g. knitting, 

crocheting, cooking). Doing things for a grarxichild can contribute to 

the older woman's feeling that she is still needed and confinn her view 

of herself as a useful human being. It is of interest to note that 

giving to a grarxichild can take a less tangible fonn. As one respondent 

noted, grandparents are able to give grandchildren "the extra love and 

caring" (i.e. in a:idition to parents) (No. 16-73 yrs.). It would seen 

that al.JD:Jst all gzaa:drnothers, regardless of their health or financial 

status, have the opportunity to participate in, and derive pleasure 

fran, this type of giving. The following responses illustrate the theme 

of satisfaction in doing things for grarxichildren. 

It means helping with the grandchildren which I have 
always done. I enjoy it. "nley come to me for advice. 
(No. 22-69 yrs.) 

I enjoy teaching her hew to live. (No. 13-79 yrs.) 

I find it a great satisfaction to help my grandchildren. 
I • ve had to do a lot for them, I 1ve had to be a mother, 
a grandmother am a great-grandloother. (No. 103-91 
yrs.) 

Whether she is currently involved in doiDJ things for her 

grandchildren or not, from the elderly grandmother's point of view, she 

can feel useful because she knows that she is there if she is needed. 

I • m always here if they need sanething. (No. 53-81 
yrs.) 
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They knc:Jw that if anything happens to their mother, I 
could go dcNl and take over. (No. 99-69 yrs. ) 


I hate to think of the children without me. I feel that 

I'm needed. (No. 60-74 yrs.) 


~tely 14 percent of the respondents said that, for them, 

being a graojparent meant 11 love and affection", having saneone they 

could feel close to. Grandchildren can make the older waaan feel loved. 

'!bey can provide the physical touching which confirms her perception of 

herself as a wanted and loved human being (nourishing her felt 

identity). 'lhi.s may be especially important to elderly wideNs who are 

othezwise denied access to this type of warmth and human caring. 

I love their love. The children are so free wlth their 
love. (No. 75-74 yrs.) 


It's nice to have gramchildren that you can hug and 

hold cnto and feel needed. (No. 97-70 yrs.) 


I am very pleased with all nry grandchildren, they hug 
and squeeze me. (No. 41-73 yrs.) 

When I visit they kiss me and put their arms around me. 
(No. 56-75 yrs.) 

Language plays an .inplrtant role in reality - maintenance making 

"more real" our subjective reality (Berger and Luckmann, 1967:152-163). 

Conversatia1 with significant others is pu"ticularly important in this 

process. Conversational exchange within one's primary group is 

inp>rtant in self-formatial and maintenance 11 if for no other reason than 

that the self can best be confirmed or negated by language,. 

(Csikszentmihalyi and Rochberg-Haltan, 1981:91). Several grandmothers, 

in describing the meaning of the role, made reference to the symbolic 

significance of the title. Hearing the label "gram" or "Nan11 appeared 

to be meaningful perhaps because it validated, or made "more real" , one 
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of the older NJman' s unique and personal identities - "rrry grandchild's 

grarDDother" • 

I'm Gram to them all and I like that. If they called me 
____ I just WJUJ.dn' t like that. (No. 15-78 yrs.) 

You like for the children to call you Granmie. (No. 43­
88 yrs.) 

Perhaps the ultimate validation of self, for a grandloother, is 

to hear a grandchild saty, "I love you" (Csikszentmihayli and Rochberg-

Halton, 1981) . 

I hear, "I love you Grammie", a lot. (No. 16-73 yrs.) 

I get such nice letters fran them. They always say, "I 
love you Nan and hope to see you soon" . We are a very 
loving family. They think the \«lrld of me. (No. 69-82 
yrs.) 

Approximately nine percent of the grandloothers described the 

'meaning of grandparenting' in terms of grandchildren as a source of 

pride. Typically respondents described their grandchildren's 

accanplishments and the researcher was frequently shcMn a grandchild's 

high school or university graduation photo. 

It's the most inp:>rtant thing in the N:Jrld to be able to 
love em, give to them, and rejoice in everything they 
do. I'm interested in everything she does. (No. 65-75 
yrs.) 

Hew can you describe loving a gran::Haughter, being proud 
of them and their achievement, being able to make things 
and give them to them? (No. 126-72 yrs.) 

Another 9. 5 percent referred to grandparenting as an opportunity 

to elq)erience the joys of parenting without the respansibility. Some 

grandmothers, for example, spoke of the pleasure of being able to do for 

their grandchildren what they were unable to do for their children. 
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I get 100re pleasure out of keeping [gran:lson] . The 
pleasure of having them around, playing with them, 
taking cookies to their play house. You didn 1 t have 
time with your am children. (No. 26-86 yrs.) 

I feel just the same about them as rrry own. You have a 
lot of :f\m with them but you're not responsible for 
them. (No. 38-76 yrs.) 

I used to S8!f, "you can spoil them and enjoy them and 
then send them home to mum and dad". You have mre time 
to enjoy them than you did to enjoy your own, without 
them, I don't know what we'd do. Everything I do is for 
the grandchildren. (No. 78-72 yrs.) 

Neugarten and Weinstein (1968) , in a study on grandparenting, 

found that for some respondents, grandparenthood was "a source of 

biological renewal" and "biological continuity". Similarly, for sane of 

the grandmothers in this study (8. 6%) , being a grandmother helped to 

keep them feeling young. 

It helps to keep a person young, you sort of try to keep 
young with them. (No. 21-79 yrs.) 

I think it helps to keep you young. You can keep up 
with the times and krlc:M what this generation is doing. 
(No. 50-70 yrs.) 

Another 6. 9 percent described grandchildren as an extension of 

the self or M1at Neugarten and Weinstein called "biological contirmity". 

One respondent was saving precious family heirloaos for her young 

granddaughter and spoke of being able to see sanething of herself in 

this grandchild - "I can see little things ____ does that are like 

myself". 

You have saneone to carry on after you, someone younger 
to be interested in. (No. 6-81 yrs.) 

I suppose it's a family tie. It's nice to know that 
sanething of you, good or bad, will be passed on. It's 
just a nice feeling. (No. 59-81 yrs.) 
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For many of these grandmothers, then, the bond with 

grandchildren is a close one. Indeed, tw:l respondents describe their 

relationship with a grandchild as their closest tie. An eighty-one year 

old respondent has an unusually close relationship with her favorite 

grandson, who lives in another pi'OV'ince. Though she sees him on1y once 

a year, they exchange letters and P'lone calls. She describes this 

grandson as "my best friend", and interprets the relation as a mutual 

one, "he tells me I'm his best friend" (No. 59}. Another eighty-six 

year old grarx:Dnother also enjoys a very special relationship wit.,_ her 

grandson; she says, "the closest one to me now is my grandson" (No. 98). 

A third respondent ~lains hc::M a close bond with a grandchild can 

develop. 

I had my btu oldest grandchildren with me so much that I 
really feel closer to them than the rest of the family. 
(No. 138-65 yrs.) 

Nieces and NeJ;ileNs: Amount of Contact 

For many of the respondents in this study, nieces and nephews 

constitute a meaningful tie in their familial network. Again, 

respondents were asked only about nieces and~ with whom t."'le'<J were 

in contact. Seventy-five of t.lote carmunity-dwelling respondents (74. 2%) 

have such a niece or nephew (77. 4% in the apartment-dwelling sample, 70% 

in the nursing hane) • Seventeen (16. 8%) have no nieces or nephews, 

while nine (8.9%) have them, but have little or no contact with them. 

Six (6.6%) of this latter category said their nieces and/or nephews ~re 

"too far aJtei" . 
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Approximately eighty-three percent of the COillllUI1ity--chelling 

respc::nients who have at least one niece or nephew, have one who lives no 

further than one-hundred miles away (Table 5.9). There is little 

overall difference between the samples as to the distance fran a nearest 

niece or nephew. However, twenty-four percent of the COillllUI1ity-dwelling 

sanple have one living in the same neighborhood or ccmmmity, while 

proportionately, only about half (12.5%) of the apar"bnent-dwelliDJ 

sample have a niece or DeJ;ilew living this close. No one in the nursing 

haDe sample has a niece or nephew living this close. 

As \fDll.d be expected, nieces and nephews are not seen nearly as 

frequently as children or grandchildren. HcMever, as Table 5 .10 

indicates, 26.7 percent of those in the CC11111Unity-dwelling sample who 

have a niece or nephew see one at least once a week, while slightly over 

half (52%) see one at least once a month or more. Considerably smaller 

proportions of the respondents in the secondary sanples see a niece or 

ne);i1ew as frequently. 

Nature and Qua1itv of Contact with Nieces and Neti1eN:! 

Typically, contact between these elderly aunts and their nieces 

and nephews takes the form of visiting, telephoning and, for those who 

live sane distance apart, correspondence. 

We visit each other and keep in touch on the phone. 
(No. 2Q-84 yrs.) 

We write quite often, he visits when he's home. (No. 
15-78 yrs.) 

She calls me almost everyday. (No. 43-88 yrs.) 
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TABLE 5.9 

DISTANCE FRCM NEAREST NIECE OR NEPHEW 

5aq>les 

Location of 
Niece or Nephew 

c:amnmity-
DEll~ 

(N=75) 
% 

~t-
!Aelling 

(N=24) 
% 

Nursing 
HaDe 
(N=7) 

% 

Total 
5aq>le 
(N=106) 

% 

In this House 

In this Neighborhood 4.0 2.8 

In this cammuty 20.0 12.5 17.0 

Within 100 Miles 58.7 75.0 100.0 65.1 

El.sENlere in the 
Province 6.7 4.7 

Elsewhere in the 
Maritimes 2.7 1.9 

Elsewhere in canada 4.0 8.3 4.7 

Outside canada 4.0 4.2 3.8 
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TABLE 5.10 

NIECE OR NE:I?HEJi K)S'l' FREQUENTLY SEEN 

Samples 

Frequency 
Seen 

camtunity­
!:Melling 

(N=75) 
% 

Apartment-
DNelling 

(N=24) 
% 

Nursing 
Home 
(N=7) 

% 

Total 
Sample 
(N=106) 

% 

Everyday 

At least 1/Week 26.7 28.6 20.7 

At least 1/Mxlth 25.3 25.0 23.6 

At least 1/Year 44.0 70.8 71.4 51.9 

Less than 1/Year 4.0 4.2 3.8 

It NaS reported earlier that a rmmber of respondents and their 

children exchanged lang distance visits. At least twenty-one percent of 

these elderly aunts (N=106) also reported exchanging overnight and 100re 

extended visits with a niece or ~. 

She stays every SUIJIDer for b«> weeks. {No. 39-71 yrs.) 

They cane and stay for a week in the fall. {No. 56-75 
yrs.) 

She NaS down last week for two days, we had a lovely 
time. (No. 53-81 yrs.) 


I visit her [niece in Quebec] every year, they visit. 

(No. 44-76 yrs.) 
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The relationship between a niece or nephew and her/his elderly 

aunt can, in scme cases, be a very close one. Respondents were asked if 

they had a particular niece or ne);lhew to whan they felt closest. 

'lhirty-three (31.3%, N=106) said they had such a niece or nephew. 9 

Typically, this type of a relationship has a unique history where a 

close bond had been developed early in life. The elderly aunt 'IJB'f, for 

~le, feel especially close to a niece or nephew that she helped care 

for when he/she was a child. At least 't:Nelve respondents (11.3%) 

referred to this type of situation. 

My sister died early in life am I took them over. (No. 
53-81 yrs.) 


She lived with us until she was fourteen, we a.ln'Dst 

adopted her. (No. 36-73 yrs.) 


She spent so many years with me after her mother died. 
(No. 12-77 yrs.) 

According to our data, it seems more likely that an elderly aunt 

will have a close relationship with a niece rather than a nephew. Of 

the thirty-three respondents who claimed to feel closest to a particular 

niece or ne};ilew, twenty-eight named a niece while only five named a 

~. There is also scme indication that wtmen without daughters liB'f 

develop a close tie with a niece; 33. 3 :percent of mothers, who had sons 

but not daughters (N=33), reported feelirg closest to a niece while only 

12.8 :percent of mothers with daughters (N=86) reported the same. None 

of the following respondents have daughters. 

She's just like a daughter to me. (No. 71-75 yrs.) 

Her mother died yot.ll'v:1 and she kept a lot of contact, 
she's like a daughter really. (No. 44-76 yrs.) 
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Although twenty-eight respondents had daughters only, only one 

of these described a very close relationship with a ~. ,'rhis 

respondent has daughters but no sans and is very close to both her 

nephews. 

They are almost like rrry own sans. He is com.irY:l to take 
me dONl this weekend. (No. 130-73 yrs.) 

Salle studies have suggested that, where closer ties such as 

spouse or children are unavailable, more distant kin may act as 

substitutes (WentCNSld., 1981; .Johnson and catalano, 1981). Although 

there is no evidence in our data to suggest that the anr::nmt of face-to­

face contact between nieces and ~ and childless aunts is any 

greater than that between nieces and ~ and aunts wt.o have 

children, data on the quality of the contact do suggest that these kin 

may indeed serve as child substitutes. Of the childless who have a 

niece and/or nephew, all (100%) have contact with at least one as 

canpared to 87.7 percent of those who have children. Of the twenty 

childless NJme!l, who have contact with a niece or nephew 45 percent have 

a very close relationship with a pnrticular niece or nephew, conpared to 

24.5 percent of those with children. '!\«) other childless respondents 

{10%) are equally close to both their nieces, Mtile three wanen have 

only one niece or neP'Jew (one of these is also a close relationship). 

'1tlese relations between childless aunts and their nieces and/or nephews 

tend to resemble parent-child relations in a number of ways. For 

~le, an unmarried childless respondent feels so close to both her 

niece and nephew, and spends so much time with them, that she says­

"they may as well be mine" (No. 47-76 yrs.). She does things with her 
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niece that mothers typically do with daughters, "she ccmes often, we go 

a day shopping; she phones often11 Another unmarried childless• 

respondent also treats her niece's and nephew like children of her own. 

They are Jrf family. I am just as close a lots of people 
are to their children. They were with me more than 
their 100ther. (No. 14Q-76 yrs.) 

The folladDJ quotations illustrate further the way in which 

relations between aunts and their nieces and ~ can simulate 

parent-child relations. 

She comes and stays several times, I go there at 
Christmas. She does thfD1s for me, takes me shopping 
when I'm up [to Halifax]. She's very thoughtful. She's 
caning to stay next veek for one week. (No. 116-70 
yrs.) 

If I needed help, all I'd have to do is to go to that 
phone and and would be here. 
'!'hey Mmld do anything for me in the world. 

is always calling, "when are you coming out Aunt 

____? I'll come and get you11 

• (No. 14Q-76 yrs.) 

He helps us out a lot. (No. 89-74 yrs.) 

'l1lese two respondents have daughters living in distant provinces 

and, in each case, a niece performs what could be considered a daughters 

role. 

She calls nearly everyday. When I need help she canes 
and stays with me. (No. 69-82 yrs.) 

She • s done everything for me. When we moved here, she 
looked after everythinJ. (No. 76-80 yrs. ) 

Another respondent, whose scm lives at a distance, is very close 

to a nephew whan she raised; he helps her out a great deal and she says, 

He's always telephoning to see if I'm alright. (No. 71­
75 yrs.) 
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Thus, for al.Joost three quarters of the respondents in this study 

nieces and nephews are another available source of meaningful primary 

ties. OUr qualitative data suggest that these kin also constitute a 

viable link in the support network of scme older wanen, providing 

E!lll)tional support and other types of assistance where respondents are 

childless or their children geographically distant. Nieces and nephews, 

even if they do not live near by and are seen infrequently, can still 

constitute a meaningful tie for the elderly wauan, contrit:uting support 

to her self-image as a carmected and cared for human being. This may be 

especially important to an elderly women whose ties have been 

diminishing over the years. An eighty-four year old widowed respondent 

is a case in point. She has no children or grarxichildren, nor living 

siblings. Though actively involved with friends and neighbors, she has 

no nearby family ties. However, this wcman maintains her relationship 

with two nieces ( "by marriage") 1 each living in another province. As 

she describes it, "both are close". They ccme to see her only once a 

year, however 1 they "correspond regularly, especially since I broke rrfll 

hip.ll Maintaining these ties allows this woman to feel that she is 

still pu-t of a family 1 that she is connected in some wtJ:f to someone who 

cares about her. 

The significant place that nieces and ~ can hold in the 

lives of elderly individuals is perhaps best recognized by those who do 

not have access to such kin but sadly wish they did. When asked if she 

had any nieces or neP1eNs, this eighty-one year old never-married, 

childless I siblingless, respondent IIWJUI'IlS the fact that she has no such 

living family ties. 
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I 1m so sorry I haven't, that would be one of Jrf biggest 
wishes. That's one thing I •m really really sorry ab:Jut. 
(No. 114-81 yrs.) 

Siblings: Aloount of Contact 

Many of the l«<llen. in this study have grown up in large families. 

On average their parents had 6.5 children. Eighty (79. 2%) of the 

camnmity-dwellinJ resporxients have at least one sibling still living 

(80.6% of the apartment-dNelling, 80% in the nursing home). Once again, 

IIKJSt, who have at least one sibling, have one living not all that far 

aN!1!f (Table 5.11). Eighty percent of the cOJllmll'l.ity-dwelling have a 

sibling living either in the same camnunity or no further than one-

hundred mines CJ.W!a¥. Indeed, well over half (58.7%) of the respondents 

who have a living sibling, have one living no further than fifteen miles 

aN!I!f· 

Siblings are not seen as frequently as children. However, the 

aJOOUnt of face-to-face contact between respondents and their siblings is 

relatively high, particularly in the cOJllmll'l.ity-dwelling sample (Table 

5. 12) . Approximately fifty-nine percent of those in the conmunity 

sanple who have siblings see one once a month or more, with 42. 5 percent 

seeing a sibling once a week or more. These figures are sanewhat lower 

for the apartment-dwelling and rmrsing home saq>les. 

While, in some cases, it may be difficult for elderly siblings 

to maintain face-to-face contact I ties can be sustained via regular 

telephone calls or correspondence. In this study I many siblings also 

use the telephone to keep in touch (Table 5.13) with fifty-five percent 
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TABLE 5.11 

DISTANCE FRCM NEAREST SIBLING 

Samples 

Ccmmmity- Apartment- Nursing Total 
Dwelling I:Mtlling Home Sample 

Location of (N=80) (N=25) (N=8) (N=113) 
Sibling % % % % 

In this House 3.7 2.6 

In this Neighborhood 3.7 2.6 

In this Ccmmmity 25.0 28.0 12.5 24.8 

Within 100 Miles 47.5 60.0 62.5 51.3 

Elsewhere in the 
Province 6.2 12.5 5.3 

Elsewhere in the 
Maritimes 1.2 0.9 

Elsewhere in canada 5.0 4.0 4.4 

outside canada 7.5 8.0 12.5 8.0 
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TABLE 5.12 

SIBLING KlST FREQUENTLY SEEN 

Samples 

Frequency 
Seen 

Ccmnunity­
!Melling 

(N=80) 
% 

Apartment­
!Melling 

(N=25) 
% 

Nursing 
Home 
(N=8) 

% 

Total 
Sa.~le 
(N=113) 

% 

Everyday 8.7 4.0 25.0 8.8 

At least 1/Week 33.8 12.0 26.5 

At least 1/M:mth 16.2 36.0 12.5 20.3 

At least 1/Year 33.8 40.0 12.5 33.6 

Less than 1/Year 7.5 8.0 50.0 10.6 
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TABLE 5.13 

TELEPHONE CONTACT BE'IWEEN RESPONDENTS AND THEIR SIBLINGS 

Resparxient Last A Sibling Last 
Phoned A Sibling Phoned Respordent 

Nlen Last (N=80) (N=80) 
Phoned % % 

Today 7.5 5.0 

Yesterday 21.3 8.8 

A Couple of Days Ago 10.0 18.8 

A Week Ago 16.3 20.0 

A ttbnth Ago 31.2 28.7 

Occasionally or Less 
Than a Year Ago 13.7 18.7 

Note: 	 Included in the last category are two resp:mdents who are unable 
to Plane a sibling either because the respondent or the sibling 
does not have a telephone or has a hearing impairment. Also 
included is one respondent who lives in the same house as her 
only living sibling. 

of those in the principal sample who have siblings having ~ a 

brother or sister within the past week. Thirty-nine percent have called 

a sibling within the J;BSt couple of days. In spite of the relatively 

frequent use of the telephone to keep in touch ani the geographical 

proximity of JDJSt siblings aOO. respondents, a surprisingly large amount 

of letter writing took place as well. Approximately forty-two percent 

of the camnmity-dwelling respondents who have siblings have written one 

as recently as one mnth ago, and equally as many siblings (42%) have 
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written a respondent within the past month. As Table 5.14 illustrates, 

overall, letter writing J;Btterns of siblings am respondents are quite 

similar. 

In a study of old people in three different industrial 

societies, Shanas et al (1968) have reported that, while around eighty­

five percent of sixty-five to sixty-nine year olds had a sibling alive, 

this NBS true for only seventy percent of those seventy-five and over. 

When the youo;;Jer ( 65 to 75) and older (75 ani over) respondents in this 

study are compared as to the availability of siblings, the findings are 

Similar tO Shanas I • nms t while 85 • 5 percent Of all younger respondents 

have a living sibling, only seventy-five percent of the older wanen have 

one. Of thirty-one respondents (21.~, N=142) reporting that a relative 

had died in the past year, seventeen (54.8%) had lost a sibl~. Of 

those who had lost a sister (five) or a brother (twelve) in the past 

yea:r, thirteen (76.5%) of these were older wanen and only four (23.5%) 

were younger. Thus, it is more lnllikely that the very old will have 

access to a siblinJ as the source of a meaningful identity - confirming 

self-<>ther bond. Older respondents also do not see their siblings as 

frequently as younger respondents do. 10 However, of those who phone and 

write a sibling regularly, slightly larger proportions of those eighty 

years and over have done so more recently than their younger 

counterparts (i.e. tanen under eo years) • 
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TABLE 5.14 

WRITI'EN CONTACT BE'IWEEN RESPONDENTS AND THEIR SIBLINGS 

RespoiXlent Last A Sibling Last 
Wrote A Sibling Wrote Respondent 

When Last (N=SO) (N=SO) 
Phoned ' ' 

A Couple of Days Ago 10.0 3.8 

About a Week Ago 12.5 13.7 

A Couple of Weeks Ago 2.5 8.7 

About One lblth Ago 17.5 16.3 

About Six t-Dlths Ago 6.3 5.0 

Occasionally or Less 
Than a Year Ago 51.2 52.5 

Nature ani Qua1itv of Contact with Siblings 

Contact with siblings, as with nieces and nephews, generally 

takes the form of telephoning, wr1ting, v1s1t1ng, shopping together, 

playing cards ani assisting one another. A1though there was no 

substantial evidence to suggest that, possibly c~ting for the loss 

of a spouse, widarfed respc:xd!nts ~re interacting more frequently with 

their siblings, the qualitative data do indicate that at least a number 

of these women had what seemed to be very intense involvement with a 

sibling. 11 Also, never-married and widowed respondents tended to give 

more detailed descriptions when asked about the type of contact they had 

w1 th these kin. Of thirteen especially close sister-sister bonds 

http:sibling.11
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observed, each involved widowed respondents. The followiiYJ three 

quotations illustrate the significant role that a sibling can cane to 

play in the lives of waDen who lack a husban:i. The first widow 

eJ<Plained that keeping in frequent contact with her sister helps to 

overcome the loneliness that can accaJpmy widowhood. The second 

believes that it is because she is widowed and childless that her 

sister, who lives in another province, goes out of her way to maintain 

frequent contact with her. The third widow describes hc:M she relied on 

her sister to help her cope with the death of her husbard. 

We phone each other almost everyday. I do Dart of the 
P1orrlng. It Is good conpany. (No. 2-69 yrs. ) 


They [sister and brother-in-law] keep in touch with me 

because they know I'm alone. (No. 73-79 yrs. ) 


I lived with my sister for three and a half years, I 
went to pieces when my husband died. She calls me every 
night. (No. 119-77 yrs.) 

Another never-married respondent indicates that she is canpensating for 

her brother's loss of his spouse ltthen she says - "I write to him more 

often :now that his wife is gone". (No. 116-70 yrs.) 

In the course of interviewing and participant observation, the 

researcher was able to obtain first-hand knowledge on the kind of close 

relationship that can exist between an elderly individual and a sibling. 

In tNJ of these cases, both sisters in a sibling pair were interviewed. 

It was evident that, for these four wid.c::INs, the feel!rg of closeness 

that each had for her sister was indeed mutual. What becomes apparent 

fran the qualitative data is that a close tie exists between tNJ people, 

each of whan contributes sauething to the other. This contribution can 

be in the form of assistance, coupmionship, or simply the source of a 
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meanirgful. family tie. Thus, elderly people may not be in excellent 

health, yet, feel useful in the canpmianship they offer a widowed 

sibling or in the little things they do, like checking on each other, or 

cooking dinner for a widowed brother. 

OUr qualitative data also indicate that, to focus an the amotmt 

of contact bebeen siblings, particularly face-to-face contact, can be 

misleading if one is concerned with eHamining the sibling relation as a 

meaningful tie which can be a source of support for the older wanan's 

identity. When respondents were asked, "do you feel arry less close to 

those family members who live further away?", one-hundred and twenty 

respondents (84. 5%, N=142) did not feel less close because, as one 

resporxient put it, "you still have them in mind" but most typically, 

"because we write and phone". 'l11e teleti'Xme is especially important in 

bridging the distance between elderly siblings.12 

She calls every night, we look forward to that. (No. 
109-88 yrs.) 


I talk to her a lot but I dan' t see her so often. (No. 

88-78 yrs.) 


Although many pointed out that "it's expensive" to make long distance 

P1ane calls, various means were devised to manage this problem. 

We try to pxme each other every week. (No. 81-84 yrs.) 

I generally call her once a JOOnth if she doesn't call 
me. (No. 119-77 yrs.) 

We always talk once a JOOnth. (No. 45-83 yrs.) 

Writing, though less popular than telephoning, also helps to 

keep geographically distant siblings in touch. In general, the further 

the respondent is located fran her nearest sibling the more likely she 

http:siblings.12


218 

is to write regularly. Thus, in the community-dwelling sample, while 

only 28% of those, whose nearest sibling lives within one-hundred miles, 

write to one regularly, 81% of those whose nearest brother or sister 

lives more than one-hundred miles a1ll8:f correspon:i with a sibling 

regularly. Writing is especially inp)rtant if tel~ is not 

possible. To illustrate, a seventy-six year old respondent has not seen 

her only livirg brother in several years. He is eighty-four years old, 

in poor health, am living in an institution in the United States. They 

once talked regularly on the telephone l:::ut "not anymore, because he • s 

hard of hearing". ~r, this ~ and her brother keep in touch by 

exchanging letters frequently.l3 

Looking beyond dyadic relationships to a higher lever of network 

analysis, it is instructive to note that the family network, as a m.unber 

of respondents described it, is utilized in interesting arxi efficient 

ways in order to bridge the distance and keep elderly brothers and 

sisters in touch. Information relayed through the telephone and letters 

does not always pass directly fran sibling to sibling but is transmitted 

indirectly through one family link to another. For example, a seventy­

nine year old respondent, who refers to her family often as "close 

knit", writes a sister in her old home town in another part of the 

province, arXl this sister passes on the :neNS to the other sisters and 

brothers who also live in this area. Another eighty-four year old 

respondent keeps in touch with her only tN:> living siblings in the same 

way. 'ftle sisters, eighty years arXl seventy-nine, live closer to each 

other than they do to the respondent so - "~ phones __L arXl then .JL. 

phones and gives the news to me•• . 

http:frequently.l3
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Another eighty-six year old respon:ient has a sister living only 

three miles Clflli!f'i, but her older brother and another sister have lived 

for years in the United States. She has not seen this brother and 

sister in fifteen years, ~r, these four elderly siblings manage to 

keep in touch despite the distance - " [sister] and [brother in U.S .A. ] 

keep in touch by phone and [the sister] writes the neNS to the sisters... 

A fourth seventy-four year old resporrlent has a daughter and tNl 

sisters (they live together) who live near one another in the United 

States. She visits twice a year and keeps in touch the rest of the year 

by writing and P'lonfng. However, it is to her daughter that she writes 

and P'Jones the most, the daughter passing an the llEM9 to her aunts and 

keeping her IIDther informed on her sisters. In a fifth case it is a 

cousin who acts as the intermediary, keeping an eighty-two year old 

respondent and her sister in touch. The sister lives in a rmrsing home 

in the same tam as the ~t 's cousin. 

I write to her about every ten days. She is in the 
position to be visit my sister often and she keeps me 
posted. (No. 77) 

In sane cases, one particular sibling seems to be acting as the family 

kinkeeper (see Rosenthal et a1, 1981; Rosenthal, 1985) seeing that the 

other family members are kept infonned. 14 For example, one respondent, 

who has five living siblings with one sister living in the same town, 

says she is not "one for writing letters" or casual telephone 

conversations, 11we don't just phone tmless we have news". flowever, her 

nearby sister does use the telephone often and with 1 t keeps the entire 

family in touch. 
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---:----- does the J;honing. She calls and tells me 
hew they are. (No. 117-68 yrs.) 

More Distant but Meaningful Ties: Cousins, Sisters-in-Law 
and 'Fictive Kin' 

In gathering data on the family network, respondents were 

encouraged to talk about all significant family relationships regardless 

of haf distantly related these ties might be. This thorough search for 

meaningful family ties proved worthwhile. M:)st previous studies 

investigating the family life of older people have tended to ignore 100re 

distant family ties (assuming no doubt that close ties are the stronger 

ones) . OUr data, l'loNever, irrlicate that sane of these 'distant ties' 

can be st~ ties, representing a very meaningful close relationship in 

the life of an older wcman. Respon:ients were asked if there was anyone 

else who was an im:J;X>rtant person in their lives but had not yet been 

discussed. Replies to this question reveal that cousins and sisters-in­

law are very significant ties in the lives of a number of our 

respozldents. In fact, cousins and sisters-in-law kept turning up as 

meaningful kin in responses to a number of other family related 

questions. That these kin could be perceived as close kin was further 

confirmed when at least eight respondents listed them among their 

closest friends. 

At least twenty respondents (14.1%, N=142) described a close 

relationship with a cousin. The strength of these 100re distant family 

ties is illustrated in the folladng quotations where the respondent's 

cousin is perceived to be almost as close (if not as close) as a sister. 

The first respondent said that her cousin had been "brought up" by her 
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parents. She was treated by them as a daughter and upon their death 

shared in their estate. nus NJIDa1'l and her cousin visit and phone each 

other frequently. '!'he last respondent never had a sister and she and 

her cousin became very fond of each other. 

She's the same as a sister. (No. 13-79 yrs.) 

I was closer to her than I was to my sisters. (No. 13o­
73 yrs.) 


She's almost like a sister. (No. 17-70 yrs.) 


Respoments and their cousins also keep in touch by visiting, 


Ploning, and writing. Again, where cousins live at a distance, annual 

extended visits are CUJIOOll. 

I write to my cousin in Ontario, they visit in the 
sunmer. (No. 51-74 yrs.) 

I write to her about every ten days. She canes to stay 
with me for a week in the sunmertime. (No. 77-82 yrs.) 

Twenty-three respondents (16.2%, N=142) described their 

relationship with a sister-in-law as a significantly meaningful tie. 15 

A sister-in-law can be a particularly iDportant tie in the life of an 

elderly widc:N!d lOIIan. In many of these cases, both the respondent and 

her sister-in-law are widc:Med and often both are advanced in years. 

These N>Jnen and their sisters-in-law excbaDJe visits and talk on the 

telephone frequently. 

We scmetimes talk for three hours on the phone. (No. 
18-67 yrs.) (This woman describes her sister-in-law as 
her only close friend) 

My sister-in-law calls me JOOSt everyday and visits 
often. (No. 45-83 yrs.) 


My sister-in-law, we've always been close. I see her 

every week. (No. 76-80 yrs.) 
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Nlen the respondent and sister-in-law live at some distance from 

one another, the link can again be maintained through letters and 

telepxme conversations, as well as armual visits. When the respondents 

and their sisters-in-law live close to one another they tend to do 

~ together. In the words of the respondents: 

She likes to cane to Bridgewater am we go out to 1\nlCh 
together. (No. 52-84 yrs.) 

We go out quite often and talk often. She lived with me 
for three or four years after rtrf husband died. (No. 64­
71 yrs.) 

I see her about three times a week. I go to drurch with 
her and to group with her. (No. 81-84 yrs.) 

Again this relationship can be a particularly meaningful one 

where few, if 8lrf, other family ties remain. For exanple, an eighty-

seven year old widcwed childless respondent, whose only living blood 

relative is a nephew living in the United States, when asked about 

siblings, replied that she has "oo real family to speak of". However, 

she quickly pointed to an exception - her close relationship with her 

sister-in-law. This sister-in-law lives in a nearby community, is seen 

"once a week", and they talk an the telephone "twice a week". Perhaps 

it is oot so surprising to find that these elderly ~ and their 

sisters-in-law have becaDe close kin. Because women have generally been 

the family kinkeepers (Rosenthal, 1985) and sisters-in-laws are often 

the connecting link between sisters and their married brothers, there is 

the potential for this type of closeness to develop. 

In our investigation of meaningful interpersonal ties in the 

lives of elderly women, we also probed for the existence of quasi-

familial ties or "fictive kin". SUssman describes fictive kin as "oon 
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kin11 , usually frierrls, who are treated as family. ..They are adopted 

members who take on obligations, instrumental and affectional ties 

similar to those of conventional kin" (1976: 225) . Fifty-seven w:JDen 

(40.1%, N=142) reported that they had this type of a relation, while 

three others once had such a tie but the fictive family member has since 

died. 'lbe origins and history of these familial like ties are varied 

and interesting. 16 A number of these relationships go back as far as 

early childhood and their durability illustrates the strength of ties 

that in JOOSt studies of elderly people are overlooked. 

The majority of these relations fall into either of two 

categories - a siblin] like relationship (i.e. 11 like a sister11 
} or a 

parent-child like relationship (i.e. "like a daughter") . Sibling like 

relationships, as might be expected, generally go back a good number of 

years and thus the resp:nient am the fictive sister (or brother) are 

usually close in chronological years. 

Al.D'lt , she •s just like a sister. I met her 
years ago in church, we got baptized together. (No. 14­
84 yrs. ) (These bJ:> talk on the phone daily and spend 
every SUnday together) 

She NiB my girlfriem when I lived in Lunenburg, we grew 
up together. They use to come very Saturday night to 
play cards. She 1s my best friend. (No. 56-75 yrs.) 

I drop by, she comes down, we talk on the phone. Every 
year we go cranberrying. I never forget her on her 
birthday and she never forgets my birthday. She carne to 
Bridgewater when she was nine, we went to school 
together. She is like one of the family. Her parents 
died when she was young. (No. 85-69 yrs. ) 

The relationship resembles a family tie not only in its duration 

rut in the intimacy and emotional intensity involved. Typically, the 

fictive relative is referred to as being "just like a sister". 
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We go everywhere together, we've been on trips together. 

She classes me as one of the family. (No. 140-76 yrs.) 


I call her my cousin but she's not by blood related, 

only through the people who brought me up. She would do 

anythirYJ for me. She calls me often, came SUnday. (No. 
36-73 yrs.) 

She's been like a sister to me. (No. 138-65 yrs.) 

She's just like a sister, we do things together. When I 
had my operation last year I stayed there. (No. 17-70 
yrs.) 

It is of interest to note that, while 27 percent of married 

respondents identified a fictive family member, 45 percent of the 

widowed, 40 percent of the never-married, and 56.5 percent of the 

childless said they had a fictive familial tie. When the nature of the 

relationship is elCalllined, it appears that the fictive familial member 

may serve as a substitute for an equivalent missirYJ family tie. Thus, 

nine of those who describe a sister like relationship have either no 

living siblings (three), or have a brother only (six). In two other 

cases, while the respc:nient has a living blood sibling the fictive 

sister has no such sibling. 

----- was like the sister I never had. (No. 47­
76 yrs.) 

She feels like a sister to me. I didn't have any 
sisters and not many cousins. I usually visit up there 
every year . We don' t write often but we keep in 
contact. (No. 131-81 yrs.) 

Of the eight respondents who describe their fictive family 

member as being like their CNl child, four are childless wcmen. Another 

respondent, whose only child is a daughter, describes the fictive child 

as "like a son" . This 'son's' biological parents Nere killed when he 

was sixteen years old and the respondent took him into her home. He now 
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lives in another province but they correspond regularly and he 

faithfully canes to see her once a year. A sixth respondent, whose only 

children are sons, says of her fictive child, "she's just like the 

daughter I never had". This yourg ~ lived with the resporxient for 

fifteen years arxi they have remained close, exchanging frequent weekend 

visits with each other. 

The nature of the tie between these childless respotldents and 

their fictive children very much resanbles that of natural parents arxi 

their off-spring. For exanple, a younger couple, whan a childless 

respondent describes as "in many ways closer than family", provide her 

arxi her husbarrl with the kind of assistance that children often give 

their parents. The fictive son took time off from work in the fall to 

help put on stonn windows, and both he and he wife assist the elderly 

couple with their craft shows. A second widowed respondent, and a 

younger woman whom she says is 11 just like the daughter I never had", 

shop together arxi visit frequently, seeing each other b«J arxi three 

times a week. A third wideNed childless respondent says of her fictive 

child, "I think of her as a daughter". This tie is a very important 

one, for this respondent has no other kin living nearby. The fictive 

daughter lives right across the street and they are in frequent contact. 

The younger woman provides a great deal of assistance and does such 

personal errands as banking and cashing cheques, fmlctions generally 

performed only by immediate family. She is also a confidant for as the 

respondent says, "I tell (her] things I never tell anyone else" (No. 52­

84 yrs.). A fourth childless respondent describes her close tie with 
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her godson and his wife which is very similar to a typical son and 

daughter-in-law relatianship.17 

They visit, remember us at christmas, easter, and our 
anniversary. They bring birthday cakes. She often 
calls on the r;ilone. (No. 35-74 yrs.) 

In concluding this discussion, it is evident that most of these 

wcmen are eui:)edded in dense family neb«>rks where contact is frequent 

and the relaticmships are high in quality. '!'he qualitative data support 

the notion that more distant, yet affectively close kin, can serve as 

substitutes in cases where a closer familial tie does not exist. 

Consequently, almst every respondent in this saq>le has at least one 

close familial or quasi-familial relationship NU.ch helps to support her 

view of herself as a ueaningfully connected human being. 'Itle remainder 

of this chapter examines respondent 1 s descriptions of Ml.at their 

families mean to them, and analyzes the ways in which family ties can 

either enhance or hinder the older wanan 1s attanpt to maintain her 

identity. 

THE MEANim OF FAMILY: THE CONTRIBUTION 
OF FAMILY NE'lW:)RKS TO IDENTITY MAINTENANCE IN OLD AGE 

In examining the interaction patterns of elderly MDen, a 

central objective of this study was to investigate the symbolic 

significance of respondent's relationships to significant others. 

Harever, asking people to define the meaning they associate with their 

relationships can be problematic. Although many of the respondents in 

this study were certain that their families were of paramount importance 

http:relatianship.17
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in their lives, sane had difficulty finding the words with which to 

express their strong feelings. 

They mean a lot to me, I don • t know just l'latl to put it. 

(No. 4-82 yrs.) 


That • s a hard one to put into K>rds. They mean an awful 

lot, I l'Olldn•t want to be without it; it • s hard to 
express. (No. 6-81 yrs.) 

As the next tNJ chapters will reveal, JOOSt of these respal'¥ients 

are actively participating in other networks as well. Thus, they are 

not solely dependent on family as their only source of meaningful 

primary relationships. Friends are particularly important in the lives 

of many of these wc:men and very few are without at least one close 

friend. However, when pressed to make a choice as to which is most 

important in their lives, for ·most (60%, N=142), 11 family definitely 

caues first"- "family comes ahead", "family, of course". For some it's 

"only natural" that family be a person 1s JOOSt .inp>rtant tie. 

Naturally you feel closer to your family. (No. 76-80 
yrs.) 

He all know that family is closer - you know what I 
mean? (No. 136-81 yrs. ) 

Only three respondents (2.1%) felt that friends were more .important. 

Some people perceive relationships with family to be 

qualitatively different fran those with friends (see also Hochschild, 

1973). Thirty-four percent of our respondents maintain that "you can't 

canpare them'' . 

Tiley are impJrtant in different ways. (No. 2Q-84 yrs.) 

There's a difference altogether. There's a different 
feeling between rJri child, rJri grandchild, and 11rf friends. 
It's a different kind of love. (No. 55-80 yrs.) 
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Fran those who were able to elq>lain in toore detail just what 

their families mean to them, we are able to glean sane sense of Wrrj it 

is that family is such a unique and all important tie in the lives of 

these elderly women, and :hc:M this social network can help an individual 

to maintain a viable self-image in later life. One of the most 

iup:lrtant meanings of family is that it is a unique source of identity 

bestCNll. It is within our families that our biographies begin and that 

we are each invested with a mrlque and particular identity (Weigert and 

Hastings, 1977). Weigert and Hastings (1977:1172) describe the family 

as, "a 'world', albeit a little one, in which selves emerge, act, am 

acquire a stable sense of identity and reality". 

As Chapter Four has illustrated, the identities of most of the 

w:men in this study are, and always have been, anchored within the 

family. Within this context, their images of themselves as 100thers, 

grandloothers, housewives, and homemakers evolved. It is also within 

this context that other dimensions of self such as sister, aunt, cousin, 

am sister-in-law have developed, each of these relations having the 

potential of becaning a meaningful identity-confirming self-other bond. 

Since, in later life, many of these waDel'l continue to be involved in 

their familial roles, family becaues a life-long source of identity and 

self-contirruity. In describing what family meant to them, at least 

fourteen resporrjents (12.1%, Table 5.15) elq>lained that family bestows 

meaning to self and gives purpose to life. 

My family means practically everything to me, that's 
what I've lived for. (No. 13-79 yrs.) 
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TABLE 5.15 

MI!'.ANIH3S ASSOCIATED WITH FAMILY 

Frequency Percentage of 
Response 

Given 
Respondents 

Giving Response1 

Meanings (N=148} (N=ll6} 

Gives Purpose and Meaning to 
Life am Self 

Part of Oneself or Extension 
of Self 

Soorce of Pride am satisfaction 

Gives a Sense of BelongiBJ, 
Being a Part of Sauething 

Soorce of Closeness, Love, am 
Affection 

5ecurity or Someone to Tum to 
for Assistance 

Other (e.g. "SaDeane to Confide 
In" I "SaDeane You can Do Things 
For") 

14 

4 

3 

25 

21 

67 

14 

12.1 

3.4 

2.6 

21.5 

18.1 

57.7 

12.1 

1Percentages are based on the total number of respondents (N=l16 since 
twenty-six respondents were unable to define the meaning of family); 
because sane respondents gave multiple meanirvJS, the total exceeds 
100%. 
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It gives you saaething to live for. Ever since I had my 
family my whole life has been wrapped up in them, to 
look forward to seeing them. (No. 60-74 yrs.) 

It means everything to you it's your life. (No. 141-67 
yrs.) 

Without a family, what would life be worth? (Nb. 87-82 
yrs.) 

William James, describing the eupirical self or "me" writes: 

... it is clear that between what a man calls me and what 
he simply calls mine the line is difficult to draw. We 
feel and act about certain thi~ that are ours very 
much as we feel and act about ourselves. OUr fame, our 
children, the work of our hams, JJB1f be as dear to us as 
our bodies are, . . . In its widest possible sense, 
hoNever, a man's self is the sum total of all that he 
can call his, not only his body and his psychic :pc:JWers, 
but his <;:lathes and his house, his wife and his 
children, his ancestors and friends, his reputation and 
works, his land and horses, and yacht and bank accOW'lt. 
All these things give him the same emotions (1890:291) . 

According to James, then, it is possible to conceive of such significant 

others as one's family members as a self-conp::ment or an extension of 

one's self. Significantly, family was described by some of the 

respondents as "part of me", or, "part of yourself" or, "flesh and blood 

of mine". 

'!'hey seem part of me. (No. 73-79 yrs.) 

My family mean a lot to me, you think that they are part 
of you. I think when I go there, they are my people. 
(No. 44-76 yrs.) 

Your family are part of yourself arXl your friends are a 
different category. (No. 77-82 yrs.) 

My family has always meant everything to me. They mean 
more to you, they are part of you. (No. 60-74 yrs.) 
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There's a closeness that you don't get if they are not 
blood. If you took that out of your life it would leave 
an awful void. I really think that family is the real 
thing, nothing can take the place of somebody who has 
your own flesh and blood no matter how much difficulty 
you may have hcrl. (no. 75-74 yrs.) 

This perception of one's family as "part of oneself", and thus 

part of one's biograp,.y, illustrates the way in which family contributes 

to self-continuity. nrus, even if an elderly wanan is not actively 

involved in the mother role, the JJIBOO:ty of these close ties can 

reactivate arxi reconfirm her sense of self as nw:Jther and hanemaker. 

The boys mean a tremendous amc:nmt to me. Well, they are 
_my children and I have always been close to them. The 
love for them for all those years - It's something fran 
the past that I hold onto for the present. (No. 77-82 
yrs.) 

In this regard, respondents terned to have various self-defining 

objects on display in their homes am JOOSt of these were either family 

related objects (e.g. children's or grarnchildren's school pictures and 

graduation P'lotos, baby pictures, wediing photos, tropues and various 

items that were gifts fran family members) or the products of their 

handiwork (e.g. quilts, mats, needlepointed pictures). Typically 

respondents insisted on shatling these items to the researcher while 

filling her in on the stories associated with each (e.g. "my grandson 

gave me that when he was a little boy", "my san brought me that fran 

Germany", "that was my daughters"). Observing these objects am 

listening to the stories, the elderly woman's family life and related 

biOQralily was made "nw:Jre real" to the researcher. 

Csikszentmihalyi and Rochberg-Haltan have fotJI'Xi that older 

people tern to value "objects of contemplation" or objects whose meaning 
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usually derives fran memories of past events and relationships. 11ley 

maintain that as one gr<:JNS older, "objects that stand for memories, 

relationships, family, and values become more praninent. In later life, 

possessions that represent belonging occupy center stage" (1981: 119) . 

Similarly, Disman ( 1983) has also found that older people cherish 

domestic P>SSeSSions that sezve as links to significant others and 

provide a source of self-continuity. Weigert and Hastings (1977) draw 

attention to' the special "archival function" of the family. It is seen 

as a lmique primary group in that it is a "repository of identity 

symbols" (e.g. snapshots, children's toys and other similar artifacts, 

family stories, diplanas, medals, ribbons and so forth) which help to 

define who N! are as individuals. These identity symbols, and the 

meaning they call forth, help the older irxiividual to "hold onto" the 

past and thus contribute significantly to the preservation of the 

individual's personal and social identities. 

By preservirg and displayirg relics of past identities 
in revered locations in the bane (graduation or baby 
pictures atop the T.V. or mantel, an epochal family 
portrait crlom.irg the daninant livingroom wall), the 
family constitutes an archive for particular and 
meaningful identities. In this way, the archival 
function provides proof and documentation of continuity 
of self by retainirg identities which are relevant to 
one's biogra);ily seen fran the perspective of the family 
(1977:1174). 

Related to the perception of family as "part of me" is 

identification with, and pride in, their achievements. The elderly 

mother can derive a sense of personal satisfaction and accanplishment 

fran the feelirg that she has "done a good job" in raising her children. 

Since family work ( includirg child-rearirg) was primarily 'women's 
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work', she can legitimately take sane responsibility for their success. 

Furthermore, the collective familial identity was very much a 

significant aspect of the personal identity of most of these elderly 

small tCH'l wanen. TJ:ms, the achievements and acquired status of one 

family member inevitably rubbed off an another. For these wanen, not 

only felt identity but social identity as well, were affected by hew 

well their children "turned out". Indeed, to have family in itself was 

a source of social status. To be without family draws pity. 18 

I think you would be quite lonely not to have anyl:xxiy, I 
pity those who have no family. (No. 81-84 yrs.) 

Oh I wouldn't want to be without any family, different 
one's in here don' t have any family and they say 
"Nmldn't I like to be you". (No. 128-78 yrs.) 

It has already been noted in Chapter Four that satisfaction in 

familial roles and pride in one's family can becane a meaningfully 

incorporated canponent of the older wanan's identity. Respondents 

described family as a source of pride and satisfaction in their attenpt 

to define the meaning of it. "I'm proud of them" was a typical preface 

to o 11111ents related to family. HoNever, it was in replies to the 

question - "what in your life has given you the greatest feeling of 

satisfaction"? that this meaning of family became most apparent. Sixty-

three (52. 9%) of the one-hundred and nineteen 100thers in the sample 

referred to "raising my children" or, "having rrry family". Twenty-two 

other women (15.5% of the total sample) found their greatest feeling of 

satisfaction in "married life" or in their roles as wives ("being a good 

wife") and hanemakers ("making a heme") • "nlat approximately sixty-four 

percent of these respordents (excluding the two never-marrieds) found 
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their greatest satisfaction in life to be within these traditional 

familially related roles points once again to the central!ty of family 

life in the lives of these women. 

Raising my children, seeing them do so well on their 
CN'l, succeeding in their ambitions. (No. 79-73 yrs.) 

Raising my children, knowing that they tumed out to be 
responsible. (No. 33-71 yrs.) 

To see my family doing what they have dane, we haven't 
had a lot for ourselves, but the kids all have 
sanething. (No. 17-70 yrs.) 

Perceived success in raising one's children was especially 

satisfying to several wanen who had been widc:Med early in life and 

endured the hardship of raising a family on their ON'l. '!be follONing 

respondent, whose lmsl::and died when her children were still very young, 

tex>k pride in the fact that, when others urged her "to :put the children 

out to banes", she refused and managed to raise them on her CN'l. Now 

she~. 

I 1 ve sanething to be proud of in my olden days, they 
think the t«)rld of their JOOther. (No. 88-78 yrs.) 

NJen asked, "Can you please describe just what your family means 

to you", at least t:Nenty-five respondents (21.5%, Table 5.15) explained 

that family meant, "a feeling of belonging" or, of being "a part of 

sanething" • 

I feel that when you are with your family it's the only 
time you really feel a part of sanething, you go back so 
far. You can have friends who are real close to you, 
l:ut it's not the same. (No. 59-81 yrs.) 

Everything, it means people to be in close contact with. 
It gives you a feeling of belonging, belonging to a 
group. It's that sense of belonging, we always were a 
close family. (No. 110-89 yrs.) 
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I think my family is togetherness for us, the closeness, 
being together. (No. 68-70 yrs.) 

KrlcMing that one is pnot of a larger family unit meaningfully 

locates the irxlividual in a very personal sense. People who have 

families _can feel intimately connected to others with whom they share a 

family history and collective identity (Weigert and Hastinds, 1977). 

'!be reverse of this feeling of belonging is loneliness, a feeling of 

beiDJ "alone in this world". A person who is involved with her family 

can avoid an overeDphasis on self. 

I don't feel alone. (No. 9-76 yrs.) 


In many ways it's a fulfillment of your life, especially 

since I've been alone, to lalow that I have family ... 

Anyone would have a very lonely life not to have any 

family. (No. 53-81 yrs.) 


Oh my family, they mean a lot to me and I realized it 

JOOSt when my husl:and died. You do not feel so left 

alone in the world. (No. 85-69 yrs. ) 


You never get a chance to be lonesane... A person 

without a family would be very lonely. You have 

children and grarxichildren to think about. (No. 58-74 

yrs.) 


Related to the previous meaning of family is the interpretation 

of family as a source of closeness, love and affection (approximately 

18%) • This type of intimate self-other bond contributes to the older 

individual's sense of self as a wanted and loved human being. 

It's just being close and feeling Nallted, you need to be 
close to saneone. (No. 97-70 yrs.) 


It's nice to knew you have saneone who loves you, you 

don't feel alone. (No. 101-77 yrs.) 


Love, if you have no love, you have nothing. Family 
love is special. (No. 107-82 yrs.) 
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If you should get married, you should have children. 
When you get older, that's the most pleasure in the 
world that you have. You go to vis!t them and they go 
to visit you. It's a closeness that you have. It's 
especially important to have a family when you get 
older. (No. 56-75 yrs.) 

They are love. (No. 45-83 yrs. ) 

By far the JOOSt caJIOOil description of the meaning of family 

given (57. 7%) was related to family as "a sense of security", 11saneone 

of your own to depen:i on11 "Know~ that there is someone there11 to• 

tum to for assistance, should it be needed, is very important to many 

of these women. 

It means a great deal to me. There is a sense of 
security, if I need anything I could call on any one of 
my sons and they ~d do anything they can for me. 

(No. 15-78 yrs.) 


Family means everything to me, I· lcncw if I need them, 

they are there. (No. 1-70 yrs.) 


You feel 100re secure, it's protection sort of. If I 

called an them, they ~d help me, even if they are far 

away. [Daughter] calls me twice a month as a rule. 

(No. 57-90 yrs.) 


Love and support, ~~· 11 cane to your rescue when you 

need them. (No. 47-76 yrs.) 

Sc:meone to tum to for assistance when it is needed, constitutes 

one of the JOOSt inportant of the elderly wanan's resources. While many 

respcnients feel that other network members (e.g. friends and neighbors) 

\'tOU.ld be willing to provide assistance if they were asked for it (and 

sane have actually provided it), it is family that the majority of these 

w::men depen:i on the na;t and receive the most help from. When asked if 

they had received various kinds of help from family during the past 

year, only twenty respondents (14.1%, N=142) reported that they received 
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no such help. '!be assistance that family provides aids the elderly 

woman in maintainiDd her image of herself as an independent 1not old' 

person. In );SI'ticular, such family aid allONS her to successfully 

project this image to others outside her inmediate family. 

Goffman ( 1959) has drawn attention to the fact that a great deal 

of social life involves creat!Dd an1 managiDd impressions. In order to 

effectively portray a favorable inpession individuals generally need 

the support and cooperation of others. 19 The older wanan 1s family 

members can, in this light, be interpreted as an imp::>rtant ];SI't of her 

"expressive equipnent" or "fl'a'lt", since they generally provide the 

backup which supports the definition of the situation that she tries to 

present to others. 20 One iq)ortant item of expressive equipnent is 

11personal front" which includes such things as the individual's age, 

sex, clothiDd, size an1 looks, and the like (Goffm:m, 1959:24). Control 

of appearance is one means by which an elderly woman can influence 

another 1s perception of her as an old or 1not old 1 person. A number of 

the respondents maintained that, "the wa:y people dress keeps them 

young11 
, and then revealed that they were e~~ploying this strategy as a 

means of maintainiDd a more youthful identity. 

When I fix up to go out, I fix up. I make myself look 
young, like I feel. (No. 88-78 yrs.) 

When I get out, I like to be dressed well. If you 1 re 
dressed well, I think you look younger and feel better. 
(No. 114-81 yrs.) 

Family (especially daughters and granddaughters) often 

contribute to the older woman 1 s appearance or personal front. 

Daughters, for example, can influence their mother's style of dressing 

http:others.20
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by either buying clothing for her or giving fashion advice. A case in 

point was a nursing bane resporXlent much admired by others for the way 

in which she was regularly well turned out. Her hair was always penned 

and she wore beautiful fashionable dresses bought for her by her 

daughters. Other wanen, when conplimented on their stylish clothing, 

jewellery (e.g. gold chains) , or eyeglass frames very often reported 

that they were gifts fran children or that a daughter or daughter-in-law 

helped in selecting the item. Grardiaughters can also be influential; a 

very fashionable seventy-four year old grandmother remarked, 

"[GRANDDAUGHTER] makes me feel younger, she 1s got me in pink jeans". 

Not all such advice is appreciated nor taken. A ninety-four year old 

respondent, when cauplimented an the very attractive and youthfully 

designed coat she was wearing, retorted, "my daughter made me buy it". 

This same Wllllall, an another occasion, showed the researcher her favorite 

in11dress, the one she was to be 11 laid out , as opposed to the one her 

daughter favored. 

In helping elderly ~ care for their homes and property (e.g. 

mowing grass, shovelling snow, doing repairs or giving advice an 

repairs) family, again, contribute to the image they project to others 

in the CCJIIIIUnity. The conditian of her surroundings can jeo);m'dize the 

older woman 1s 1not old' identity since an unkept lawn or a house in 

disrepair can create the stereotypic inpressian that a 11 little old lady11 

must be living there.21 

M:lre inp:lrtant, it is to a large degree because of the help that 

family provide that sane elderly N:men are able to continue to live in 

their CNl banes in the same neighborhood in which they have lived for 

http:there.21
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years. This not only contributes to their self-images as independent 

persons but to their self-continuity as well. Her location in her own 

heme and lifelong neighborhood also contributes to continuity by helpiOJ 

to keep the older \l01181l 1 s other neb«>rk ties in tact. Relocation, on 

the other hard, can threaten the older person's identity by disruptil)J 

or severing lifelong supportive ties to neighbors and frierXIs. "Givil)J 

up" one's home can negatively effect the elderly wanan's ability to 

project to others her identity as an indeper¥!ent person. Thus, to "give 

up" one's own home was interpreted as a sign of demise, an 

acknowledgenent by the individual in question that she was indeed now an 

old N:>man. Even if she was to sell her home and JJDVe to a senior's 

apartment, her JJDVe was still likely to be defined as "givinJ up" and a 

sign that she could no longer manage on her own.22 On the other hand, 

saneone who was "ninety plus and still livil)J in her own hane" (even if 

she was able to do so only because she had help fran others) , was 

greatly admired and a role JOOdel of sorts to other older people in the 

town. 

BeiOJ in one's own heme is important to identity maintenance in 

other ways as well. The family hcme is generally the center of family 

interaction (e.g. family get togethers and celebrations). Respondents 

with geograp1ically distant kin typically sp:>ke of children, sisters and 

brothers, and even nieces and ~ and cousins who came to visit 

amrually and, "they always stay with me". Those in apartments, in 

contrast, canplained of the lack of space for entertainiOJ and overnight 

guests. Loss of her home, then, can threaten the older wanan's 

perception of herself as a 11Dther and kinkeeper ("someone who works at 
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keeping family members in touch with one another", see Rosenthal et al, 

1981). She is denied access to tr..e reward drawn from the years of 

satisfaction she derived fran "making a bane" for her family. 

At least two respondents hinted that they were holding onto 

their banes because they felt that the family home was important in 

preserving the nature of their relations with their children. One of 

these is a ninety-one year old widow who lives alone in a huge old 

house. She has two children, each living in distant provinces and both 

making armual SUDIIIer visits. She is very close to her daughter and 

looks forward to her visit which always lasts a full month. When asked 

if she had any children, she replied, "oh yes, tr.a.t's one of the reasons 

I kept the house" - so that her children would have a hane to come hane 

to. The other respondent, a seventy-four year old wic::kw, who does not 

like living alone, has considered selling the house. Hcwever, she SCf1JS 

she will not do so "as long as tr..e children remain in the area". She 

also fears that, if she moved to an apartment, she might not have the 

"good neighlxlrs" that she has now. This woman, very much a lonely 

widc:w, wants to preserve the ties that she has, and fears that leaving 

her h::me will weaken them. 

The Family Tie as a Negative Tie 

Family assjstance, though it is ""'ery much appreciated and relied 

on by JOOSt of these elderly wcmen, can be a mixed blessing. While 

family can contribute positively, enhancing the older woman's ability· to 

maintain her identity in old age. ~;ey can, at the same time, threaten 

her image of herself as an independent, 'not old' person. Matthews 



241 

(1979a), drawing on excharrJe theory, argues that, although an elderly 

mother's relations with her children are very fnlx>rtant to her, they can 

have an adverse effect on her identity because the relationship tends to 

be an unl::alanced one. The old wcman occupies a powerless, sul:xlrdinate 

position in her family because she needs the services of her children 

but is able to give very little in retum. Unless she is scmehow able 

to balance the relationship she has no choice but to exchange compliance 

for the valued rewards she derives fran her relations with them. 

CcDpliance, however, is damaging to the older wanan's self-identity. 

One way of dealing with such a situation is to deny the 

significance of the help one does receive. Perhaps the greatest 

resource we have as human beings is our symbolic ability. Specifically, 

humans possess the ability to creatively interpret their objective 

situations in such a way that they can achieve favorable outCCJDeS; 

outccmes that are supportive of the way in which they prefer to view 

themselves and like to imagine they are vit!N!d by others. nrus, while 

never in total control of our interactions with others, we do possess a 

degree of freedan. 

In addition to the freedan to choose the situations that 
stimulate us, noted by Mead, we thus have considerable 
measures of freedan in interpreting the meanings of 
situations and encot.mters for our identities. We are 
only IBrtly bound by };ilysical events and only tenuously 
bound to the present. (McCall and Sinmons, 1978:250) 

'nlus, while elderly mothers may, in objective terms, appear to 

be quite dependent on their families in various wayS, they have the 

symbolic capacity to interpret their situatians much differently and 

thereby preserve their identities. Even though they were receiving some 
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assistance from family and others, most of the respondents in this study 

continued to perceive themselves as quite i.rdepeo:lent persons. When 

asked if they had received help of any kind fran family members, while 

pleased and proud of the fact that "the children are all so good to me", 

typically the researcher was also reminded that, "I am an indepenjent 

person., . 23 

I like to be ind.epeojent. (No. 51-74 yrs.) 

•
I've never been that I can't do it. I'm very 
.imependent. (No. 141-67 yrs.) 

I can stand on Iff'f CHl 'b«l feet. I 'm very independent , 
you have to be. (No. 97-70 yrs.) 

Even if she was receiving considerable assistance from her 

family, fran the older wanan' s point of view, this assistance need not 

be threatening to her identity if, according to her interpretation, this 

help is neither requested nor entirely necessary. Though children rMfJ!f 

insist on doing thirgs for her, she can maintain that she really doesn't 

need it - "they offer to do JOOre, I always say, 'there's no need of 

it' 11 An eighty-'b«l year old respondent, adamant in her insistence that• 

she and her husband were very in:ieperrlent people, appeared to be 

slighted by the researcher • s questioning on family assistance. She 

finally conceded that scae help was received by, if the children give 

assistance, "it's not due to necessity but to free will". 'lhus, the 

elderly mother's independent self-image can renain intact if she 

rationalizes that she did not ask her children for help, they 

vol'tmteered. 24 

It may also be the case that family do things for the elderly 

tl«)man which she does not define as help. Probably one of the more 
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important types of assistance that family provided respondents was 

transportation. However, they did not usually report this in their 

replies unless probed by the researcher. The provision of 

transportation did not appear to be perceived as help. If a child paid 

a bill or cashed a cheque, she was credited with providing assistance. 

However, if she drove her JOOther downtown so that she could pay the bill 

herself she was not. 

It may well be that many of these wcmen were reluctant to 

acknowledge that they had received assistance from family members 

because of their desire to protect their images of themselves as 

independent 1not old 1 persons. Gesser et al ( 1985: 12} reporting that 

"parents tend to perceive less help received than their children report 

giving" 1 suggest 1 

It is probable that the desire to maintain a belief in 
independence conditions hew parents and offspring assess 
the aJOOUI'lt of help received by parents. Parents are 
likely to downplay the aJOOUllt of help received, as that 
would constitute evidence of their dependence. 

Table 5.16 illustrates the various types of assistance that was 

received from fami 1y. Concentrating on our principal sample of 

conmunity-dwelling respondents, the roost COJtlliOil types of help were: 

sane form of personal services, for example, errands (59. 4%} , emotional 

or JOOral support (54.5%}, advice (52.5%} and, help with household chores 

(47 .5%). It is inp:>rtant to note that the vast majority of these wanen 

had not accepted housing fran their family, nor were they financially 

dependent on their children. 25 Thus, in avoiding these two types of 

assistance they were st:ared what MJUJ.d othezwise have been a likely 

threat to their identities. To be financially independent in North 
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TABLE 5.16 

ASSISTANCE RESPONDENTS RECEIVED E'R<Jtlt FAMILY 

Types of 
Help 

Received 

Camtunity­
DNelling 
(N=lOl) 

% 

Apartment­
DNelling 

(N=31) 
% 

Nursing 
Hane 

(N=lO) 
% 

Provide a Halle 

Financial Help or 
Loan 

Advice 

Personal Services 
(e.g. Errams) 

Help with Household 
Chores 

Halle Repairs 

Personal care in 
Illness 

Emotional or fobral 
Support 

Other Kinds of Help 
Not Mentioned 

1.0 

2.0 

52.5 

59.4 

47.5 

33.7 

25.7 

54.4 

44.5 

6.4 

45.2 

71.0 

25.8 

22.6 

80.6 

80.6 

10.0 

30.0 

70.0 

70.0 

50.0 

NOTE: 	 Twenty respondents (15 of the COJJIJI\mity-dwelling, 3 in the 
apuotment sample arxi 2 in the rmrsing bane) said that no help 
was received. 'l1le 'other' category is high mainly because it 
includes trausportation. 
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American society is highly prized, while to depend on others for 

economic sustenance leads to feelings of dependency and personal 

failure. To be old and accept a home fran one's children is to risk 

being vised as a b.trden and to abdicate one's identity as a self­

reliant human being. 

Only one quarter of the resporrlents received personal care in 

illness and this was generally short term assistance (e.g. "she came 

when I had J'ltlf operation"}, a finding that accentuates the relatively 

good health of this sanple of wanen. Although family (mostly children) 

did provide help with household chores, JOOSt respondents did the bulk of 

their own hou.seN)rk. Help generally took ~ form of spring cleaning or 

heavy chores (e.g. cleaning a carpet). Help with home repairs typically 

took the form of minor reprlrs, with most wanen rep:~rting that they 

hired outside help for major repairs. It thus appears that, although 

family were providing help, most of these wauen were relying to a 

considerable degree on their own resources. 

As MattheN9 also fowXl in her study, another means of redressing 

an unbalanced relationship is to insist an somehow reciprocating for 

assistance given. While more than willing to do for others with little, 

if arrf, expectation of sanething in return, resporrlents in this study 

were almost unanimous in their belief that their own reciprocation was 

essential. Almost ninety-four percent (N=142) believe that when others 

close to them do sanething for them, it is very important (81. 7%) or, at 

least sanewhat iq;:Jortant (12%) that they do saDething in return. Thus, 

while respondents, on the whole, do receive more assistance from their 

families than they give, often, as one respondent put it, "it's a mutual 



246 

arrangement" with help going in both directions. Only thirty-~ 

respondents (22.5%, N=142, 19.8% of the camnmity-dwelling) had not 

given sane fonn of help to a family member in the previous year. 

Table 5. 17 illustrates the various types of help that older 

women have given their families. It is interesting to note that, while 

only two percent of the community-dwelling had received financial 

assistance from family, almost forty percent claim to have given it. 26 

This is a scmewhat surprising finding since, while other studies have 

shcMn that financial aid between the generations does terr:i to flow 

dc:Nlward fran )im'el'lts to children (Shanas et al, 1968) this is a pattern 

more often typical of the middle class (Shanas, 1967) arxl this sample is 

not, on the whole, a high income group. 

OVer a third of the camn.mity-dwelling sample (35. 6%) reported 

giving advice ard eootional or moral support to their families. In 

addition to children, grandchildren and siblings were often the 

recipients. Elderly women can give such help regardless of their age or 

health status thus, many made use of the •telephone to dispense advice 

and give eJOOtional support while others wrote consoling letters. 

As might be expected, more respondents received personal care in 

illness (25. 7%) than gave it (14.8%). Children of course, are not as 

likely to require this type of assistance, ~r, older M:JDen can be a 

welcomed source of help for other ailing kin such as siblings or even 

in-laws - "I cared for rrry sister-in-law when she broke her leg" (No. 7­

69 yrs.). 
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TABLE 5.17 

ASSISTANCE RESPONDENTS GAVE TO FAMILY 

Types of 
Help 

Given 

Ccmnunity-
Dwelling 
(N=lOl) 

% 

A);BI'tment­
Dwellil'YJ 

(N=31) 
% 

Nursil'YJ 
Home 

(N=lO) 
% 

Provide a Halle 12.9 

Help with Child care 25.7 12.9 

Financial Help or 
Loan 39.6 22.6 20.0 

Advice 35.6 19.3 20.0 

Personal Services 
(e.g. ErrarXIs) 12.9 

Help with Household 
Chores 7.9 

Help with 
Home Repllrs 

Personal care in 
Illness 14.8 16.1 

Pmotional or ~ral 
SUpport 35.6 67.7 30.0 

Other Kinds of Help 
Not Mentioned 11.9 3.2 

I«JTE: 	 Thirty-two respo:OOents ( 20 in the conmuni ty""'<iwelling sample, 7 
in the a);BI'tments and 5 in the rmrsiiYJ hane) said they did not 
give help of arry ki:rxi. 
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It is impossible to say whether the assistance older ~give 

is as valuable as, or equivalent to, the help they receive. However, 

"token repayments preserve the price of older people" (Wentowski, 

1981 : 606) . Also, to focus on "help" is misleadiBJ" since, as already 

mentioned, it is not always clear what resporXlents define as "help". If 

we instead focus on the concept of reciprocation, and define reciprocate 

as, "to give ani receive mutually" (The Concise Oxford Dictionary), we 

get a clearer picture of the "little things" (e.g. loaning a car, 

altering a dress, knitting socks for grarxichildren, "pet sitting"} 

elderly women do which can make them feel that they are givers as well 

as receivers.27 Thus, a respondent, who is very crippled with 

arthritis, still manages to find ways of giving. 

I can do little things for them. I keep the grandsons 
in socks and the granddaughters in sweaters. If an 
emergency comes up I can help them out. (No. 45-83 
yrs.) 

Other respcnients described giving to family members in various ways. 

I have a daughter who works, so I do a lot of family 
work. I phone her at about half-past seven everyday and 
make sure she 1s up. (No. 84-67 yrs. } 

I wish you could see the tacking I do when I 1m out 
there. (No. 58-74 yrs.) 

I have two grandchildren who come here everyday for 
dinner. My daughter isn 1 t very well. I've been doing 
taking for her. (No. 74-73 yrs.) 

'!\«) resporXlents, who actually live in the haDes of their married 

children, still describe themselves as making a contribution. 

I do a lot of housework. I don't plan on sitting around 
doing nothing. (No. 61-80 yrs.) 

I get their meals eve~. I answer the phone and do 
many things. (No. 50-70 yrs. } 

http:receivers.27
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Even if the elderly woman has not been called upon to give 

assistance to her family, she can continue to feel needed and useful 

because she knows she is there should ~ need her. Thus, tN:> 

respondents, when they explained the meaning of family, did not describe 

family as dependency rut as interdepeOOency. 

Your family mean a lot to you because you know that they 
are there if you need them, and they kncw you are there 
if they need you. (No. 12-77 yrs.) 

I depem. on them am they depem on me. (No. 9Q-66 
yrs.) 

Also, in drawing upon family for assistance, the elderly wanan 

can preserve her self-image because the help her children give can be 

interpreted as 11deferred reward" or "delayed repayment" (Wentowsld., 

1981). Thus, while independence is definitely the preferred state, when 

it is no longer possible to maintain 1t, "dependency on children carries 

the least stigma" (Hess and Waring, 1978:310) and concanitantly, the 

least threat to the older individual's self-identity. It was typical 

for resporxients to say that they "feel JOOre canfortable" calling on 

family for assistance and that "there are a lot of things that you ask 

your family to do that you wouldn't ask your friends to do". It could 

be suggested that these mothers have unconsciously or consciously 

adopted the notion of "distril:ntive justice" (Homans, 1961), the idea 

that individuals should be rewarded proportional to their costs and 

receive profits proportional to their investments. In this vein, one 

respondent, describing what her family means to her, said, "you have the 

feeling that you can deperrj on them" and she explains why it is that she 

feels justified in her expectation. 
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I know that they will look after me because I have 
looked after them all my life. I spent a good many 
years looking after rrry family. (No. 50-70 yrs.) 

For quite a m.unber of these waoen, the best il'lb1.1I'an.Ce that their 

identities would be protected in later life (even if they had to accept 

assistance fran others) was to be fourxi in their fuixlamental belief in 

the principle that one should always be willing to help others. The 

knadedge that one has, in one's past, willingly done things for others, 

no doubt tenpers the negative effect that seeking help from others, in 

old age, can have on one's self-identity. Passing on this golden rule 

to one's children can also pay off, as this respondent illustrates. 

I always told them to be good and help anyone they 
could, arxi :ncM they do the same for me. (No. 134-70 
yrs.) 

Associated with the belief that one should help others was the 

notion that one should not elq)eet a reward in retuin. However, people 

who help others, in general, are eventually reimbursed for their good 

•deeds for, "sauewhere along the lien it comes back to you11 According 

to WentONSlti, 11generalized reciprocity" is usually 11considered the norm 

among close kin, and develops frequently aJOOng non-kin as well 11 

(1981:604). In close relations, where individuals share trust, 

repayment for favors given is often deferred ani both pn'ties in the 

exchange are satisfied with this. WentaElti (1981:604-605) explains 

that, 

n General!zed reciprocity11 occurs when the assistance 
given is not necessarily expected to be returned in 
exact proportion, if at all. . . . The assurrq;>tion is that 
relationships will balance themselves over the very long 
term. At scme points in time, individuals may put more 
into the systen than they are receiving, and at other 
points may withdraw, not necessarily fran the same 

http:il'lb1.1I'an.Ce
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people, more than they are contributing. "I' 11 do 
anything I can for them because, God krlcMs, I may need 
help myself saneday", is one wanan' s Wil'f of expressing 

. her confidence that the system of exchan1e to which she 
has contributed, can be counted an to aid her. 

Thus, regardless of how others may define her situation, the elderly 

woman, adopting the norm of generalized reciprocity, can interpret her 

relationship with her adult children as a balanced one, a return from 

investments made at an earlier period in her life. 

However, the inplct of family ties on an 'old age' identity goes 

far beyond the mutual exchange of goods and services. In sane cases 

family members help preserve the 'not old' identity of some of these 

women. In the folladng quotations, several respcnients draw upon 

family 'support' to confirm their contention that they are not yet 'old' 

people. 

My family don't think of me as being old. (No. 17-70 
yrs.) 

I know the boys don't [think I'm old], I'm just "Mmn" as 
I always was. (No. 77-82 yrs.) 

I know the grandchildren doesn't [think of her as old]. 
(No. 99-69 yrs.) 

My children always tell me that I'm not old. (No. 138­
65 yrs.) 

One respcnient even indicated an intuitive awareness that family 

members do indeed play a central role in identity maintenance and that 

it is thus crucial to retain their support. 

I think stay to the post till God wants you, then he' 11 
take you. A person shou..ldn' t give up, stand firm. If 
you give up then I think your family will give up too. 
(No. 88-78 yrs.) 
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Ha<ever, there was evidence that other wanen failed to receive 

such support. While family members may not directly state to such wanen 

that they are old, these wanen conclude that their families no longer 

see them as young, "by the things they do and say" , or when they "seem 

more protective" arxi begin to insist that they do things for her. 

My daughter is always saying don 1 t do this and don 1 t do 
that, she tries to take care of me. (No. 43-88 yrs.) 

Yes [they think I 1m old] , because they act that way, 
they think they have to help me. (No. 104-98 yrs.) 

They are always here to help me, "you can 1 t do this! " 
(No. 138-65 yrs.) 

The older person 1s image of herself as an indeperKient person is 

also threatened when children pressure their :parents to leave their 

haDes arxi move to a form of housing which they consider to be more 

appropriate for "a person your age" (i.e. an "old person") . Several of 

the respondents in this study revealed that they had experienced 

children trying to convince them to give up their haDes. While some 

canplied, others refused, and had devised strategies for dealing with 

the problem. One of these was a ninety-four year old widowed respondent 

who irately told the researcher that she JJXJVed to her senior 1s apartment 

only because her daughter "made" her sell her haDe. She also claimed 

that for the same reason, she sold her car arxi gave up driving. To 

suggest that an older person give up driving is to suggest that she is 

no longer a capable an:i responsible person since driving a car is a 

privilege granted only to those deemed capable and responsible. 

In contrast, an eighty-one year old \'Ollen, whose tN:> sons 

insisted that, because of her disability, she should move to a nursing 
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bane, relocated to an apartlnent of her own in another province where, at 

a safe distance fran what she perceived to be interferiDJ sons, "who 

were far too analytical", she was able to preserve her independence and 

autonany. Another resporxient, also pressured by her children to give up 

her haDe because of her poor health, manages to convince them that she 

is quite capable of managing in her own home by employirg a strategy of 

information control. She told the researcher, "they don't 1.cncJw about 

the attacks I have when I'm alone11 By withholding such information she• 

feels her children are less likely to try to prevent her fran staying in 

her CN'l heme, or spendiDJ SUJDDers at her cottage, both of which give her 

great pleasure. 

As noted in Chapter Three, it is very important to the older 

woman that she feel useful and capable, that she continue to do what she 

has always dane for as long as she possibly can, and, that she not "give 

in" to age. Family, apparently unaware of or insensitive to the older 

person's need to contrirute, often do not allow her this opportunity and 

so weaken her self-perception as a ca!p!tent, 1not old 1 wc:man. Tilus, 

one seventy-four year old respondent canpla.ined of a daughter-in-law who 

made her feel uncomfortable because she would not allow her to help with 

even minor housework. Another eighty-one year old respondent chose not 

to go and live with her granddaughter (even though the two have a very 

close relationship), rut to JOOve to a senior's apartment because, she 

wants to continue to run her own household. 

My granddaughter wanted me to go up with her. She 
doesn't want me to be alone. I don't want to go up 
there and do nothirg. She won't let me do anything up 
there. She wouldn't even let me do dishes. (No. 136-81 
yrs.) 
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The elderly person is especially likely to eJq;)erience the loss 

of beloved family members and this can be yet another threat to an 

already precarious identity. When a close family member dies, the older 

woman looses one of her JD:~St meaningful sources of self-reference and 

identity confirmation. Her sense of self-continuity is endangered as 

she canes to feel that "a part of me" is gone. 

A self eJq;)eriences not only the lost of the deceased 
family member but also of that part of self embodied in 
the concrete identity constituted by the relationship 
with the deceased. The death of a father forever 
destroys the interactional self which is "Dad's son" . 
The premature death of a daughter means not only the 
loss of the present identity as "Mary's M:m" but also 
the destruction of a biograpucal future involving self 
as parent and potential grandparent. (Weigert and 
Hastings, 1977:1176) 

For sane, the death of a family member contributes to the feeling that 

they are old. In the \ttOrds of one respondent, "I began to feel old 

after my husJ::am died" (No. 48-86 yrs.). 

However, contact with family members can be lost in other ways 

as well. For example, a divorce in the family can have unpleasant 

repercussions for all net \ttOrk members. A son or daughter's divorce can 

be especially painful if the elderly grandmother is cut off fran contact 

with her grandchildren (and thus denied support for her identity as 

grandmother) . An eighty year old widowed respondent told the researcher 

of the frustration and hurt she was experiencing because of her only 

child's divorce. She was especially unhaw:{ about the fact that, since 

her son's divorce, she has had no contact with r..er granddaughter who 

lives with her rother less than a block away fran her grandmother's 

bane. 
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Similarly, a seventy-none year old wi~ respondent, now 

childless, has only one grandchild am is most upset because she has no 

contact whatsoever with her granddaughter. This waoan 1s son (now 

deceased) am his wife separated several years ago. She blames her 

daughter-in-law for her loss of contact with her granddaughter saying, 

"she has turned her against me". nus wcman not a1ly bemoans her lost 

tie with her grandchild but is also saddened by the fact that she is 

denied a relationship with her great-grandchild. Thus, the respondent 

is not only deprived of her role as a grandmother, an identity that was 

once a source of pride, she is also deprived of her identity as a great 

grandloother, an identity that is also apparently valued by at least sane 

of these women. 

Family, as "a ];8I't of me", when they prosper, are a source of 

pride am their achievements or good fortune can enhance their mother 1s 

identity. Hi:H:!ver, when they do not live up to her ~tations, they 

can also be a source of hurt and even shame. This is a phencmenon that 

William James also makes us aware of when he describes all the possible 

canponents of a "man's me" . 

. . . his wife am children, his ancestors am friends, his 
reputation am works, . . . If they wane and prosper, he 
feels trillll'phant; if they dwindle am die~' he feels 
cast down, ... (1890:291) 

Meaningful family ties can also be lost as a result of major 

familial disagreements where a rift in the family develops. One 

respondent, for example, has a brother living very near to her yet she 

says, "I never go over there, we don't see eye-to-eye" am "we avoid 

each other" . ~ sisters, who were both interviewed, have severed their 

\ 
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tie with a third sister with whan they had a major disagreement. They 

have neither seen nor talked with their sister for thirteen years. 

Thus, to have family is not a guarantee that one will always have access 

to a source of positive meaningful primary relations. 

c::oN::LUSION 

In concluding this chapter it is important to emphasize that I 

for the majority of the respondents in this study, family constitute a 

positive influence that is of paramount importance in their lives. 

Indeed JOOSt of these elderly wauen perceive their family network to be 

the source of their most i.Dp>rtant ties. We have also seen that family 

members can, and usually do, provide a positive contribution to the 

elderly wanan's effort to maintain her identity. '!'he ideal situation 

is, of course 1 one where the older woman does not put all her eggs in 

one basket, and JOOSt of the :respoOOents in this study do not. ~t 

manage to maintain a viable sense of self by invoking support from a 

variety of different network ties and not becaning overly dependent on 

anyone. In the next two chapters the older wcman' s nan-familial ties 

are examined. Chapter Six looks at relations with friends. 
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FOOTNOTES 

1 	 Of the fourteen w::men (13. 9%} in the primary sample, who are 
childless, four are never-marrieds. One married childless woman 
had children who have died. Aoong the eighty-seven respondents who 
have children, in three cases reported livirg children were step­
children. In three additional cases, a "foster son", a "foster 
daughter" arrl a step son were included alorg with the respondent's 
natural children. 

2 	 Sale respondents also expressed concern over the cost incurred by 
the child. One respondent, discussing the expense of lorg distance 
pxme calls, said that she and her daughter had agreed not to call 
each other too often - "we have a piet, I don't want her to call 
me.... " Another, who had a comfortable incaae said, "I talk to 
them every week, the situation is, I phone to save their phone 
bill". 

3 	 Tile researcher witnessed a lot of 'dropping in' when frequently 
during or after the interview, a son or daughter unexpected!y came 
by. Intervie96 were also frequently interrupted by telephone calls 
fran children an:i other family members. 

4 	 This question refers only to 'family' (i.e. children were not 
specified) however, many respondents, especially those with 
children, tended to interpret family as one's children and thus the 
question stimulated discussion of the respondent's vie96 on parents 
and adult children living together. 

5 	 .Johnson and Bursk ( 1977) , investigating relationshi:ps between 
elderly parents arrl their adult children, found that there was a 
positive association betNeen a positive elderly parent - adult 
child relationship and good health status of the elderly parent. 
Poor health generally increases a parent's dependency on a child. 
To reiterate, JOOSt of our respondents (excluding the ten nursing 
haDe residents) have reasonably good health. 

6 	 Sixteen of the camnmity-dwelling respondents had an adult child 
living in their bane. Only one respondent was living in the home 
of a child. 

7 	 Younger (less than 80 years) and older respondents (80 years and 
over) were conpared as to the frequency with which a grandchild was 
seen. Younger grandmothers tend to see a grandchild more 
frequently than older grandmothers. For example, while 61.1% of 
the younger grandmothers see a grandchild as often as once a week 
or more, only 39. 3% of the older grandloothers see one this 
frequently. Tilere is little overall difference between them as to 
distance from nearest grandchild. Younger respondents probably see 
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their grarxichildren oore often since they are JOOSt likely to have 
younger grandchildren who tend to accanpany purents when they 
visit. Also, it is young grarx!children who go to grandmother • s on 
the way home from school, have lunch at her house or stay 
overnight. Older grandchildren are more likely to be busily 
involved in their own lives. 

e 	 Infrequent face-to-face contact, or geographic distance between 
grandmother and grandchild, does not necessarily lead to a less 
close relationship. Respondents were asked if there was a 
grarxichild to whan they felt closest and forty-four (3e%) had such 
a grandchild. Of these, ten (22. 7%) felt closest to a grandchild 
who lived the farthest distance SJHay. Nine other (20.4%) were 
closest to a gran:ichild they saw least often. 

9 	 Nine women (e.5%) had only one niece or nephew with whom they were 
in contact. Nine of the respondents (27. 3%) I who said they had a 
closest niece or neP'lew 1 were closest to one who lived the farthest 
aTIBf· Seven (21.2%) felt closest to one who was seen least often. 

10 	 Sixty-four percent of respondents less than eo years of age see a 
sibling as often as once a JOOI'lth or rore I while only 42% of those 
eo years and over do. At the other extreme, approximately 23% more 
of the older women see a sibling only once a year or less. 
Although the majority of both younger and older respondents have a 
sibling living within one-hundred miles, approximately 17% more of 
the younger wanen have one living in the same conmunity. Even 
relatively short distances can of course be problematic for the 
very old. While about 1e% more of those eo years and over do not 
call a sibling at all or only occasionally, 54.2% have called a 
sibling within the pi)St week canpared to 51 • 7% of the younger 
respondents. AlJOOSt equal proportions of both age groups write a 
sibling, with the older respondents slightly more likely to have 
written recently (e.g. 29.1% of those eo years and over had written 
within the previous tw::> weeks as canpared to 23. 2% of the younger 
women). 

11 	 While about 4% more widowed respondents than married saw a sibling 
as frequently as once a week or oore, about 8% oore of the marrieds 
saw one as often as once a month or more. Also, while 
approximately 35% of the marrieds saw a sibling only once a year or 
less, 46% of the wid.owed saw one only this often. Telephoning 
patterns wee similar with married respondents oore likely (11.5% 
difference) to have phoned a sibling during the past -week. 
Marrieds were also slightly JOOre likely to have written recently. 
These differences may be associated with tw::> factors. First, 
although the majority of both married and widc:N:!d respondents have 
a sibling living within one-hundred miles, a considerably larger 
proportion of the marrieds (15.4% difference) have one living in 
the camnmity. Secondly, wieboei respondents are, on the average, 
older in years than the marrieds. 
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12 	 The distance need not be all that great to prohibit frequent 
visitir¥1 since the health status of the respondent and/or her 
siblir¥1 is a crucial intervening factor. The importance of the 
tele~ in keeping kin in touch, where visiting is not possible, 
is illustrated in the following exaq>le. A seventy-seven year old 
widowed respondent, whose health is poor and JOObility limited, has 
two siblings living not all that far fran her (the nearest is seven 
miles away). However, neither of her sisters (both older at 83 and 
78 years) are very well and neither drive. The respondent's 
eyesight is so poor that she is unable to write letters. However, 
she and her sisters keep in touch for, as the respondent explains, 
"oh I phone everyday" • 

13 	 There were several other examples of situations such as these where 
written contact was the only form possible. Another way to bridge 
distance and maintain a tie is to send cards or flowers. One 
nursing heme respondent used to be visited regularly by her brother 
but has not seen him for a long time because he is ill. However, 
as she proudly revealed, he uses other means of lettir¥1 her know he 
is thinking of her - "he sent a plant for f.bther' s day". Flowers 
and cards. can be especially valued in the nursing home where they 
becaDe symbolic items on display, allowing the elderly resident to 
annDl.mCe to others that she is saDeOne who COW'lts with her kin. 

14 	 Family kinkeeper is an informal role that could also be a 
meaningful component of the identities of some older t.>Dnell. 

Rosenthal et al, found that, in many families, such a role did 
exist. They report that more than half their respondents 
"indicated that there was saDeOne in their extended family who 
could be considered to be a 'kinkeeper "' (1981:1) . They also found 
that "kinkeeping is primarily a female activity". At least two 
respondents in our study described themselves as kinkeepers. 

15 	 The researcher first began to take note of the importance of 
sister-in-law relationships as she observed the nature of the 
relationship between her landlady am her sister-in-law. These two 
wanen, living in the same town, keep in close contact. They see 
each other frequently (both belong to the same church am related 
organizations) and rarely miss a day without phoning to check on 
each other and chat about recent neN:J. The elderly sister-in-law 
returned to the town after spending JOOSt of her life in the U.S.A., 
leaving her children behind her. However, she is made very much a 
_part of her sister-in-law's family am including in almost all 
family gatherings and events. 
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16 One case, described to the researcher in detail, illustrates just 
how close 100re distant ties can becane. A sixty-nine year old 
respondent described the unique relationship which developed 
between herself and her lifelong neighbor, an unmarried 
schoolteacher, who had lived all her life with her two never­
married sisters. In her later years, both sisters having died, 
this neighbor woman found herself alone, in very poor health and in 
need of care. The respondent initially began taking meals to her 
and sitting with her each night 1mti1 bedtime. Finally, as her 
neighbors health grew worse, the respondent converted her 
diningroom into a bedroan and brought the elderly wanan into her 
haDe where she cared for her and made her a part of the family. 
(The researcher was s11c:Nl albums of family J;ilotos, where on every 
special occasion, the 'adopted' family member appeared in the 
pictures. 'nlere was one album devoted entirely to photos of this 
woman as she celebrated various birthdays and events). This 
respondent provided care for her elderly friend until the 'i>'OIIall's 
health declined to the state where care in the bane was no longer 
possible and she was admitted to the local rmrsing home. Until 
this elderly woman's death, the respondent went to the home 
everyday to visit and feed her. 

17 	 '!\«) other respondents described fictive-kin relations that were 
based, at least in part, on god-parenting. One of these, a 
seventy-year old woman, is godmother to her fictive sister's 
daughter. Her own daughter is close in age and she and her 
JOOther's godchild have also developed a close relationship - "she 
was my neighbor when I moved here fifty-one years ago. Her 
daughter is I'lt'f godchild. We call about three or four times a week. 
My daughter and I'lt'f godchild grew up together and they are the best 
of friends" (No. 68). At a time when 100re people are choosing to 
remain childless and couples are having few children, it would be 
interesting to investigate the current prevalence of godparenting 
and the nature and strength of these ties. It is possible that 
this could be another source for a close tie in later life. 

18 	 Hochschild also noted the association between having children and 
having status. Discussing her elderly respondents, she writes, 
"among themselves the old often discussed their kin, and, as 
suggested earlier, the 100re children, the higher their status in 
the old age canmunity. Residents showed off and shared their 
visiting relatives" (1973:93). 

19 	 It is especially important that 'old people' manage the impressions 
they portray since they must constantly be on guard so as not to 
allow information to slip out which could be interpreted as a sign 
of oldness. Others may well be looking for such signs in order 
that they may confirm their interpretation of the person in 
question as 11old and failing" . 
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20 	 Goffman defines "front" as "that part of the individual's 
performance which regularly functions in a general and fixed 
fashion to define the situation for those who observe the 
performance. Front, then, is the expressive equipnent of a 
standard kind intentionally or unwittingly employed by the 
individual during his performance" (1959:22) . Goffman' s analysis 
of social interaction here focuses upon performance situations but 
can be expanded to an analysis of a series of situations and social 
relationships (see Introduction, pp. 1-16, Goffman, 1959). 

21 	 This applies to the interior as well as the exterior of the home. 
In the course of interviewing, the researcher was intrigued with 
the observation that in the haDes of several of the childless 
resporxlents, decor had not been altered in years. It was as though 
time had stood still for thirty years or more (e.g. dated 
wallpaper, antique furnishings, old appliances, etc. One widowed 
woman kept her deceased husband's pipe sitting in an ashtray on the 
sidetable, it was just as though he had placed it there years 
before). While other respondent's banes were not always entirely 
roodenll.y furnished, there were al.Joost always sane objects present 
that wee symbolic of the present era and very often these were 
gifts from children (e.g. toaster ovens, stereos, and various 
electrical gadgets and appliances). It was the researcher's 
conclusion that children and gramchildren play a part in keeping 
the older person aware of and up with recent trends and styles 
(and, in this way, do help to keep the older wanan 'young'). 

22 	 In making such a JOOVe, the individual also risked being defined as 
one who really didn't qualify and was relying "on the government" 
when they could "tBY their own way". According to the Senior 
Citizens Housing Author!ty, residents were aware of the stigma 
attached to this type of housing. They knew that many saw them as 
"a burden on the town and the t~r". Some women, possibly for 
this very reason, chose to rent private ap!I'tments and preserve 
their independent self image in the town. Actually, once there, 
the move to a senior's ap!I'tment could enhance the older woman's 
ability ot project an independent self. "nlese apartments, designed 
specifically for elderly people, were easily maintained (also 
maintenance staff looked after repairs and little problems) so that 
less assistance was required fran family or others. In this 
context, the elderly woman was also less likely to encounter 
situations that would remind her of her limitations and 
concomitantly - her age. 

23 	 Also, while an elderly wanan may have depended on others for some 
services, she was in many other ways self-reliant. Her self­
perception as independent was probably focused more on what she 
could do than what she could not. Also, help from children or 
friends did not appear to be as threatening as needing the 
assistance of a h.anenaker. Several respondents wee proud of the 
fact that ~ did not need a hcmemaker - "everybody in here has a 
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hanemaker, I don't ask anybody to do anythi~ for me. I do rtf':{ own 
washing, cleani~, electroluxi~, bald~ and cooki~11 (No. 127-94 
yrs.). This respondent, did, hi::N:!ver, receive other forms of 
assistance from family and friends. 

24 	 Salle respon:ients also appeared to interpret the question, 11what 
kind of help did you give11 ? to mean that there was an implication 
that their children were less . than indeperr;ient people. Hence, 
there were many assurances that children were self-sufficient: 
"there's nothing they need11 

, 
11 they haven't needed it", and 11 they 

are quite capable" are typical examples. These protests could also 
be functioning to preserve the older woman's identity. That is, 
one need not feel incapable of givi~, if family do not require 
one's assistance (e.g. "I could be of assistance, but they don't 
really need it") . 

25 	 Only five respondents reported receiving financial aid of any sort 
fran family. The aJOOUnt of assistance in each case was not large 
ani generally took the fo:nn of gifts of money given at Christmas or 
on birthdays. One rmrsi~ heme respon:ient received a monthly 
contribution from her daughter, a small sum which she used to pay 
her pxme bill and purchase little extras. 

26 	 This financial assistance was, with the exception of six cases, 
given to children. In one case, an unmarried childless respondent 
was financially assisting her niece. ~ other respondents were 
contributi~ to a grandchild's education. 

27 	 Sane respondents possessed expertise that enabled them to assist 
children in less conventional ways. An eighty-one year old 
respondent can no longer bowl but she lcnoN; a lot about bowling, 
and trained as a stenographer, she types. She proudly aiU'lOW'lCed 
that she provides assistance to her daughter's bowling team­
.. [daughter] bowls and I do the statistics for bowling11 (No. 6) . 
Another sixty-nine year old woman, physically frail, has worked 
with her husband in their grocery store for many years. His 
:parents 1'lCM retired, a son operates the store and she contributes 
her experienced assistance in helping him "with the books11 (No. 
22). 



CHAPTER SIX 

"Sl'RONG AND ENDURING TIES: THE OLDER 
~· S FRIENDSHIP NE'lW:>RK" 

Chapter Five has illustrated that, through meaningful 

interaction with family manbers, important dimensions of the older 

w:Jman's identity are realized and confirmed. ~r, these are not the 

only ties which give meaning to older wanen's lives and support to their 

identities. In the next tw:J chapters, respondent's relations with 

friends and neighbors and their involvement in various groups and 

organizations are examined. Again, as in Chapter Five, data on the 

structural and associational features (e.g. number of friends or 

neighbors, sex, geographical proximity and concerns such as frequency of 

contact) of each of these networks are presented. This is done first in 

order to examine the actual availability of these relations and 

involvements as possible resources for wanen in their later years of 

life. As each netw:Jrk is examined, the way in which it contributes to 

the older woman's self-identity is then analyzed. 

THE FRIENDSHIP NE'.MJRK 

"A friend is saneone to whom you are important and who 
makes you feel important". (Lopata, 1979:204) 

Blau (1973:63), conunenting on friendship in old age, writes: 

"just when friendship becanes most important, friendship opportunities 

are fewer than ever before" . Old age is indeed, a "unique context for 

263 
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friendship" {Matthews, 1986a:245) in part, because the maintenance of 

friendships at this period in life becanes increasingly precarious. To 

begin with, "the age cohorts to which the old belong are shrinking11 

{Mat'tllews, 1986a:246), thus decreased interaction with friends may occur 

simply because fewer friends are available. In addition to the 

increased likelihood that many of their good friends will have {:SSSed 

on, life changes such as a decline in health, disability, or difficulty 

in obtaining transportation combine to limit the opportunity for 

maintaining old friendships or developing new ones. However, despite 

the unique contingencies that can threaten the friendship network in 

later life, the findi.n1s of this study confirm those of a number of 

previous others (e.g. Harris et al, 1975; Powers arxi Bultena, 1976: 

cantor, 1979; Chappell, 1983) that for many, meaningful friendships do 

exist in later life. 'lbe vast majority of the respondents were well 

integrated into a friendship network and enjoyed meaningful involvement 

with at least one close friend or "intimate other". MJst importantly, 

the data confirm that, in old age, the friendship neb«>rk can continue 

to be a viable source of meaningful identity confirming self-other 

bonds. 

CHARACTERISTICS OF RESPONDENTS' FRIENDSHIP NE'll'DRKS 

Availability of Friends and Aloo\mt of Contact 

Looking first at friendships in general, respondents were asked, 

"About hew many friends would you say you have?" Perhaps their response 

is unique to the small town context in which these wanen are located. 

Certainly, the majority claim to have a substantially large number of 
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friends. Slightly more than three-quarters (76%) of the conmunity­

dwellin:r sample said that they had 11 loads of friends 11 or 11many more.. 

than nine or ten. Seventeen respondents (17%) said they had fran seven 

to ten, six (6%) that they had at least three and not one respondent 

reported havin:r no friends whatsoever. 

Of mre concern was whether or not resporrlents had at least one 

'close' or 'intimate' friend. Thus, they were asked, 11of these friends, 

who do you feel to be 'close friends'? 11 According to these data, more 

intimate friendships are also plentiful. Ninety-seven of the camm.mity­

dwellin:J respondents (96%) reported having at least one close friend and 

only four women (4%) claimed to have none at all.l While eleven 

respondents (10.9%) had only one close friend, more than one half 

(52.5%) had from bt.o to four and abau:t one third (32.7%) listed as many 

as five. 2 '!be average number of close friends was 3.4. Tables 6.1 and 

6. 2 illustrate the incidence of 'friends' and 'close friends' according 

to chronological age. 

There is, as might be expected, evidence here that the 

availability of friends (especially these of the same age cohort) does 

decrease for individuals who are well advanced in years. Conunents like, 

11but of course you know they are dying off" (84 yrs.), "they are all 

gone11 
( 98 yrs. ) , 11most of the people our age are thinning out" ( 86 

yrs.), were most typical of respondents who were over eighty years of 

age. Nevertheless, many who are well into their eighties and beyond, 

still think of thenselves as having a number of friends and, more 

.inp>rtantly, most report having at least one close friend. 3 
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TABLE 6.1 

NUM3ER OF FRIENDS BY AGE GROUP 

Age categories 

Number of 
Friends 

65-74 
(N=47) 

N % 

75-841 

(N=40) 
N % 

85 And Over 
(N=13) 

N % 

None 

One or 'lWo 1 2.1 

Three to Six 3 6.4 1 2.5 2 15.4 

Seven to Ten 8 17.0 6 15.0 3 23.1 

M:Jre than Ten 35 74.5 33 82.5 8 61.5 

TOTALS 47 100.0 40 100.0 13 100.0 


1Because of one no answer in the 75-84 age category, N=40. 
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TABLE 6.2 

:r«M3ER OF CLOSE FRIENDS BY AGE CATEGORY 

Age categories 

65-74 75-84 85 And OVer 
Number of (N=47) (N=40) (N=13) 
Friends N % N % N % 

None 2 4.2 1 2.4 1 7.7 

Only One 3 6.4 7 17.1 1 7.7 

'!\«) to Four 24 51.1 20 48.8 9 69.2 

Five or 1\tJre 18 38.3 13 31.7 2 15.4 

TOTALS 47 100.0 41 100.0 13 100.0 


A decrease in the availability of close friends is more notable 

within our two contrasting sample settings. Though a majority of 

respondents in both of the non-cammmity-dwelling ~les (60% in the 

rmrsing haDe, 77. 4% in the apartment canplexes) have at least one close 

friend the proportion of respondents in these settings, who report that 

they do not have a close friend is considerably higher. Forty percent 

of the nursing home ~le (three of these four are over eighty) 

canpared to 4 percent of the conmunity-dwelling (only one of whom is 

over eighty) said they did not have a close friend. r.tJre interesting is 

that close friendships are also less frequently found. in the senior's 
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apartment sample where approximately 23 percent (seven respondents, four 

of whan are over eighty) said that they did not have a close friend. 

This finding runs contrary to RosCM 1s (1967) thesis that old people who 

live among other old people make JOOre friends than old people who live 

in age-integrated settings. Despite the increased opportunity for 

friendship formation among age peers within the senior•s apartment 

setting, only 12 (38.7%) have a close friend who is a fellow resident. 

Of all sixty-four close friendships that these respondents reported, 

slightly JOOre than 70 percent involved friends who lived outside these 

buildings. It is, of course, impossible to say whether the fewer close 

friendships found in the nursing hane and apartment samples is a 

function of the setting (and relocation) or if these wanen consistently 

had fewer close friendships before entering this setting. 4 

Geographically distant friendships are in the minority, and of 

those who have close friends, most live quite near than (Table 6. 3) . 

Indeed, close friends are often neighbors; fifty-six respondents (57. 7%) 

reported that at least one of their close friends lived in the same 

neighborhood (thirty-three of these (59%) living as close as "next door" 

or "across the street") . ttbst (92%) have at least one close friend who 

lives in the same town, and a majority (67%) have all of their close 

friends living no further than 15 miles from them. Looking at JOOre 

geogra.pllcally distant friendships, while 27 percent of those who have 

at least one close friend (26 respondents) have one who lives more than 

twenty miles away, less than half of these (12.4%) have one living more 

than one hundred miles fran them. Less than 10 percent of these 

respondents have a close friend living outside the province. 
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TABLE 6.3 

DISTANCE :m.a-1 GEOGRAPHICALLY NEAREST CLOSE FRIEND 

Location 

Ccmmm.ity­
Dwellil'YJ 

(N=97) 
% 

A};m'tment 
Dwellil'YJ 

(N=24) 
% 

Nursil'YJ 
Hane 
(N=6) 

% 

Total 
Sample 
(N=127) 

% 

In this House 1.0 0.8 

In this Neighborhood 57.7 50.0 33.3 55.1 

In this Ccmnunity 33.3 25.0 50.0 32.3 

Within 100 Miles 7.2 20.8 16.7 10.2 

Elsewhere in the 
Province 

1.0 0.8 

Elsewhere in the 
Maritimes 

Elsewhere in Ga1'lcda 

OUtside canada 4.2 0.8 

Due to roundirYJ not all totals equal 100%. For apartment-dwelling 
respondents, close friends who lived in the same building were 
categorized as "In this Neighborhood... NursirYJ bane respondents whose 
nearest close friend lived in the building were also categorized this 
way as opposed to "In the Same House... 
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As Fischer ( 1982) suggests, because of the cost involved in 

maintaini~ them, distant ties can be problematic for elderly people. 

Thus, in the later years of life when personal resources are limited, 

many older people are constrained to seek associates from within their 

camnmity or even their own neighborhood. In this study, length of 

residence is also a factor associated with the likelihood of evolving 

friendships with neighbors and fellow residents (Hess, 1972). Many of 

these women have lived their entire lives in this town and more than 

threEH;Iuarters have lived in the community for be'lty years or more. 

t.mt do not appear to have travelled extensively so that, throughout 

their lives, the opportunity for developing more distantly located 

relationships has been limited. 

Looking briefly at the two non-community-dwelling samples, 

though the proportions are smaller, the majority of those who have close 

friends have one living as near as the same COIIIIIUility. For example, of 

the six nursing haDe respondents who have a close friend, five (83.3%) 

have one who lives in the town. M:lst of the apartment-dwelling also 

have at least one close friend who lives in the town, however, the 

proportion (75%) is sanewhat smaller than it is for the community­

dwelling (92%) . This may be due to the fact that fewer of these 

respondents are lifelong residents. Slightly over half (51.6%) have 

lived in the ccmmmity for less than twenty years. However, close 

friends, if not living in the same town, are not all that far away. Of 

the 25 percent of the apu-tment--dwelling respondents whose nearest close 

friend lives outside the camnmity, 21 percent live within 100 miles, or 

not much more than an hours drive away. 
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M:>st (82%) of those who have close frierm see at least one of 

their friends as frequently as once a week or more (Table 6.4). Not 

surprising, nursing bane residents do not see their frierm nearly this 

often. Indeed, half of the nursing bane sample, who said they had a 

close friend, see that friend not much more than once or twice a year. 

With the exception of ten wane.n (41.7%) whose nearest close friend lives 

in the same blilding and is seen daily, apartment-dwelling respondents, 

on the whole, do not see their frierm as often as the camnunity­

melling. Only about 62 percent see a friend as frequently as once a 

week. 5 

Consistent with the data presented in Table 6. 4, most 

respondents also report that they have seen a close friend recently 

(Table 6.5). Approximately 92 percent of the cOJJIIJllmity-dwelling have 

seen a close friend as recently as a week ago or more, and 73.1 percent 

as recently as a couple of days ago or more. Once again, although 

respondents in the two smaller samples have also seen a friend 

relatively recently, they have not done so as recently as the conmnmity­

melling. 

Respondents also make ample use of the telephone as a means of 

keeping in touch with their frierm (Table 6.6). About 92 percent of 

the camrunity-dwelling have called a close friend as recently as a week 

ago, 74.2 percent as recently as a couple of days ago. Telephone 

contact with friends does not appear to be a viable alternative for 

nursing heme residents. Although two respondents had called a friend as 

recently as a couple of days ago, and another, a week ago, half of the 
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TABLE 6.4 

K>S'l' FREQUENTLY SEEN CLOSE FRIEND 

Frequency Seen 

camrun.ity­
IH!lling 

(N=97) 
% 

Apartment 
!Melling 

(N=24) 
% 

Nursing 
Hane 
(N=6) 

% 

Total 
Sample 
(N=127) 

% 

Everyday 24.7 41.7 16.7 27.5 

At Least 1/Week 

At Least l/M:mth 

At Least l/Year 

Less Than 1/Year 

57.7 

13.4 

3.1 

1.0 

20.8 

16.7 

20.8 

33.3 

50.0 

48.0 

15.0 

8.7 

0.8 

Due to rounding not all totals equal 100%. 
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TABLE 6.5 

CLOSE FRIEND LAST SEEN 

Ccmnunity­ A);artment Nursing Total 
Dwelling Dwelling Hane Sample 

(N=97) (N=24) (N=6) (N=127) 
Last Seen % % % % 

Today 

Yesterday 

A Couple of Days Ago 

A Week Ago 

A tblth Ago 

A Year Ago 

More Than A Year Ago 

11.3 

34.0 

27.8 

18.6 

7.2 

1.0 

29.2 

25.0 

4.2 

16.7 

20.8 

4.2 

16.7 

33.3 

16.7 

16.7 

16.7 

15.0 

32.3 

22.8 

17.3 

10.2 

Due to rounding not all totals equal 100%. 

2.4 
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TABLE 6.6 

RESPONDENT LAST PHONED A CIDSE FRIEND 

Ccmmmity­ AJ;SI'tment Nursing Total 
Dwellin;;r Dwellin;;r Halle Sample 

Iast Phoned (N=97) (N=24) (N=6) (N=127} 

Today 18.5 8.3 15.7 

Yesterday 22.7 20.8 21.2 

A Couple of Days Ago 33.0 16.7 33.3 29.9 

A Week Ago 17.5 29.2 16.7 19.7 

A M:mth Ago 5.1 12.5 6.3 

M:>re Than A Year Ago 
or Occasionally 3.1 12.5 50.0 7.1 

Due to rounding not all totals equal 100%. 

N:JDen in this setting who have close friends either do not phone them at 

all or do so only occasionally. Health problems are a factor here. At 

least one resporxient has a severe hearing impairment and cannot use the 

tel~, another cannot talk on the telephone with her friend because 

her friend has a hearin;;r iqlairment. Respondents in the apartment 

sanple also do not appear to have as much tel~ contact with their 

friends as the camnmity-dwelling. Twelve women who have at least one 

close friend in the t:uilding, have little need to phone them. However, 

even when these respol'Xients are excluded, only 66.7 percent canpn'ed to 
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92% of the camrunity-dwelling have called a friend as recently as a week 

ago. 

Respondents have also received telephone calls fran their close 

friends recently. While 92 _percent of the camrunity-dwelling sample 

have called a friend as recently as a week ago, 90 _percent have received 

a call fran a friend this recently. 6 If telephone contact can be taken 

as an indication of the significant role that friendships play in the 

lives of older _people, it is interesting to note that these elderly 

wanen appear to have slightly more telephone contact with their friends 

than their children. While ab:Jut 79 _percent had phoned a child as 

recent!y as a week ago or more, 92 _percent had phoned a close friend 

this recently. Similarly, while 82 _percent had received a call from a 

child as recently as a week ago or more, 90 _percent had received a call 

fran a close friend in this period. 

As most respondents talk with their friends on the telephone 

often and live at no great distance from most of them, letter writing is 

not typically used as a means of keeping in touch. Only ten of the 

camnm.ity-dwelling respondents (10.3%) reported writing a close friend 

as recently as a month ago or more. Similarly only ten respondents 

reported that a close friend had written them as recently as a month ago 

or more and 87.6 _percent said that their friends either did not write at 

all or only occasionally. 7 

Duration of Friendships 

While some respondents have developed relatively recent 

friendships, illustrating that while old friends may be lost in later 
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life new relationships can be established, JOOSt have close friendships 

that have endured over many years. Eighty-seven (89. 7%) of the 

respondents who have at least one close friend have one whan they have 

krlcNl for twenty years or more. Fifty-six (57. 5%) have at least one 

whan theY have krlcNl for forty years or rore, and at least thirty-five 

( 36 .1%) have a close friend whom they have known for an entire lifetime. 

Looking at recent relationships, twenty-two w:men ( 22. 7%) listed at 

least one close friend whan they had krlcNl for less than five years and 

forty-three wanen (44.3%) one whom they had known for less than ten. 

A number of respondents in this study made a distinction between 

their 'old friends' and those they had acquired nx:>re recently. This 

finding lends support to Matthews' (1986a; 1986b) thesis that, in order 

to understand friendship in later life, it is important to investigate 

not only current rut past friendships. Past friendships can affect 

"present friendships of the old with respect to both who their current 

friends are and the meaning assigned to them" (MattheN:;, 1986a: 1). 

Connectedness or Density 

People who live many years in one camnmity are likely to have 

high density networks. Fischer (1982) describes neb«Jrk density as, the 

extent to which network meni::ers are interconnected. Thus, density is a 

measure of the number of a person's associates who are also associates 

of one another. The connectedness of respondents' friendship networks 

was examined by' asking, "For each of the close friends that you have 

listed, does he/she knew any of the others?" and "can you please tell me 

who knows who else?" Forty-one waDell in the conmunity-dwelling sample 



277 

{47. 4%, N=86) rep:::>rted that all of their close frierrls knew each other. 8 

Seventeen respondents {19.8%) said that three or more knew each other 

and another nine {10.5%) that at least two knew each other. In all, 

over three-quarters (77%) had at least b«:l frierrls in their network who 

also knew each other. 

Overlapping or Multi-Strandedness 

In a small town context it is also likely that relations overlap 

and reinforce one another (Fischer, 1982) . That is, network ties tend 

to be multi-stran:ied such that one individual is involved with another 

in several different ways. Though we did not formally measure the 

extent to which respondent's frierrlship ties were multi-stranded there 

is sane evidence to suggest that there is considerable overlappin:;J. For 

many respondents, their neighbors are also their frierrls. Since the. 

social activity of most is confined primarily to the local canmunity, it 

was also not unccmnon for respondents to p:::>int out that they belonged to 

the same church group, senior's club, or voluntary association as one or 

100re of their close frierrls. 

Age Honx:?phily 

Consonant with a rmmber of previous studies (Hess, 1972; Powers 

and Bul tena, 1976; Chappell, 1983) respondents tend to have close 

frierrls who are similar to them in age. Of all close friends listed, 65 

percent are age peers and about 92 percent of the conmrunity-dwelling 

resp:::>ndents have at least one friend who is close to them in age. 9 

flcN:!ver, and again consistent with the findings of other studies (Powers 

and Bultena, 1976; cantor, 1979; Cohen and Rajkowski, 1982; Usui, 1984), 
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our data also reveal that older people's friends are not exclusively age 

peers. Of all close friends, 34 percent were younger than the 

respondents and two had friends who were considerably older. Sixty 

respondents (61.8%) have at least one close friend who is ten years or 

more younger than they are, fifty-two (53.6%) have at least one who is 

fifteen years or more younger, while benty-three wanen (23. 7%) have at 

least one who is thirty years or more younger than themselves. The 

older the individual, the more likely it is that she has youn;,;er friends 

in her friendship neb>Drk. Thus, while 53. 2 percent of those 65-74 

years had at least one younger friend, 58.5 percent of those 75-84 years 

did, and 84. 6 percent of the respondents who were 85 years or over had 

at least one friend who was ten years or more younger than themselves. 10 

Though respondents referred to them as friendships, a rnmiber of 

these relationships are familial in nature and resemble the •fictive 

kin' described in Chapter Five. For exaJrple, a seventy-four year old 

childless respondent, who listed a fifteen year old gir1 as one of her 

close friends, has what could be described as a quasi-grandparental 

relationship with her. The close relationship developed when the 

respondent cared for the girl when she was an infant and throughout her 

childhood while her mother worked. Though the respondent now lives sane 

distance fran her young friend, this girl telephones frequently and 

often comes to town on the school bus to visit with her. 

She phones once a week for sure, we got very close 
through taking care of her. (No. 89} 

http:themselves.10
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A second example involves a seventy-one year old respondent who had 

developed a very close relationship with her twenty-five year old next 

door neighbor. 

She sort of adopted us as grandparents. (No. 33) 

Other close friendships with non age-peers are based on a 

sharing of similar interests which no doubt strengthens the bond and 

obliterates the age difference. For example, one respondent and her 

friend share a lifelong interest (and careers) in music, they treat one 

another as family am have spent christmases together for a number of 

years. 

Sex Homot:hlly 

OUr data confinn the findings of previous studies (e.g. Powers 

and Bultema, 1976; Usui, 1984; Matthews, 1986b) that older people's 

close friends tend to be of the same sex. Of all close friendships, 

over 90 percent were same sex and although fourteen respondents ( 14.4%) 

included males among their close friends most of these cross-sex 

friendships were the hustands of their fenale friends. In only five 

cases {5.1%) did cross-sex friendships involve an unmarried male. 

THE MFANING AND NATURE OF CLOSE FRIENDSHIP RELATIONS 

M:lre important than the quantitative features of respondents' 

friendship neb.orks, are the meanings which they attribute to their 

friendships. As noted in Chapter One, there is ambiguity surrounding 

the tenn friendship and much existing research has been based on "crude 
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definitions" (Peters, 1982) and "a priori categorizations" (Cohen and 

Rajkc:N;lti, 1982) . As Matthews points out, 

in most cases, social science research has not heeded 
intention of the speaker, making the nature of the 
relationships to which respondents refer difficult to 
know (1986a: 238) . 

It was decided, in this study, to avoid providing respondents with an 

objective, a priori definition of the term friend.ll It was thus left 

up to them to decide who should or should not be included in this 

category. Seeking a subjective interpretation of the term, respondents 

were asked to explain what 'close friend' meant to than. fvbst had no 

difficulty defining this term and, in fact, were quite precise in their 

explanation of its meaning. A patterning emerged that there is a 

cai&iiOnly shared set of criterion that separate 'close friends' from 

' friends' , or casual acquaintances. 

First and foremost, a close friend is a confidant. The most 

typical discriminating characteristic of a close friend, specified by 

one hundred and fifteen respondents ( 81%, N=142) is someone in whan one 

can confide, that "you can tell your little troubles to" and "believe 

that they won't repeat it" (See Table 6. 7). Sane of these respondents 

also made it clear that, in a truly close friendship, it is expected 

that exchange of confidences and lending a synpathetic ear is mutual. 

A friend who canes with her problems and if I had any, I 
could tell them. (No. 58-74 yrs.) 


A person you can tell your troubles to and she tells me 

hers. (No. 96-76 yrs.) 


Included, implicitly if not explicitly, in most of the 

definitions as an apparently crucial criterion of close friendship, is 

http:friend.ll
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TABLE 6. 7 

TYPE'S OF DEFINITIONS OF I CLOSE FRIEND I 

Frequency Percentage of 
Response 

Given 
Respondents Giving 

Response! 

Definitions (N=211) (N=142) 

Someone in Whan One can 
Confide (AlSO I Trust I ) 115 81.0 

5aneone on Whom One can 
Depend, Go to for Help 63 44.4 

Saneone with A1om One 
Shares 9 6.3 

Other (e.g. "Long time friends", 
"Someone who 'kJ:'o.s all about 
you", one who is "urrlerstand­
ing" 1 "loving and kind" ) 24 16.9 

1	Percentages are based on the total number of respondents (N=142} ; 
because some respondents gave mu1tiple meanings, the total exceeds 
100%. 

the concept of "trust". Thus, not all friends become confidants or are 

turned to for advice, only those who one feels certain one can trust. 

Saneone you can trust, you can depend that if you tell 
then anything, it w:m 1 t go further. (No. 88-78 yrs. } 

One you can trust, you can talk things over with them 
and they won 1 t let it out. I trust them and they trust 
me. (No. 42-82 yrs.) 

I c~aim that I have b«> kinds of friends, one 1 s you can 
trust and.... [those with whan one is just friendly]. 
(No. 82-82 yrs.) 

Sixty-three respondents (44.4%) defined a close friend as "one 

that you can depend on", a friend who is "there when you need her" , one 
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that "you could go to for help" . According to these women, close 

friends are always willing to do things for one another. 

Saneone you can tell a secret to and saneone, if you 
need assistance or help of any kind, they'll give it 
gladly. Someone to ride the river with, you want 
saneone who will throw you a line. (No. 131-15 yrs.) 

SaDeone who would do anything for me and I would be 
willing to do most anything for her. (No. 91-19 yrs.) 

saneone that will do things for you - someone in hour of 
need. (No. 98-86 yrs. ) 

Truly close friends, as these respondents describe them, are 

loyal; they can be depended upon to stick with one another through the 

good times arXi the bad. 

A close friend is a person who takes you as you are, 

good things arXi. • • • (No. 59-81 yrs. ) 


Saneone who is with you when you are down arXi when you 

are up. (No. 18-12 yrs.) 


A close friend is a good friend, a close friend is one 

who kr'loNs the best and worst of you and loves you just 
the same. (No. 115-74 yrs.) 


While it is believed that friends should assist one another, it 


is also elq)eCted that, if a friend is a 'close' friend she will be 

available, willing to "go places and do things with you11 
, 

11call you on 

the phone", and 11get together with you11 These respondents specified• 

scme of the kinds of things that a close friend can be depended upon to 

do. 

If you feel you want to talk, you just call and they 
never sa:rf no. (No. 19-65 yrs. ) 

You can go for advice. I can depend on them and they 
can depend on me. (No 4Q-67 yrs. ) 

One whose ready to go when you're ready to go. (No. 
141-67 yrs.) 
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Saneone who will do things for you without your asking 
them. Saneone who will invite me to Halifax just to see 
me and talk to me. (No. 121-73 yrs.) 

Several respondents emphasized that sharing is a characteristic 

feature of a close friendship. A nursing hane respondent fondly 

recalled a special friend whose canpany she so often enjoyed and with 

whcm she frequently shared. This quotation illustrates that, out of 

small things shared grow meaningful and lasting memories, me!JDries of 

true friendship given and received. 

I used to go shopping all the time with 

Many 1s a time we bought a sandwich and we shared it. 

(No. 103-91 yrs.) 

To summarize, a close friend is "someone you can really 

understand", "saneone who understands", saueone who is "loving and 

kind", "consoling", "sincere", "true" . A close friend is "saneone you 

can trust", "depend on", "confide in", and "one who will be 

syJDJ;athetic11 
• Close friends are "friends who are really concerned about 

each other" . 

When the nature of respondents 1 relations with their friends is 

examined, one finds that these w:men actually do go places and do things 

with their friends, visit with them and talk often on the telephone. 

They confide in and assist one another. Thus, most of these wcmen can, 

in honesty, S8!f that they have - and identify themselves as - a close 

friend. 

When asked, ''What kinds of things do you and your friends do 

tOQ'ether?", 91 percent of the camrunity-dwelling respondents said that 

they visited. (See Table 6. 8 for data on all samples) 
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TABLE 6.8 

mE KINDS OF THINGS FRIENDS DO TOGETHER 

Samples 

Activities 

camnunity 
IMalling 

(N=l01) 
% 

Apartment-
Dwelling 

(N=31) 
% 

Nursing 
Hane 

(N=10) 
% 

Visit 91.1 83.8 70.0 

Talk a Lot 87.1 74.2 50.0 

Go Shopping 43.6 58.1 

Play cards 43.6 58.1 16.7 

Go to Restaurants 38.6 29.0 

Other 28.7 25.8 

Note: 	 Since this question referred to ' friends' and not just 'close 
friends', the percentages are based on the total rrumber of 
respondents in each sample. Since JOOSt respondents and their 
friends engaged in multiple activities, percentage totals exceed 
100%. 

I visit there in the evening, we play cards. (No. 44-66 
yrs.) 

She comes every Thursday after she finishes her 
shopping, she canes in for coffee. She calls me if she 
can't get in on Thursday morning. (No. 90-66 yrs. ) 

There isn't hardly a day that I don't go over there. 
She calls, "I'm having a coffee, come on over". I go 
over so often I got no need to call her. (No. 98-86 
yrs.) 
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Whether face-to-face contact is involved or not, talking a lot 

with one's friends is a frequent and apparently enjoyable pastime for 

many. About 87 percent of the conununi ty-dwelling respondents said that 

they talked often with their friends. The advantages of the telephone 

were frequently acknadedged, with widows being especially grateful for 

the "canpmy" such calls provided. 

We get talking on the phone sanetimes for two hours. 
(Nb. 99-69 yrs.) 

We talk on the phone several times a day. (Nb. 2-69 
yrs.) 

I • m not much for phoning, but I have a friend down the 
river who calls every night. (Nb. 57-90 yrs.) 

Close friends, pnoticularly fellow widows, call "to check on 

each other" , to canbat loneliness, to reassure, or just to "gab" . 

We just check on each other. (Nb. 52-84 yrs.) 


I call her in the morning and she calls me in the 

evening. She calls to see what 1 s the matter with me, 

she does every evening, she never misses. (Nb. 82-82 

yrs.) 


I call her in the morning and the evening because she 
gets so lonely. (No. 84-67 yrs.) 


Fspecially when it storms, she always calls. Sanetimes 

I call her twice a day or she calls me. We are always 

on the phone, we gab a lot. (Nb. 36-73 yrs.) 


The telephone is pnoticularly useful to friends who, because of poor 

health or lack of transportation, cannot visit each other. By keeping 

in touch on the telephone a meaningful relationship is retained. 

We don 1 t see each other a lot but she calls almost every 
day. (Nb. 51-74 yrs.) 
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Friends also go shopping together. About 44 percent of the 

camrunity-dwelling respondents .said that this was something they did 

with their friends. 

We go every week to shop, we go out every Saturday. 
(No. 85-69 yrs.} 

We go to church together and grocery shoppiiYJ together. 
(No. 101-77 yrs.} 

Another popular activity is playiiYJ cards (about 44% of the 

camrunity-dwelliiYJ). While sane of the card playing is an organized 

group activity, it is also camoon for friends to get together and play 

cards. 

We play bridge every week, sanetimes twice. (No. 55-80 
yrs.) 

We go to card :r;:arties every night, we went last night 
back to with a couple, tonight we go to 

(No. 56-75 yrs.) 

Eating out was another activity shared with close friends (39% 

of the cammmity-dwelling). nus was often not a full course meal (as a 

number of :resporXients were quick to point out) but a mid-clay lunch or 

snack that was often included in a shared shopping ~ition. 

We travel around together .... ToJOOITCJII'l she and I go out 
and spend the day, we eat out tanorrow. (No. 113-66 
yrs.) 

Other activities typically engaged in with close friends 

included: going for walks (especially in sunmer), exchanging books, 

playiiYJ games, goiiYJ for drives, attendiiYJ church, community concerts, 

and other such social events, and shariiYJ "a cup of tea". A number of 

respondents said they went on "11ttle trips" with their friends. Day 
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trips were popular and generally involved tri:r;::s to Halifax, "the 

Valley", and other nearby tCN'lS. 

As respondents discussed the nature of their relations with 

their friends, various examples of friends as a source of assistance 

were given. These ccmnents indicate that these particular intimate 

friends had demonstrated that they could indeed be relied upon to help 

out in time of need, and that certain experiences shared with a truly 

close friend are never forgotten. 

She stayed with me when [resporxient's husband] died. 
(No. 44-76 yrs.) 

Nine hundred times I boi'I'OM!d ten dollars and took it 
back. (No. 13-79 yrs.) 

I' 11 tell you they were angels when (respondent's son] 
was sick. (No. 73-79 yrs.) 

Old Friends Are Golden: Ties That Are Distant But Strong 

In an effort to explore the possible effect of distance on 

friendship ties, respondents were asked, ''Would you 9a}f that you feel 

closer to those friends that you see most often?" While 37 percent said 

yes, 47 percent said no (N=132 as nursing home respondents were not 

asked this question). 

'nlose who claimed to feel closer to the friends they saw JJDSt, 

usually could not explain why. Ccmnents like "it's just natural" were 

typical. Most of those who did attempt an explanation paralleled 

Hanan's (1950: 133) thesis that, "the more frequently persons interact 

with one another, the stronger their sentiments of friendship for one 

another are apt to be" . 
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The more contact you have with people the closer you 
feel. (No. 47-76 yrs.) 

I guess it 1s just because you see then more often. (No. 
92-70 yrs.) 

You get more friendly. (No. 123-69 yrs.) 

Some felt that the relationship grows stronger primarily because 

friends, who see each other often, get to knaol each other better. 

You grew to know their ways. (No. 55-80 yrs.) 

The comments of several respondents (consonant with their 

definitions of close friend) suggested that, for a friend to be 

considered close, she must be available. The implication was that 

distance prohibits the types of exchanges that constitute close 

friendship. 

Because they are always there if you need them. (No. 
17-70 yrs.) 

You are more apt to talk more personal things to them. 
(No. 71-75 yrs.) 

However, as previously indicated, many of these respondents do 

not have intimate friends who live any great distance from them. 'Thus, 

their ability to maintain closeness in a long distance friendship has 

never really been :pit to the test. Alll:mg the few who did have more 

distantly located friendships, there is evidence that close ties can be 

maintained despite the distance. The rrumbers are small, but, of the 

eleven respondents who had out-of-province friends, nine (81.8%) 

maintained that they did not feel any less close to them. Fischer 

maintains that distant ties are almost always very close ones and found 

that distant associates were notably more likely to be called 1 close 1 

than were the nearer ones (1982: 173) . He argues that: 
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Since local associates "cost" less and distant ones cost 
more, people find their distant associates more 
rewarding, on the average, than their nearer ones. The 
distant ones must be especially rewarding, according to 
this logic, or else they N:JUl.d be dropped (1982: 172). 

In this study, of all close friendships located more than twenty miles 

~, 86. 2 percent had been known for twenty years or 100re. Many of 

those who actually experience a geographically distant relationship 

apparently find that their feelings for this friend endure. 

Those respondents who said that they felt as close to sane 

geographically distant friends as to those friends they saw most 

frequently, often keep in touch with cme another by telephoning and/or 

writing. 

Today, you can keep in touch with the :phone. (No. 30-85 
yrs.) 


If you don't see them you usually talk to them. (No. 

68-70 yrs.) 


Well, we write letters back and forth and keep close 

that Wfrf· (No. 86-71 yrs.) 


The most ccmoon explanation given for the strength of such 


friendships was that it is the quality of the relation that matters. 

The feeling is there whether you see them or not. (No. 
44-76 yrs.) 

I don't think the number of times you see them matters 
when you have a real friendship. (No. 77-82 yrs.) 

I think you still have the same warm feeling for a 
friend whether you see him every day or not. (No. 89-74 
yrs.) 

In determining the quality of one's friendships, it was indicated here 

that long-time friendships are ~ticularly rewarding and special; 

indeed, "old friends" are described as "the best" friends. 
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I like the older friends the best. (No. 125-65 yrs.) 

I think the old ones are the ones you remenber the JOOSt. 
(No. 100-71 yrs.) 

Because the friends I call my friends, I've known them 
over the years. (No. 121-73 yrs.) 

The significance of old friends was made appu'ellt on a number of 

occasions throughout the discussion of friendship and a nursing hane 

respondent echoed the feeling of many when she pointed out that, 

although new friends are welccmed, old ones are especially treasured. 

You make new friends 'but hold onto the old. One is 
silver and the other is gold. (No. 109-88 yrs.) 

As indicated earlier many \«<Jleel in this sample were involved in 

long-time close friendships. Of :particular interest, however, are the 

close friendships that had been maintained over many years in spite of 

the fact that the tw::J individuals involved lived a considerable distance 

apart. In this case, the strength of these ties is marked not only by 

their duration but by virtue of the fact that they have endured across 

time and distance. 

In sane of these long-distance relationships the respondents 

have not seen their friends in years, yet they continue to feel close to 

them, a finding which supports the contention that close bonds can 

endure tmder conditions of infrequent contact (Hess, 1972). These wanen 

keep in touch with their friends by exchanging letters and telephone 

calls. While very few of the respondents in this study (only about 12% 

of those who have one) write to their close friends, about 43 percent of 

those who have a close friend located more than twenty miles away, and 

57 percent of those with a friend living further than one hundred miles 
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fran them, exchange letters with a close friend. Others manage to 

exchange 1~-distance visits with friends they "grew up with", ''l«>rked 

with", or "lived next to" for a number of years. 

Long-distance friendshi:ps are very important to a seventy-five 

year old respondent who retired in her heme town after a number of years 

of working and living elsewhere. She has no close friends living in the 

town but does have two very close friends who live at a considerable 

distance from her. · One of these lives in a distant part of the 

province, the other in England, and she maintains regular contact with 

both. 

Every three days she [her friend in N.S.] writes, just 
as regular as a dice. She sends me four books every 
week. 

Every three weeks she [friend in England] writes. She 
always spends two days with me when she comes to canada. 
(No. 65.) 

T.he following case of distant yet strong ties illustrates that 

not only can old friendshi:ps endure despite distance, but if the bond is 

< 

strong enough, they can be depended upon for assistance when they are 

needed. An eighty-four year old wiciowed respondent maintains a close 

friendship with two wanen she has known for 100re than fifty years. One 

1 i ves in another part of the province, the other elsewhere in the 

maritimes. She has knatm both since they were young working wanen 

living in the city of Halifax. She corresponds regularly with both and 

they exchange telephone calls. 

I keep in touch with two old timers, girls I knew who 
worked in Halifax. I shared a kitchenette with one. 
(No. 52) 
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This respondent described J.1a,J her elderly out-of-province friend came to 

her assistance a few years earlier, when she had eye surgery to have a 

cataract rE!IDved. Though the respondent tried to discourage her friend 

fran doing so, this \«JDaal "insisted" on caning despite the distance. 

She came dcNl and stayed with me for two weeks when I 
had~ first eye done. (No. 52) 

Fran the previous discussion, it can be concluded that 'close' 

friendships have depth, they involve feelings of confidence and 

dependability and most important, they involve a feeling of trust. 

Though these older wanen did make new friends in later life, they 

treasured their old ties. Known for years, old friends are known well. 

As one respondent put it, "there isn't much we ooth don't knc:w about 

each other". OVer the years they have proven their worth, that they can 

hold and share secrets, be depended upon to be there in time of need, 

and that they can be trusted. Thus, for most of these wanen, 'friend' 

is not a trivial dimension of self-meaning, but an identity of substance 

and, being a good friend and a person who has one, are both a source of 

pride. 

As trust typically evolves from years of 'knowing', the 

development of new and intimate relations in later life can, at least 

for sane older people, be problanatical. This seems particularly true 

of those in more institutionalized settings. Thus, contrary to Resow's 

( 1967:39) thesis that age dense residential settings "maximize t..l-}e 

prospect of friendship formation", close friendships among those in our 

nursing home and senior's apartment samples are not as abundant as might 

be expected. Some of the nursing heme respondents explained that they 
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did not develop close ties with fellow residents because they felt that 

they could not be sure of finding trust in such potential relationships. 

Typically, nursing bane respondents maintained that they were "friendly" 

with fellow residents, but did not consider arrt of these people to be 

'close' friends. 'lbere was only one exception where one respondent 

listed two fellow residents cuoong her close friends. '!his feeling of 

closeness was not, however, reciprocated, in that the other two did not 

list her cuoong their close friends. '!be following conments suggest that 

close ties among fellow residents did not develop in such settings 

primarily because respondents felt that years of 'knowing' are necessary 

before one can be assured of the crucial element of trust. 

I have to be sure before I have a close friend. I don't 
call them all close friends. You soon know who you can 
trust and who you can't. I 'm good with them all but 
what I mean about friends is someone you can tell your 
little troubles to and they don't go out and broadcast 
it. A friend is a friend to me. (No. 103-91 yrs.) 

No, not really. I got friends here you know but they 
all seem the same. A close friend, you want to be able 
to tell saue things to that you wouldn't want to tell 
everyone else. (No. 104-98. yrs.) 

I donIt get mixed up with arrr of them, you hear so much. 
I'd sooner keep to myself. You never know who you can 
trust. I'm sociable with everybody but I don't let it 
go arrr further. I don I t tell anyone Jrflj l:usiness. (No. 
111-79 yrs.) 

One nursing bane respondent said that there was one person in 

the bane that she would have listed as her close friend, if she were 

well enough to reciprocate, but having dementia this 'WOI1Ial1. could not. 

According to the respondent, this ~ would qualify as a close friend 

because they had knc:Nl each other for a good many years. 
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I 've visited her place, eaten at her house, watched her 
boys grow up. (No. 103-91 yrs.) 

Though more close friendships were found within the apartment 

sample, not everyone found it possible to develop feelings of closeness 

to saneone they had not knc:Nl for a long time. One wanan, who had been 

living in the building for at least three and a half years, said she 

hadn't made arry close friendships with fellow residents because, "I 

haven't known than long enough". Again, it apparently takes years of 

'knc:wing 1 another to develop the confidence and trust essential to a 

truly close friendship. 

I'm friends with people in here but that's just 
friendly. I wouldn't trust anyone, they'd tell it all 
over the place. I don 1 t believe in getting too close. 
(No. 123-69 yrs.) 

You have to be careful what you say or what you tell up 
here. There is a lot of gossip. I think when you get 
older you have too much time. (No. 114-81 yrs.) 

It's best to keep awey from than. I speak to em when I 
see than. No, I didn't make a habit of going [to visit 
in others' apu-tments] , I don't know, you can 1 t trust 
everybody. (No. 139-89 yrs.) 

Satisfaction with Friendships: Changes in Style 

The quality and availability of these friendship ties 

illustrates further that this network is, for most of these elderly 

women, a source of meaningful and identity-supportive self-other bonds. 

On the whole, most respondents were very satisfied with their 

friendships and happy with the rrumber of friends they had. When asked, 

"In general, how satisfied are you with your friendships?" of the total 

number of intezview respondents, one hundred and twenty-seven (89. 4%) 

replied that they were very satisfied, while another twelve (8.4%) said 
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that they were somewhat satisfied with their friendships. Satisfaction 

was very high in both the cOIJI1lUility-dwelling sample, where 92 percent 

reported being very satisfied, and in the apartment-dwelling sample, 

where 93 percent said they were very satisfied with their friendships. 

In the nursing heme sample satisfaction was lower, with only half of the 

respondents saying they were very satisfied, while 40 percent said they 

were only somewhat satisfied with their friendships. 

When asked, "do you sanetimes wish you had more close friends or 

are you happy with the rrumber of close friends you have now?" only 

twenty respondents (14 .1%) in the entire sample wished they had more. 

Once again the notion that it is the quality of one's relations that is 

important, and not the quantity, was stressed. Sane believe that one 

can actually have too many friends, in which case, the quality of these 

friendships rra!f suffer. 

It's not the quantity but the quality. (No. 7-69 yrs.) 

No, I think if you have too many you can't devote the 
time to them you want to. (No. 65-75 yrs.) 

When the individual samples are examined, it is interesting to 

note that it is within the canmunity-dwelling sample, where the greatest 

proportion of respondents (96%) already have at least one close friend, 

that the most respondents ( 15. 8%, 16 respondents) say that they 

sanetimes wish they had JOOre. Only one respondent in the nursing home 

sample wished she had JOOre, in spite of the fact that there are fmli' 

women in this setting who have no close friends at all. In the 

a);Bl"tment sample, where there are seven respondents who have no close 

friends, only three {9. 7%) say they wish they had 100re. 
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It is not necessarily the number of friendships that detennines 

whether or not one will want more. There are individual differences in 

frieroship styles. Sane older people do not have any intimate friends 

and yet appear to be satisfied. Thus, while there are fifteen 

respondents in the total interview sample who do not have any close 

frieros at all, only three of these wanen (20%) said they wished to have 

more. Sane of these respondents did not desire close friends because 

they never had been interested in cultivating them. These individuals 

appear to have adopted a style of friendship akin to what Matth.ew:3 

(1986a, 1986b) refers to as "the ind~ts". They may have had 

friendships in their lifetime l:ut not especially close ones. Each of 

the followiiVJ appears to have been a "lifelong isolate" (Lowenthal and 

Haven, 1968) or "loner" (Cohen and Rajkowsld., 1982). 

You see I have quite a few people who are friendly, I 
don't need anything more than that. (No. 83-70 yrs.) 

I don't think I ever had a really close friend. I am 
Scotch, I pretty well keep JJr1f confidences to myself­
actually, I'm a bit of a loner. (No. 91-79 yrs.) 

I've never been one 
131-81 yrs.) 

to have a really close friend. (No. 

For others, one close friend appears to be sufficient. Of the 

seventeen respondents haviiVJ only one close friend, eleven (64. 7%) did 

not wish to have more. Others would like more, despite the fact that 

they already have quite a number of intimate friendships. Thus, an 

eighty-five year old respondent, with three close friends, says she 

wishes she had more because, "the more the better" (No. 30). Similarly, 

a seventy-four year old, who already has four, says she would like more 

because, "there's always room for another" (No. 89). Two other 



297 

respondents wished for more, apparently because their long-distance 

friendships are problanatic for them. Tile first respondent does, on 

occasion, exchange long-distance phone calls with her friends but, the 

kind of frequent contact she requires is prohibited because of the cost 

involved. When asked if she wished for more close friends, this woman 

replied, "I'd love to have someone I could call and talk to " (No. 59). 

The second respondent, an eighty-four year old wida-J, has three close 

friends, ~r, none are located in the town, two, in fact, live 

outside the country. This ~man replied, "here, I wish I had a close 

friend" (No. 81). 

While most said they were satisfied with their friendships, and 

few wished for more, several respondents were unhappy with a new style 

of friendship which they feared was replacing the old. 

It might be nice to have the kind of friend who just 
drops in, rut that won't happen again. (No. 58-74 yrs.) 

I use to see than [her old friends] everyday, the new 
W8:f you need to phone first. I miss that, you could 
just run in. (No. 9-76 yrs.) 

Widowhood and Friendship 

A concern of this study was to determine whether or not 

widowhood negatively affected the older woman's level of network 

involvement. In general, the widowed seem to be just as embedded in 

network ties as the other respondents. There is no evidence to indicate 

that widowed ~men are arrt less involved with friends than those who are 

married As Table 6. 9 illustrates, both groups, within the colllllUility­

dwelling sample of respondents, have a proportionately similar nmnber of 

close friends. Also the average number of intimate friends is similar 
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TABLE 6.9 


NtMmR oF CLOSE FRIENDS, nm WilJCJ'mD AND MARRIED Ccr.1PARED 


Gamnmity-Dwelling Sample 

Number of Married Widowed 
Close Friends N % N % 

None 1 2.9 2 3.2 

Only One 4 11.4 7 11.3 

'l'N:>-Four 19 54.3 33 53.2 

Five 11 31.4 20 32.3 

Totals 35 100.0 62 100.0 

with the widc:N!d having 3. 1 and the married 3. 4. There is also very 

little difference be'been these two groups as to the frequency with 

which their friends are seen {Table 6.10). In fact, slightly 100re of 

the widc:N!d than married respondents see a close friend as often as once 

a week or JOOre. 

In order to determine whether or not relationships participated 

in prior to the hustands' death were maintained, all widowed respondents 

were asked, "When your husban:i died, would you sey that your friendships 

changed?" Almost three-quarters {74.2% claimed that their friendships 

did not change very much ( 17. 7%) or at all {56. 5%) . Some even felt that 
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TABLE 6.10 

FREQUENCY WITH WHICH A CLOSE FRIEND IS SEEN, 

THE WIIXliED AND MARRIED CCJ.1PARED 


Conmunity-JMelling Sanple 

Married WidaEd 
Frequency Seen N % N % 

Everyday 9 26.5 14 23.3 

At Least 1/Week 18 52.9 36 60.0 

At Least 1/M:>nth 6 17.6 7 11.7 

At Least 1/Year 1 2.9 2 3.3 

Less Than l/Year 1 1.7 

Totals 34 99.9 60 100.0 

Percentages in first column do not total 100 due to rounding. 

they actually grew closer to sane of their friends following their 

hust:snds 1 death. 

The same people came here that did before. (No. 91-79 

yrs.) 


The friends I had when I first came to Bridgewater, I 

still~. (No. 17-70 yrs.) 


If anything, different ones got closer. (No. 120-77 

yrs.) 


Lopata (1973b, 1973c) has fotmd social class and education to be 

central detennining factors in the effect of widcN'lood on a wanan 1s 

abi1 i ty to reformulate her identity following her husband 1s death. 
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~r class and generally less well-educated wcmen are less likely to be 

affected by marriage and hence widowhood as they are less likely to 

shape their identity around their hustands (1973b:90). Much of their 

social life revolves around a sex-segregated leisure world (Lop:~.ta, 

1973c). Thus, the lower class widcM is less affected by the absence of 

her husband, and widowhood is less disorganizirg to her identity. 

Lop:lta has found, however, that middle class wicicw.; are better equipped 

with the social, educational, and econanic resources to restructure 

their lives and identities. 

M:Jst of the widc:wed respondents in this study fall into the 

category of lower class wicicw.;, and though 71 percent of the community­

dwelling wideN:; claimed that they and their hustands shared interests 

and did most things together, and almost three-quarters claimed that 

they and their spouse shared the same friends, it was also evident that 

most had their own long-time friends. Community context is, no doubt, 

an influential factor. In small, relatively stable communities, wida-~S 

may retain their former involvements within their lifelong networks of 

neighbors and friends, with little need for modification (Lop:~.ta, 

1973a). In which case, these women, like the middle class widow, have 

the necessary resources available with which to maintain their 

identities. 

Most of those who claimed that their lives and friendships 

changed upon the death of their husband, experienced changes similar to 

those reported in previous studies of widowhood. Some women spoke of 

losing touch with couple-based friends who stopped visiting after their 

husband died. Others said that they avoided get togethers where they 

http:Lop:~.ta
http:Lop:~.ta
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felt like a "third party" or "the fifth wheel", while some felt that 

their friends invited them less often. 

It was a little different, I just felt that they didn't 
want to bother with me anymore. It was a little shock 
to you. I haven't changed, I don't know what made them 
change. (No. 81-84 yrs.} 

Atchley has noted that "the iDplct of wicfa.fhood on friendship 

largely depends on the proportion of the wic:icw's friends who are also 

wideNs (198Qa:208). If widcMhood occurs too early in life, friendships 

with still-married women may be strained. If, however, it occurs in 

later life, N:JDen will likely find other widowed wanen among their 

friends and associates. Blau found that while widowhood had no 

detrimental effect on the friendship particiJ;&tian of people seventy and 

over, it did have detrimental effects an the friendships of those still 

in their sixties. In this stud'/, some respondents who said that 

widowhood adversely affected their friendships, described the experience 

as a temporary one. While some friends were lost in the early years of 

widowhood, as the years passed new frierXIships were developed aroong 

fellow widows, and old friendships rekindled with women nCM also 

widowed. 

For awhile it changed, the close friends I had, had 
husbmds living. They didn't cane to see me as often. 
Nc:w their husbands are gone and they see me more often. 
(No. 51-74 yrs.) 

Indeed, some had more friends in widowhood than they ever had 

before. 

I gained more really because there were so many widc:::IWS. 
They got me into their group. There are a lot of widows 
in Bridgewater. (No. 71-75 yrs.) 
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I have a lot more friends now that I'm alone. (No. 4-82 
yrs.) 

Because there were "a lot of wideN; in Bridgewater" , most 

wi~ women had available to them a ready-made "society of widCM;" 

(Ctmming and Henry, 1961) with whan they could associate. Relations 

with other widaoled women took tN:> fonns. Some women preferred dyadic 

relations, enjoying a quiet friendship with a fellow widow, visiting 

together, talking on the J;ilone, going places and doing things together, 

each helping the other to overcane the loneliness of widowhood. 

She's alone too and has a car. (No. 2-69 yrs.) 

Others associated regularly with a group of several widowed wanen. 

Informal bridge clubs formed the l::asis for at least three of these 

groups. 

There are seven or eight of us, we play cards. We play 
bridge evezy week, sanetimes twice. (No. 55-80 yrs. ) 

Our bridge club, ...e are just like a family. Everyone in 
it is a widow. There are twelve of us who chum 
together. (No. 71-75 yrs.) 

In the latter case, this "society of wi~" associated with one another 

on other occasions as well. The respondent saw two of the membe:J:'S as 

frequently as two and three times a week, talked on the phone often with 

sane of the others, and voltmteered at the same organization as several 

other women in the group. A number of these women also went on "little 

trips" together, sharing expenses and taking turns with cars. Not only 

were these elderly wanen companions for one another, they were comrades 

as well. Recognizing that they were "all in the same boat", they 

"looked out 11 for each other. 'thus, relations with other widowed \-\Omen 
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enabled most of the wic:k:N!d respondents to counteract the ill effect 

that widowhood might have had on their level of social partici);Btion. 

THE CONTRIBtrriON OF THE FRIENDSHIP NE'l'm:RK 

TO IDENTI'IY MAINTENANCE IN LATER LIFE 


"The irxtividual's very sense of identity is made up, in part, of 

acquired social ties" and within each meaningful tie that has been 

acquired there is a certain investment of self (Hess, 1972:379). Thus, 

a significant part of the individual's sense of self is sustained, in 

later life, wit..IU.n the meaningful linkage that has occurred between self 

and 'frien:i'. This section looks at some of the W8:fS in which the 

friendship networks of older waDen contribute to their maintenance of 

self-identity. 

Perhaps one of the most significant contributions of the 

friendship network to identity maintenance is that friendships generally 

provide older people with an opportunity for involvement in a more or 

less equal or reciprocal relationship. Friends sr..a.re, by and large, a 

similar status {e.g. age, sex, social class, and often, marital status}. 

Hochschild ( 1973) has labeled this type of relation "the sibliDJ l:xmd11 
• 

According to Hochschild, all bonds in sane way resenble one of ~ basic 

types of relations - the parent-child and the siblind bond. 

The sibling bond involves 1) reciprocity, and 2) 
similarity between two people. Reciprocity implies 
equality; what you do for me I return to you in equal 
measure. We can depend on each other a lot or a little 
rut we depend on and give to each other equally. If the 
exchange is not always even, the feeling is that .it 
should be. The sibling bond also involves similarity 
between people: I have the same things to offer and the 
same needs to fill that you have (1973:64}. 
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In contrast, the p!rellt-child bond 

is not tased on reciprocity or similarity. What you do 
for me I cannot return in equal measure. I depend on 
you more than you depend on me. And what is exchanged 
is different, not similar (1973:64-65). 

Friendships formed between persons of similar status and 

interests and engaged in voluntarily, are associated with higher morale 

in later life (Blau, 1973; Arling, 1976; Wood and Robertson, 1978). 

Whereas the exchange between older persons and their family is often 

unequal and dissimilar, friends are more likely to be equal in their 

ability to exchange goods and services. Thus, reaching out to peer­

tased friendships as a source of aid is less threatening to the older 

~' s self-image because it is less likely to conjure feelings of 

dependency. Blau argues that peer friendships, and not family 

relationships, elevate morale because these relations contribute 

positively to the older person's identity. 

Indeed, because friendship rests on a mutual choice and 
mutual need and involves a voluntary exchange of 
sociability between equals, it sustains a person's sense 
of usefulness and self-esteem 100re effectively than 
filial relationships (1973:67). 

Respondents were questioned about exchange of assistance with 

their friends (See Tables 6.11 and 6.12). Approximately 81 percent (82 

respondents) of the camnm.ity-dwelling reported receiving some type of 

help fran a friend while approximately 78 percent ( 79 respondents) 

reported giving sane type of assistance. By and large, respondents have 

given and received similar kinds of assistance and in close to equal 

measure. Whereas family tended to be the providers of assistance in 
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TABLE 6.11 

ASSISTANCE RESPONDENTS RECEIVED FRet-t FRIENDS 

Types of 
Help Received 

camnmitv-!Mell.ina 
Percent of ResponQents 

Receiving Help1 

(N=lOl) 

Arartment-J:Mellina 
Percent of Respondents 

Receiving Help2 
(N=30) 

Provide a Home 

Financial Help or Loan 

Advice 15.8 33.3 

Personal Services 
(e.g. Errands) 28.7 60.0 

Help with Household 
Chores 7.9 10.0 

Haue Repairs 4.0 

Personal care in 
Illness 1.0 13.3 

Emotional 
SUpport 

or ~ral 
58.4 80.0 

Other Kinds of Help 
Not Mentioned 36.6 46.6 

1Percentages are based on the total rrumber of respondents in the sample 
(N=lOl), 19 respondents ( 18.8%) said they did not receive arry help. 

~rcentages are l:ased on the total rrumber of respondents in the sample, 
l:l.aever one respondent, from whan information was not obtained, has 
been anitted, tlrus (N=30) . Only one respondent in this sample said no 
help ~laS received. 
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TABLE 6.12 


ASSISTANCE RESPOtmENTS HAVE GIVEN FRIENDS 


Ccmmmitv-Dwellina Atartment-Dwellina 
Percent of Respc;>ndents · Percent of RespQndents 

Types of Giving He1p1 Giving He1p2 

Help Given (N=lOl) (N=30) 

Provide a HaDe 

Financial Help or Loan 

Advice 14.8 33.3 

Personal Services 
(e.g. Errands) 21.8 26.7 

Help with Household 
Chores 2.0 10.0 

Hane Repairs 

Personal care in 
Illness 4.0 6.7 

:ED:ltianal or tot>ral 
SUpport 60.4 10.0 

Other Kinds of Help 
Not Mentioned 42.6 20.0 

1Percentages are based on the total Ill.DJiber of respondents in the sample 
{N=lOl), 22 respondents {21.8%) said they had not given help. 

2Percentages are based on the total Ill.DJiber of resporxients in the sample, 
however one respondent, from whcm information was not obtained, has 
been anitted, thus (N=30). Four respondents {13.3%) said they gave no 
help. 
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such areas as - advice, personal services, help with household chores, 

home repairs, and emotional and moral support (See Table 5.16)­

friends, while also providing some of these types of help, tend to give 

mostly aootional and moral support. Emotional and moral support is also 

the type of help that these older wanen most often give to friends. 

This type of assistance elderly friends can give each other regardless 

of their financial situation or state of physical health, and it can 

al.Joost always be reciprocated. 

Based on the types and amount of assistance observed and 

recorded in field notes, as well as data obtained fran other conments 

that respondents made about their friendship relations, it seems quite 

likely that the aJOOUnt of assistance both given and received rre:'f have 

been underestimated and underreported. A respondent might maintain that 

help was neither given nor received, but ~d later reveal that she did 

do "little things" for her friends or that they did "little things" for 

her. "Little things" included: sewing (e.g. shortening a hem or 

altering a dress), providing transportation, giving food or baked goods, 

keeping an eye on another's house or apartment while one or the other 

was away, acconpanying a friend to the doctor's office, or making a 

daily telephone call just to check on a friend.12 

New recipes, baked goods, and food in one fonn or another were 

exchanged among friends on many and art'/ occasions. Friends recuperating 

fran illness or in bereavement were especially likely to be given this 

type of assistance. 

http:friend.12
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Whenever I know of a person in trouble, I'm 
there.... [When her friend's husband died] right away I 
made a meat loaf and took it over so they would have it 
for the first day. (No. 73-79 yrs.) 

Respondents were asked only about help they gave, or received, 

"in the past year". However, friendships generally have a history, and 

in order to truly understand exchange p:ttterns between friends and the 

implications that such transactions may have for identity, it is 

necessary to knew sc:mething about the giving and receiving that has 

transpired over many years, if not a lifetime, of friendship. While 

sane of the deeds referred to did occur in the p:tSt year, most of them, 

though fresh in the minds of the respcnients, took place many years 

earlier. The exchanges described below illustrate not only the depth 

and meaning associated with a close friendship, but also that what is 

given at arof one time may not be repaid for many years. 

Mrs. , I knew her for sixty years. When rrtf 
husband died, she came and stayed with us for many 
nights. I went over when her daughter was killed in a 
car accident. (No. 109-88 yrs.) 

----....,.- just lost her husband, I stayed with her for 
a few nights. (This friend had done the same for her 
years earlier). (No. 36-73 yrs.) 

When her husband died, I was the first one who was 
called. When her sister died in the States, I was 
called and I go. (No. 68-70 yrs.) 

Thus, with cross-sectional data alone, it beccmes very difficult 

to determine whether giving and receiving cuoong friends is reciprocal. 

While it may appear that an elderly woman is receiving much more help 

than she is giving, and the assumption may be made that her identity is 

being jeopardized, this may not be her interpretation of her situation. 

While she may no longer be able to give as she once did, her self-image 
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may remain intact as she finds security in the knowlec%le that she has a 

history of giving, a reputation as a giver that is built into her 

current identity. 

I 1ve done things for people that people remember me. 
(No. 127-94 yrs.) 

Anyl:xxiy can tell you, I do JJrf share. You ask [a good 
friend], she'll tell you about me... [she has told me] 
"when you die, you are one person who will be missed in 
Bridgewater". (No. 73-79 yrs.) 

When two people have been close associates for years, 

reciprocity tends to becane 1generalized' . Friends know that "sanewhere 

along the line it will cane back" to them. One respondent, who does a 

great deal for her friends l::ut is modest in reporting it, talked about a 

lifelong friend fran whan she received a great deal of support many 

years earlier when her child was terminally . ill. Now, she provides 

transportation for her elderly friend. 

She was so gocxi to help me with my little girl, now I 
take them to church every time they go. (No. 84-67 
yrs.) 

To understand the meaning of friendships in later life for the 

individuals involved, one must becane informed on their history. As 

individuals journey the life course, most participate in numerous 

interpersonal exchanges and social relationships that come to constitute 

what Matthews (1986a; 1986b) refers to as their "populated biographies". 

'The findings of the present study indicate that an investigation of the 

"populated biographies" of older individuals and the interpretations 

they attach to them, can contribute significantly to an understanding of 

the meanings that older persons associate with their current 

relationships. 
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As other researchers (e.g. Rosow, 1967; Hochschild, 1973) have 

pointed out, friends and family are separate dimensions of social 

involvement. Older people's relations with their friends are, for the 

most part, different from and complementary to their relations with 

their family. 'TI1ough both friends and family sanetimes provide similar 

types of assistance, the tN> networks also function to meet different 

needs. Friendships generally were found to be the source of confidants, 

an erootional support that only a friend can supply. Since most friends 

are age peers and tlrus share similar experiences and problems, the older 

woman may find it easier and more useful to turn to them, rather than 

family, with many of her concerns or 11little troubles 11 Though the• 

older woman may feel that her family are most important to her, there 

are situations where friends are more helpful, and there are some 

problems in which one just doesn't want to involve family . 

. . . But sanetimes you can call on your friends where you 
couldn't your family, you can call on then if you want 
canpmy. (No. 71-75 yrs.) 

Sanetimes you can get more satisfaction from friends 
than family. (No. 116-70 yrs.) 


I think your friends have more sympathy for you. (No. 

51-74 yrs.) 


I can talk more with this~ [a close friend] than I 
can with my family. (No. 4-82 yrs.) 

In particular, when respondents felt lonely, they often turned 

to their friends for this kind of support. 

If I get lonely, I go over to [her friend], or I talk 
with people on the phone. (No. 99-69 yrs. ) 
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I'll tell you something, you let yourself get that way. 
The only thing I can do then is get going. I have a 
friend on the other side of the river, , I 
call her up and talk for half an hour. (No. 73-79 yrs. ) 

The availability of a close friend as a confidant, one to go to 

for assistance, or one that can be depended upon, also protects the 

older ~' s view of herself as an 'independent self' . By drawing on 

her friends to meet certain needs (e.g. canba.ting loneliness, seeking 

advice) she need draw on her family less, thereby preserving a degree of 

independence fran them. She can retain her image of herself as, not one 

to burden family with her troubles. The knowledge that she can depend 

on her friends to be there when they are needed provides her with a 

sense of security, a feeling that she is not alone with her troubles. 

Knowing that, "I have a good many that I feel I could go to for 

anything11 (No. 71-75 yrs.}, supports the older wanan's 'secure self'. 

It is, of course, not always possible that friends be 'equal' in 

their ability to give and receive. Some elderly w:>men do not have "the 

same things to offer and the same needs to fill 11 (Hochschild, 1973) as 

their friends do. This appeared to be most often true in cases where 

respc:nients had friendships with considerably younger people. From an 

objective view, at least, many of these exchanges appeared to be 

asymmetrical and the relationship resanbled the );BI'el'lt-child type. 

However, even in cases such as these, reciprocation is considered 

essential and the elderly wanan will "try to think of something to do" 

for the giver, "maybe take them scmething11 
, to repay the favor. If the 

elderly w:>man's resources are few and her health poor, preserving her 
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identity as a giver and not just a receiver can be difficult, but the 

will to do so is still strong. 

A case in p:>int involves a ninety year old widowed resporxient 

who enjoys the close friendship of tw::> considerably younger friends. 

These two wanen take her shopping, mail letters, visit, phone, plant her 

vegetable garden and are largely responsible for enabling her to remain 

in her own heme. Upon visiting her one day, the researcher found her 

fatigued and weary, lying on the livingroan sofa, "resting her feet". 

She said she was tired, having been busy all morning 1::aking biscuits and 

cookies to give to her friends. 

I must do it, they do so much for me and they won't take 

anything. (No. 57-90 yrs. ) 


Others find less demanding ways of reciprocating. For example, 


a disabled respondent, whose frierxi regularly sends her books, says, 

The only way I can rep:ty her is to send $20 and say­
"This is for a good chinese dinner". (No. 65-75 yrs.) 

Transportation is a fonn of assistance much in demand among these 

elderly women, and friends often provide it. Respondents described 

various ways in which they returned this favor. For the friend down the 

road, who drives her to church, one elderly wanan crochets doilies and 

tries to think of other "little things" she can do. Paying for gas is a 

typical fonn of reciprocation. 

I filled her tank and now I feel better. (No. 76-80 
yrs.) 

A ninety-four old respondent, who for years "always had a car full 

wherever I went", now must accept transportation from her friends. For 

one of these, she recently "hooked a mat because she takes me to the 
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l:nding alley" . For others who sometimes take her to card parties, she 

says - "I often pay their way in". Whether or not paying "their way in" 

or "filling the tank" is equal to the provision of a ride, the elderly 

woman does "feel better" and thereby preserves her identity as a giver 

and not just a receiver. For identity maintenance, what is important 

"is not reciprocity per se" , rut, the "belief that there is reciprocity" 

(Matthews, 1986a:243-244). 

Involvement in a stable friendship network contributes to self-

continuity in later life. Respondents 1 camnittment to their "old 

frien::3s", and their perception of them as "the best", may be related to 

the fact that so much of self has been invested in them. To the extent 

that a person is what he has been, life long friendships may be 

particularly important to an older person because menories of a fonner 

self (or selves) are enbodied in these relationships (Hess, 1972). 

Erikson (1959:102) speaks of self-continuity as " ...a persistent 

sameness within oneself" and "a persistent sharing of some kind of 

essential character with others" . Participating in a stable friendship 

netNJrk means involvement with others who "share with the older person 

the knowledge of who and what he was before he grew old" (Blau, 

1973: 113) and this functions to preserve sameness of identity. Since 

many of the respondents have lived JJDSt, if not an entire lifetime 

within the same community, and been involved in enduring local 

friendships, it has been possible for them, as older persons, "to 

continue 1 to be' " and not to be relegated to the status of "has beens" 

(Blau, 1973:114). 
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Blau has found that those who particiJ;:ate in a stable friendship 

group or clique less often consider themselves old than those who do not 

participate in such group:;. The stability of these relationship:; 

"prevents mutual awareness of the gradual alterations taking place among 

the J;:articipants". Consequently, these "recurrent gatherings of the 

same people lend a sense of continuity to each participants' identity" 

(1973:108). Friends (as reported in an earlier chapter) often confirm 

the older woman's view of herself as 'not old'. It may be that friends 

do not notice oldness in each other because, if alterations have 

occurred, they have occurred to them also. As one respondent (a member 

of an enduring informal bridge club a00 friendship clique) put it, "all 

my friends got old with me" (No. 71-75 yrs.). Other resporxients also 

commented on the fact that, in the experience of graYing old, they and 

their associates shared a mutual situation. 

We are all in the same boat. (No. 79-73 yrs.) 

I guess they are all in the same shoe as I am. (No. 

108-86 yrs.) 


Friendship relations in later life provide much of the social 


integration that is necessary if identity is to be sustained. Sane 

respondents were drawn into social activity by the encouragement or 

friendly push of one of their close associates. They began to attend 

the local senior's club because a friend had coaxed than to go, and th.-pY 

attend various events such as church suppers and card parties because 

they have friends with whom they can go. ("Everything we do, we do 

together" (No. 42-71 yrs.)). The canpanionship am accompaniment of 

another often encourages both to get out and can be especially important 
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to widowed Kmen. After her husband's death, going places again can be 

very difficult for an elderly wanan on her a-m (I'I mirrled going places 

alone" (No. 20-84 yrs.)) rut less so if she can go with a friend. If an 

elderly woman lives alone and has the good fortune of owning a car, a 

friend who consents to go with her is welcomed canr;any and each an 

encouragement for the other to go. 

Sanetimes she takes me places with her, to the valley, 
Kentville and around, she lives alone. (No. 49-66 yrs.) 

By the same token, not having a friend to go places or do things 

with can result in an elderly woman staying hane, disengagiiYJ or 

dropping out of the activities in which she was once involved. Several 

respondents indicated that they had withdrawn from certain social 

activities, at least in part, because the friend who usually went with 

them was no longer going, or because their special friends were no 

longer there. 

The more senior ones were dropping out. A number of us 
gave up at the same time. (No. 57-90 yrs.) 

I don't miss it now because a lot of those wcman are 
gone. (No. 43-88 yrs . ) 

I'm not really interested l"lCM, the people there are all 
different ones now. (No. 48-86 yrs.) 

Others canplained that they ~d like to do certain things and go more, 

if only they had a friend who would acccmpany them. 

doesn't want to go and I don' t want to go 
alone. (No. 28-80 yrs.) 

The friendship network also contributes to identity maintenance 

in old age as an arena where many of the personal attributes (e.g. 

"thoughtful", "considerate", "trustworthy", "good-natured", "sincere", 
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"synq;sthetic", "helpful11 and 11kind11 
) that comprise important components 

of the older woman's identity are realized and confirmed. It is within 

this network that one's conception of self as a certain type of person 

is validated by significant others, where reputations such as, 11staunch 

friend11 
, "one who can always be depended on11 or, "guardian argel" are 

brought into being and kept alive. There is pride in knowing that one 

has always been a "real friend", that not only do I confide in others 

but I have been confided in, and can be counted on to keep another's 

secrets - "I hold a good many secrets rir'f dear, some good and some bad" 

{No. 103-91 yrs.). 'l11ese friendship ties provide the elderly~ with 

the opporttmity of extending her nurturing and expressive role beyond 

her family, who ~ need her nurturing less, to others who need and 

appreciate her more. The knadedge that one is considered by another as 

her "true friend", that one is still of use to another {even if only in 

the ability to lend a synq;sthetic ear) helps to sustain the older 

woman's sense of being and ~rth. 

There is also, in itself, a certain amount of status in having 

friends and being known to others as one who has "many" . As reported 

earlier, most respondents claimed to have many friends and several wanen 

included in their TST response statements like, "I have a lot of 

friends". When asked, "About how many friends would you S<!f1J you have?" 

these respondents proudly proclaimed their status as one who has many. 

Oh rir'f gosh don' t ask me, I have loads of friends rir'f 
dear. (No. 103-91 yrs.) 


If I ...ere to tell you about all of them, there wouldn't 

be paper enough. (No. 14-84 yrs.) 
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When it canes to teas, I find it hard to stop at thirty­
five. (No. 58-74 yrs.) 

There was little evidence of friendships as a source of 

negative, rather than supportive or positive ties. Perhaps, in contrast 

to family members who feel they can be forthright in their opinions and 

actions, friends need to be cautiously supportive even if this entails 

being a little less than honest. One's friends are more strongly 

motivated to be willing accanplices in the identity management process 

since they also need a more or less dependable source of support for 

their CMn idealized self-conceptions. Also, while it is difficult to 

dispense with ascribed ties to family members, one can (especially if 

one is lucky enough to have several) sever one's ties with unsupportive 

friends. 

That a friendship, if it is not supportive, can indeed be 

invalidated or redefined was illustrated in one case involving an 

eighty-eight year old widowed respondent. This wanan said, that when 

she recently canplained about her health problems to her 'friend', she 

was surprised to find that she did not receive the supportive symJ;Bthy 

she ~ted, but was told instead that she perhaps "ought to go to a 

nursing heme". The respondent then said to the researcher - "and 

thought she was rifll friend". 

This chapter has examined the friendship netWJrks of older wanen 

and found that most of the elderly respondents in this study have a 

number of friends and more importantly, the majority have at least one 

I 
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'close' or intimate friend. fvbst friendships are localized, with ~11 

over half the respondents having at least one close friend who is also 

their neighbor. Friends see each other quite often and regular 

telephone contact is typical. l'tt:lst friendships have existed for many 

years. l'tt:lst intimate associates are \tOJlen and most are age peers. True 

friendship, it was found, is built an trust. To have a 'close' friend 

is to have a confidant, someone who can be depended upon "to be there" 

whether for assistance or just conpmionship. 

The vast majority of the respondents appear to be satisfied with 

their friendships and very few wish to have 100re. The quality of one's 

relationships is felt to be 100re inp>rtant than the quantity of ties. 

Friendship is very inp:)rtant to widows and they are no less involved 

with friends than other respondents. The life long friendship networks 

of widowed respondents ~re found to exhibit a considerable degree of 

stability with almost three-quarters saying that their friendships 

changed very little following their hustand's death. Many of those who 

did find that they had fewer friends soan after the death of their 

spouse, made new friends or rekindled old relationships with wanen who 

~re now also widcwed. Indeed, sane wanen found themselves with 100re 

friends in widc:Mhood than they had ever had before. 

On the whole friendships ~re the source of supportive ties and 

the friendship network was found to contribute positively to identity 

maintenance in later life. As such, ties of friendship appear to be a 

sound l:ase upon which to build investments of self. Friendships with 

age peers provide the elderly wanan with the opportunity for involvement 

in reciprocal relationships where those of similar status "depend on and 
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give to each other equally11 
• Emotional support and other types of 

assistance can be exchanged with less likelihood that identity will be 

jeopardized. Resp:mdents not only received fran their friends, most 

gave as well, and this giving contributes to feelings of usefulness, 

helping to sustain self-esteem. Though friendships with younger people 

tend to be in some ways asymmetrical, older women do contribute 

sanething to these relationships or they would not likely be sustained. 

These associations can also be the source of informal roles such as 

11adopted grandmother11 
, "mum" or "advisor". 

Friendships, it was argued, support the older wanan's view of 

herself as an independent self' and 'secure self' . Stable friendships 

contribute to self-continuity, ensure that meaningful reputations live 

on, and reassure the elderly wanan that, though she has grown older in 

years, she is still the same person she once was. Friends are 

integraters and elderly friends encourage one another to keep involved 

in the social interaction that is essential if self-identity is to be 

sustained. Fspecially important, the friendship network is an arena 

where those personal attributes that were earlier shown to be prized 

canponents of the older wcman's identity, are maintained. Thus, elderly 

friends are allies in the process of identity management, confirming 

each for the other, that while others may define me as an 'old woman', 

to rrrv close friends, I am an important person and a respected and cared 

for human being. 



320 

FOOTNOTES 

1 	 One of these later reported that her daughter was her only close 
friend. Although iDmediate family members such as children or 
siblings were not recorded under the category 'close friend' , more 
distant kin such as cousins or sisters-in-law were. However, close 
friends of this type were in the minority. No resporxients reported 
that their spouse was their close frien:i. 

2 	 A rrumber of respondents listed more than five, however, five was 
the maximum rrumber of close friends recorded. 

3 	 Only b.o of the seven respondents, who said they had less than five 
friends, were over the age of eighty. Only one of the four, who 
had no close friends at all, was over eighty, and only 36% of those 
with only one close friend were of that age. 

4 	 Difference in health status is also a factor here. However, the 
fact that self-perceived health is not quite as good for the 
apuotment-dwelling respondents as it is for the community-dwelling 
(55% fair/poor versus 41% fair/poor) should be offset by the 
advantages of proximity (e.g. elimination of transportation as a 
problan). 

5 	 Distance may be a factor here since more of the apartment-dwelling 
have their nearest close friend living outside the tam (25% 
canpared to 8% of the community-dwelling). Even though, in most 
cases, these friends do not live all that far awa!f, any distance, 
no matter hew minimal, if it prohibits walking to a friend's house, 
can act as a constraint on frequent face-to-face contact. 

6 	 Seventy-five percent in the apuotment-dwelling scmple both called a 
friend and received a call this recently. In the nursing home 
scmple, respondents telephoned more recently (50% a week ago or 
more) than they were ~ (33. 4% a week ago or more) . 

7 	 Letter writing is also unccmnon in the non-commmity-dwelling 
scmples where 83. 3 percent of the nursing home respondents and 87. 5 
percent of the apuotment-dwelling reported that they either did not 
write their close friends at all or wrote rarely. 

8 	 N=86 since eleven respondents have only one close friend. 

9 	 An age peer is defined here as a close friend whose age is within 
ten years of the respondent's age. Thus, a friend who was ten 
years or 100re yottn1er was considered to be a 'younger' friend, ten 
years or 100re older, an 'older' friend. 
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10 	 As might be expected, a greater proportion of the nursing home 
sample (83.3%) have at least one friend who is youi"YJer than than, 
ani more are older. However, even though the mean age of the 
ap3rtment-dwelling ani COiliJlUility-dwelling resporxients is similar, 
considerably fewer of the former ( 41.7% versus 61. 8%) have at least 
one youl"ger friend. Thus, while this setting may enhance the 
opportunity for developing friendships with one's age peers, it may 
not be advantageous for the developnent of friendships with younger 
people. 

11 	 Though respondents had previously been asked, "Who do you feel to 
be 'close friends'?" rarely did arry of than ask what was meant by 
the tenn ani thus the researcher had no need to offer explanations 
which might have influenced their own definition of it. 

12 If reported at the time when the question on exchange of help was 
asked, sane of this type of assistance was included in the category 
'other'. Transportation, for example, was usually recorded here. 
Among the apartment-dwelling respondents these "11ttle things" 
included, making beds, help with laundry, taking out the garl:::age, 
gathering mail and mailing letters, sharing cabs, and checking on 
each other. 



CHAPl'ER SEVEN 

NEIGHBORING AND LEISURE PURSUITS 

Chapters Five and Six have illustrated that the majority of the 

elderly women interviewed in this study find support for meaningful 

identities within their family and friendship networks. This chapter 

demonstrates that there are yet other avenues wherein the self-meanings 

and self-esteem of older women can be developed and affirmed. The first 

part of the chapter ~nes the older woman's relations with her 

neighbors; the second looks at how elderly women spend their leisure 

time focusing primarily on their organizational involvements. As the 

data illustrate, for those who desire it, within these networks also 

there are numerous opportunities for constructing meaningful identities 

and obtaining the necessary support that sustains them. 

THE NEIGHBORHOOD NE'I'N>RK 

For roost of the elderly women in this study, neighbors are 

another available social resource. Ninety-five of the cc::mnunity­

dwelling respondents (94 .1%) reported that they had substantial contact 

(i.e. had contact with more than simply to say "hello") with at least 

one of their neighbors. 1 While fifteen of these respondents (15.8%) had 

substantial contact with only one of their neighbors, a majority (64.2%) 

had such contact with from two to four. An additional 20 percent had 

contact with four or rore of their neighbors. The mean number of 

neighbors interacted with was 2.7. 

322 
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It w:mld appear from the respondents in this study that, as 

chronological age increases, the proportion of elderly wanen having 

sustained contact with neighbors (particularly contact with 100re than 

one neighbor) decreases (Table 7 .1). The older the elderly wanan the 

more likely it is that she has outlived her 'old' neighoors ("they are 

gone too you see" (No. 43-88 yrs.)) and ~r people are now living 

next door ("not nc:w, they are all young now" (No. 23-91 yrs.)). Thus, 

while most (about 62%) had contact with at least one neighbor who was no 

more than ten years older or younger than themselves, approximately 42 

percent of all neighbors interacted with were less than sixty years of 

2age. '1\ten.ty-six respondents (27. 3%) had contact with at least one 

neighbor whose age was in the twenties or thirties and fifty-four 

respondents (56.8%) had contact with at least one whose age was in the 

forties or fifties. 

A1though neighoor' s age and the length of time that they have 

been a respondent's neighbor need not necessarily be related, they often 

are. 'lhus, for our respondents, neighbors canprise a mixture of persons 

who are ooth younger and older than themselves who may also be ooth 

'old' (i.e. long-term) and 'new' (more recent) neighbors. This mixture 

reflects the fact that, in recent years, there has been an influx of new 

and generally younger people into Bridgewater. Thus, while 

approximately 41 percent of all neighbors have been a respondent's 

neighbor for more than twenty years, 43 percent have been a neighbor for 

only ten years or less. Also, while about 62 percent have at least one 

neighbor who has been a neighbor for more than twenty years, half 

(50. 5%) have at least one who has been their neighbor for no more than 
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TABLE 7.1 

CONTACT WITH NEIGHBORS RELATED TO AGE OF RESPONDENT 

Age categories 

65-74 75-84 85 and Over 
Anx:n.mt of (N=47) (N=41) (N=13) 
Contact % % % 

No Contact 4.3 7.3 7.7 

Only One 10.6 17.1 23.1 

Two or ~re 85.1 75.6 69.2 

five to ten years and 22 percent have at least one who has been their 

neighbor for less than five years. 

Similar to friendships, most of the neighbors that respondents 

are in contact with are ~. Of the male neighbors listed as "in 

regular contact with", only thirteen (5% of all neighbors listed) were 

men who were not the husbands of female neighbors. 

t<tlst of the respondents who are in touch with their neighbors 

are in frequent contact. Thus, 46 percent of the community-dwelling 

have daily contact with a neighbor (see Table 7.2), while 88.4 percent 

are in touch with a neighbor as often as once a week. Contact with 

neighbors in the apartment sample is even more frequent. Every 

respondent in this sample had contact with at least one neighbor and 

almost 87 percent said that they were in touch with a neighbor every 

http:Anx:n.mt
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TABLE 7.2 

FREQUENCY OF CONTACT WITH NEIGHBORS 

How Often 
In Touch 

Samples 

camruru.ty-Dwelling Apirtment-Dwelling 
(N=95) (N=30) 

N % N % 

Several Times a Day 8 8.4 6 20.0 

Every Day 36 37.9 20 66.7 

Every Two or Three Days 17 17.9 3 10.0 

About Once a Week 23 24.2 1 3.3 

Every Couple of Weeks 5 5.3 

About Once a r.t:lnth 5 5.3 

Less Than Above 1 1.0 

day, if not several times a day. As respondents themselves pointed out, 

frequent contact with neighbors, in buildings such as these, is almost 

inevitable since, doing laundry, picking up mail, :putting out garbage, 

and so forth can all be occasions for contact. Also, residents share a 

cc:mnon social room where neighbors are likely to be encountered. 

THE NATURE OF RELATIONS WITH NEIGHBORS AND THE 

CONTRIBUTION OF THIS NE'ImRK TO IDENTITY MAINTENANCE 


Most described their relations with neighbors as 11warnt11 and 

11 friendly 11 ~r, there was a definite tendency for respondents to• 
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talk ab:mt the way in which neighboring relations had changed over the 

years. It can be concluded that basically bo styles of neighboring now 

co-exist in the tc:Nl. In the 'old style' of neighboring (usually 

typical of long-time neighbors, and favored by many respondents) 

visiting back and forth was frequent, with neighbors often dropping in 

unannounced any time of the day. In the summer, they often 

spontaneously got together outdoors. Neighbors got together just to 

share a cup of tea and a freshly baked dessert, and even now sane 

elderly lorg-time neighbors get together in this manner. 

We are back and forth all the time. We sit out together 
in the summer. We can nm in on each other and feel 
good about it. (No. 71-75 yrs.) 

We are back and forth all the time. We pop back and 
forth, we aren't fussy what time of day it is. (No. 47­
76 yrs.) 

They come here anytime. She nms in here anytime 
wanting to lmow if we're having a cup of tea, she makes 
desserts and brings them. (No. 91-79 yrs.) 

The 'new style' of neighboring (usually enccnmtered where the 

respondent's neighbors were younger) is best described by the typical 

camnent, "we're friendly but we don't visit a lot". In fact, such 

neighbors never came to the house without "telephoning for permission 

first" and are often perceived as being "too busy" to take the time to 

drop in for a cup of tea. Ptb;t, who complained ab:mt this perceived 

change in neighboring relations, lamented the loss of the old style and 

the closeness they ha:i shared with their former neighbors. 

Neighbors aren't like they used to be. We're friendly 
but we don't visit a lot. One time neighbors used to 
cane and spend an evening, now they are always going. 
(No. 32-87 yrs.) 
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Times have changed - the old fashioned cup of tea - it's 
changed....The old neighbors are all gone. There are 
just transients now for neighbors. I'm friendly with 
them but not close. (No. 50-70 yrs.) 

Two respondents, who had been very close to their old neighbors, 

deeply regretted this change and described the changes, as they saw 

them, in considerable detail. 

We knew everyone on this block, there wasn't an evening 
that saneone wasn't in. Years ago they~ neighbors, 
you krlcM what I mean? You'd be out in the yard and 
they'd be over right away. Today, there's so much going 
on, they don't have time. Years ago, when the mothers 
"Were home and they had a minute while the kids were in 
school, they'd drop in for coffee or a cup of tea. (No. 
62-86 yrs.) 

It used to be once a week 'We would have sing songs. If 
they smelled my brown bread or my ginger cookies, they 
~d be right over and we'd have a J;X>t-luck lunch. 
When the 's JJKJVed that was the last straw. I 
had a letter fran them last. week, we "Were very close. 

was my next door neighbor and we "Were just 
like sisters. , 'We were always together, did 
our quilts together. I used to go up through the woods, 
now it's an avenue. Now there is no contact like there 
used to be. We were like a big happy family years ago. 
NCM it's all changed, you don't know who's next door. 
(No. 45-83 yrs.) 

Typically, talk about change in neighboring style was associated 

with a reference to changes in the neighborhood itself, primarily the 

fact that new people had JJKJVed into the town. 

It's just as though you lived in the city, you don't 
kn.cJw who lives next door. (No. 45-83 yrs.) 

So many people have moved here and are strangers to us. 
It's a very transient town. (No. 54-72 yrs.) 

New people usually meant younger people and a mismatch of life-stage 

interests and activities. Younger neighbors apparently just didn't have 

the time available for what many of these elderly respondents considered 
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to be •proper neighboring'. Relationships with new neighbors are 

different, not just because they are new and younger neighbors, but 

because the world has changed. Interests have become more 

in:iividualized, cars take people elsewhere, and television entertains 

people in their own homes. 

Today people don't visit back and forth because T.V. 
takes their interest. (No. 86-71 yrs.) 

The phone and T.V. has ruined relationshi:ps 1 you don't 
go as often, people don't go like they used to. (No. 
82-82 yrs.) 

Today, they all~ their ow.n thing. (No. 87-82 yrs.) 

Still I most appeared to be adjusting well to these changes and 

the new 'norms' of neighboring, perhaps because most still had at least 

one 'old' neighbor in their neighborhood network. Eighty-one percent 

had contact with at least one neighbor who was 60 years or older. 

Thirty-nine w:men (41%) associated with at least one neighbor who was in 

their seventies, while twenty-b«J wanen (23%) had contact with a 

neighbor who was 80 years or older. Also, many did develop satisfying 

relations with younger neighbors. In many such cases, the elderly~ 

had discovered that her younger neighbor had much more to exchange and 

share than had been anticipated. 

Neighbors were often described not only as, "the very best", 

"~erful", and "very friendly" I but as "helpful" I people who could be 

deperxled on as a willing source of assistance, should it be needed. 

Even if they were never called upon to help, neighbors - because of the 

perception of than as 'being there' should they be needed - also 

contribute to the elderly woman's independent and secure self. 
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We have a good neighborhood, they are all willing to 
help. (No. 8-74 yrs.) 


Very friendly, the kind you could call on if you needed 

to. (No. 26-86 yrs.) 


I could call on any one of than and they would 'be right 
there. They would do anything for me if I had to ask­
I don't, l:ut they would. (No. 51-74 yrs.) 

Though not as many respondents received assistance from 

neighbors as from family and friends, there is evidence that neighbors 

actually do provide assistance. Approximately 69 percent of the 

respondents reported that they received sane type of help fran a 

neighbor in the };SSt year, while 65 percent said that they had given it 

(see Tables 7 . 3 and 7 . 4) . Though there were notable exceptions, 

neighbors, like friends, do not, as a rule provide major forms of 

assistance (e.g. heavy household chores, home rep:tirs, personal care in 

illness). Family remain the chief source of this type of help, probably 

'because, having given a lot to her family, the elderly wanan feels they 

owe her 100re and, "after all, they are your own flesh and blood". 

Likewise, although neighbors sanetimes provide emotional and 100ral 

support, this kind of assistance is more likely to come from the older 

~·s family and close friends. 3 

A lot of the assistance exchanged 'between neighbors is similar 

to the "little things" that respondents said they exchanged with their 

friends. Keeping an eye out for, or "checking on" each other, is a 

typical example and though the effort expended in providing it is 

usually minor, this kind of assistance can 'be very meaningful to the 

receiver. 
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TABLE 7.3 


ASSISTANCE RESPONDENTS RECEIVED FRCM NEIGHBORS 


Types of 
Help Received 

Ccmm.mitv-Dwelli!B 
Percent of ResponQents 

Receiving Help1 

(N=101) 

~·bnent-Dwellinq 

Percent of Respondents 
Receiving Help2 

(N=30} 

Provide a Home 

Financial Help or Loan 

Advice 11.9 10.0 

Personal Services 
(e.g. Errands) 25.7 60.0 

Help with Household 
Chores 8.9 10.0 

Hane Repairs 11.9 

Personal care in 
Illness 4.0 10.0 

Elootional 
SUpport 

or t-t:>ral 
28.7 23.3 

Other Kinds of Help 
Not Mentioned 50.5 86.7 

1Percentages are based on the total number of respondents in the sample 
(N=101), 31 ccmnunity-dwelling respondents (30. 7%) said they did not 
receive any help. 

2Percentages are based on the total number of respondents in the sample, 
however one respondent, from whan information was not obtained, has 
been anitted, thus (N=30} . In this sample 3 respondents (10%) said 
they had net received help. 
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TABLE 7.4 


ASSISTANCE RESPONDENTS GAVE TO NEIGHBORS 


Types of 
Help Given 

Ccmmm1tv-Dwelli:oo: 
Percent •of Respc;>rdents 

Giving Help1 
(N=lOl) 

AJ:BI'tment-DwelliQg 
Percent of RespQndents 

Giving Help2 

(N=30) 

Provide a Hane 

Financial Help or Loan 

Advice 3.0 13.3 

Personal Services 
(e.g. Errands) 16.8 40.0 

Help with Household 
Chores 

Halle Repairs 

Personal Care in 
Illness 2.0 13.3 

Emotional or Moral 
SUpport 25.7 33.3 

Other Kinds of Help 
Not Mentioned 47.5 60.0 

1Percentages are based on the total rrumber of respondents in the sample 
(N=lOl) I 35 (34.6%) of the cCl111JlUility-dwelling said they did not give 
help. 

2Percentages are based on the total rrumber of respondents in the sample I 

haEver one respondent I from whan information was not obtained I has 
been emitted. 8 (26. 7%) respondents said they did not give help. 
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We decided that where they are alone and I 1m alone, we 
should make a point of checking on each other. (No. 15­
78 yrs.) 

If they see my car 1 s not out of the garage for a couple 
of days, they cane in. (No. 63-71 yrs.) 

He keeps a check on me when he k:nows I 1m alone at night. 
(No. 90-66 yrs.) 

If they don 1 t see me out, they call me. (No. 51-74 
yrs.) 

As with neighbors of all ages, when one or the other is away, 

these respondents and their neighbors often keep an eye on each other 1s 

hcmes, water the plants, take in the mail, and sanetimes provide food 

and water for a cat or a dog. Exchanges of food are conm:::>n, especially 

in times of illness or bereavement. 

he'd open heart surgery and I took up food. 
(No. 16-73 yrs.) 

came over the other night and brought me a 
loaf of braw.n bread and I share with her. (No. 69-82 
yrs.) 

He gives me fish and I supply him with fresh lettuce. 
(No. 90-66 yrs.) 


Like exchanges between friends, exchanges between neighbors are 


generally reciprocal. Since what is given is generally not a major type 

of assistance, it is easier for the elderly wanan to return a favor, 

thereby maintaining her self-image as a giver. Even if she is unable to 

reciprocate a neighbor for a FSI"ticular service rendered, she may retain 

her image as a giver by similarly assisting someone else. Thus, an 

eighty-nine year old housebound respondent, who lives alone, is checked 

on by her younger next-door neighbors. In turn, she does the same thing 

- via the teleJ;ilone - for an elderly neighbor daw.n the road. He too is 
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ill and housebound and she calls him regularly, "just to see if he's all 

right". Even those who are less physically able can find ways of 

assisting a neighbor. The same elderly respondent, referred to above, 

is able to retain her view of herself as one who has always been willing 

to do for others, at least in :r;:art, by drawing upon her accounting 

skills to help neighbors pre:r;:are their income tax forms. Another 

eighty-four year old respondent retains feelings of usefulness in 

providing emotional support am encouragement to a depressed neighbor. 

An eighty-b«> year old respondent provides child care for one neighbor 

and accompanies a second elderly neighbor who carmot go out alone. A 

seventy-six year old, despite poor health, still feels useful to others 

because she finds "a lot of little things" to do tha~ preserve her image 

of herself as a giver and one who is helpful to others. 

I have a neighbor who is not very well, she's depressed. 
I sit and talk with her, hoping I can help her. I 
encourage her. (No. 20-84 yrs.) 

I'm of use to Mrs. taking care of her little 
girl, and my neighbor ....,.-----' she can't go shopping 
alone. {No. 69-82 yrs.) 


Because I do a lot of things around here for people, not 

much mind you, a lot of little things - and outside too, 

not all that much, rut I still do em. {No. 140-76 yrs.) 


Thus, while elderly neighbors rre!f not always be able to give "in 

equal measure" {see Hochschild, 1973) JOOSt still manage to give. While 

their younger neighbors sanetimes provided them with transportation, 

lllOWied their lawns, or removed sncM from their walkways, elder1 y wanen 

usually in sane way reciprocated, perhaps by - paying for the gas, 

baking bread or cookies, or providing child care. While the young man 

next door mows the lawn for one elderly respondent, she, in turn, lends 
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him tools and ladders, and often provides after school care for his 

yotll'lg' children. And, whether she is called upon or not, in the same way 

that the older woman feels her neighbors are there for her, should she 

need than, she can also believe that she too is there for them. 

I knc::M they are there if I need them and they know where 
to find me. (No. 64-71 yrs.) 

Thus, in 'being there', being "friendly" and "helpful", even in old age, 

one can retain one's identity as a "good neighbor" . 

Since, in the apartment sample, most respondents were status 

similars, most neighbors were "social siblings11 (see Hochschild, 

1973:64-66), with pretty much the same needs to be met and ability to 

give, and exchange relations tend to be reciprocal. Also, most give and 

receive the same type of goods and sezvices. cabs are shared and 

newspapers exchanged, items purchased for another when one is out 

shopping. Recipes, taked goods, and food are shared. When one resident 

is ill, another may 11do light housework11 
, gather the mail, or bring her 

a meal. Keys are exchanged and, when one is away, the other keeps an 

eye on her ap3rtment and waters her plants. 

Many of these exchanges resanble those Hochschild obseiVed among 

the elderly widows of Merrill Court who were involved in a similar type 

of 11Checking up system". 

Neighboring is also a way to detect sickness or death. 
As Ernestine related, "this morning I looked to see if 
Judson's curtains were open. That's how we do on this 
floor, when we get up we open our curtains just a bit, 
so others walking by outside know that everythings all 
right. And if the curtains aren't drawn by mid-moming, 
we knock to see" (1973:53) . 
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Several of the cq;artment-dwelling respondents told the researcher that 

neighbors regularly checked on one another. One woman described a 

recent elqlerience where, during illness, she had tried to make herself a 

cup of tea and forgot and left a burner on. Because she had left her 

door open, her next door neighbor was able to come in and turn it off. 

This woman told the researcher, "when you're sick like that, you leave 

your door open"; doors are left unlocked so that a sick individual's 

neighbor can keep an eye on her, perhaps bring a bowl of soup or make 

her a cup of tea. Neighbors are always on the look out for anything 

unusual and if saneone fails to appear, or is not heard from by a 

certain time, their neighbors soan investigate. 

It's just like this here, if I got up in the morning and 
I didn't go out all day 1 there would be saneone here to 
see if I was okay. We're like one big family. (No. 
14Q-76 yrs.) 

'nlere was also more giving and receiving of certain types of 

help such as personal services and personal care in illness I than there 

was in the camnmity-dwelling sample. It may be that this type of 

assistance was required more here because more ~re afflicted with 

health problens. About 55 percent reported their health as being only 

fair or poor, canpired to 41 percent of the conummity-dwelling. 4 Also, 

it is easier to bring a neighbor an item from the grocery store, take 

out her garbage, or make her bed, if she lives only a few feet a'Wa¥. 

Although much of the exchange between neighbors in the 

apartment-dwelling sample was reciprocal, there were sane within this 

setting, whose identity as a giver, and an independent 'not old' person, 

was not as easily maintained. While 90 percent in this sample said that 
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they had received some type of assistance fran a neighJ:x:>r, only 73 

percent said that they had given it. During the discussion of 

assistance exchanged among neighJ:x:>rs, a number of the respondents, each 

referring to the same individual, spoke of all the help that was being 

given to her. 

We did what we could do of her work, whatever the 
hcmemaker didn't do, we worked it out between us. (No. 
115-74 yrs.) 

A mnnber of respondents were providing assistance to a second wanan as 

well. 

Mrs. ____, I help her out a lot. I take her 
meals. Mrs. is quite sick and everyone is 
taking her meals. They do that in here. (No. 123-69 
yrs.) 

In this context, it is significant that one respondent imputed 

to the recipient the status of a dependent - 11she more or less depends 

on men (No. 129-73 yrs.). It indicates that while the nurturing role is 

beneficial arrl status enhancing for the nurturer, it can be an identity 

threatening experience for the 11poor dear11 who must accept being 

nurtured. The tenn 11poor dear11 is borrowed fran Hochschild who observed 

that elderly widc:wed respondents at Merrill Court developed 11a shared 

system of ranking" where hierarchial distinctions were made, based upon 

the fortunate advantages that sane of the old wanen had over the others. 

The hierarchy 11honored residents at the top and pitied 'poor dears' at 

the bottan" (1973:59). Those who were lucky enough to have good health 

w:::m honor and status, those in poor health were referred to as 11poor 

dears" and acquired the inferior status of 11ha.ve nets". Tilus, when 

elderly women take it upon thanselves (even if the motive is one of 
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genuine altruistic concern) to provide a lot of assistance to one who 

cannot return it, they acquire for themselves a position of identity­

enhancing advantage, usually at the eJq)ense of the self-image of 

another. 5 

LEISURE ACTIVITY AND ORGANIZATIONAL INVOLVEMENT 

Analysis of the family, friermhip, and neighborhood networks of 

older women has revealed that the view of elderly people as "alienated", 

"old and alone", is not substantiated in the small town context 

described here. Data on their leisure time involvanents further debunk 

these conventional notions. Later life is often conceived of as a 

period of endless free time, with nothing to do; a period of diminishing 

social involvenent. Tile stereotypical depiction of the little old, 

white-haired ~man, sitting in her rocking chair knitting or sewing, or 

doing some other form of fancywork, is still very much with us. 

However, the majority of the elderly respondents studied here, are 

busily involved in a number of different activities and, where health 

has pennitted it, involvenents appear to have charYJed little over the 

years. 

Sixty-five of the co1111lW'lity-dwelling respondents (64.3%) belong 

to at least one organization or infonnal group. Forty ~men (39. 6%) 

belong to two or more, while eighteen w::::men (17. 8%) belong to three or 

more groups. t-t:lst, who hold memberships, attend their groups regular1 y 

(Table 7. 5) . Slightly more than half (52. 3%) attend as often as twice a 

month or more, while about 91 percent attend as frequently as once a 

month or more. These figures indicate that rate of attendance is high, 
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TABLE 7.5 

GROUP AND ORGANIZATIONAL ATTENDANCE 

categories 

Every Day 

Every Couple of Days 

Weekly 

About Twice a M:mth 

Once a r.t:mth 

Less Than Above 

Frequency 

2 3.1 

15 23.1 

17 26.1 

25 38.5 

6 9.2 

Totals 65 100.0 

since roost of the associations to which these wanen belong, do not meet 

more than once or twice JOOl'lthly. In addition to regular attendance at 

monthly or bimonthly meetings, members devote considerable time to 

attendance at special events and the plarming and carrying out of 

various sorts of projects (e.g. suppers and teas, craft sales and 

bazaars, and various other fund raising events such as the armual spring 

fling) 6 associated with their groups. 

However, as Table 7. 6 illustrates, the likelihood of involvement 

decreases in advanced old age. However, the difference is notable only 

for the eighty-five and over age group. Prior to that there is little 

difference among the age groups in the proportion of wanen belonging to 
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TABLE 7.6 


ORGANIZATIONAL MEMBERSHIP RELATED TO AGE 


Chronological Age categories 
Number of 

Memberships 65-74 75-84 85 and OVer 
N % N % N % 

None 14 29.8 14 34.1 8 61.5 

One 14 29.8 9 22.0 2 15.4 

~or M:>re 19 40.4 18 43.9 3 23.1 

Totals 47 100.0 41 100.0 13 100.0 

an organization. These findings support CUtler's (1977) research 

finding of both high and stable levels of organizational involvement 

among older people. He concluded that, under conditions of similar 

socio-economic status, 

only toward the very late stages of the life cycle does 
the increasing prevalence of infirmities and mobility 
limitations begin to lower association activity levels 
appreciably (1977:471). 

Thus, it is not age alone but an associated deterioration in 

health or ability that discourages associational involvement in later 

lite. Of the six members in this study, who attended their groups 

irregularly, three were under the age of seventy-five. Tw:J of these 

YOnen said poor health interfered with their involvement, while the 
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third attended her group infrequently because of her husband's illness. 

Sane of the wanen, who did not belong to any organizations at all, also 

said that they had given up their past involvement because of a 

deterioration in either their own or their husband's health. Several 

others said that lack of transportation prevented them from 

partici:r;ating, and because of a strong desire to presexve independence, 

they ~d not accept transportation fran others. 

I can't walk and I think I'm too independent to ask 
than. (No. 62-86 yrs.) 

I got no W81f of getting back and forth and I don' t want 
to be asking others to drive me tack and forth. (No. 
98-86 yrs.) 

Thus, not all who have curtailed their involvements in old age can be 

said to have vohmtarily disengaged fran associational activity. 

At least a third of the thirty-six~. who did not belong to 

any organization, said that they never had belonged to such grou,PS. 

ltbst of these respondents described thanselves as lifelong independent 

types. 

I never had the inclination to join, just not the type. 
(No. 46-68 yrs.) 


No, I'm not a joiner. (No. 137-75 yrs.} 


These elderly women cannot be said to have disengaged fran such activity 

because they never were involved in the past, having been the type of 

person who never did "care a lot for that sort of thing". 

The extent of organizational involvement in the seniors 

apartment sample is somewhat lower with only fifteen wanen (48.4%) 

holding membership in at least one group or organization and only six 

( 19.3%) belonging to boo or 100re associations. Involvement for these 
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women is also less varied with most belonging to either a church related 

group or a senior's club. While 80 percent attend a group as often as 

once a month or more, frequent attendance pertains primarily to the 

senior's club where many go weekly. Of the eight wanen, who belong to a 

group other than the senior's club, only five (33.3%) attend as 

regularly as once a month or more. Lower levels of involvement in this 

setting may be due to health problems and disabilities, as well as the 

need for assistance with transportation (both buildings are located at 

town extremities) being more prevalent than among the community-

dwelling. Though they rarely have the opportunity of attending, five of 

the nursing home respondents (50%) are members of at least one 

organization. 'nlat these memberships have been retained suggests that 

belonging to an association can be very meaningful to older people and 

they maintain interest even when they are no longer able to actively 

participate. 7 

THE CONTRIBUTION OF ORGANIZATIONAL AND GROUP 

INVOLVEMENT TO IDENTITY MAINI'ENANCE 


"I've been honored at the hospital auxiliary I don't 
know how many times - that gives your ego a boost. (No. 
77-82 yrs.) 

For most of these elderly women leisure activity is a 

continuation of what has been a lifelong pattern of involvement. While 

for men the worlds of work and leisure tend to be separate realms, for 

wanen (at least for most of the present generation of female elderly) 

work and leisure activities have been intertwined. Elderly wanen, thus, 
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do not experience the same abrupt shift from ·~rk' to 'leisure' 

experienced by men. Though a few respondents had taken up new 

involvements in later life, most of those who now belong to an 

organization or formal group have belonged for many years. Only four 

(6. 2%) of the community~lling respondents who now belong to an 

association said they had joined an organization recently. 

Several are charter members of an organization, while others 

proudly revealed that they held lifetime memberships or had become 

honorary members. After many years of involvement in a particular 

association, the participant can cane to develop an attachment to it, so 

that, like an "old friend", it canes to hold a special meaning for her. 

The following respondents each had one particular group that they felt 

was 11DSt inp>rtant to than. As the last respondent explains, after so 

many years of involvement, one can begin to feel that such a group has 

cane to constitute a meaningful part of oneself. 

It's the first one I belonged to and still it sticks 
with me. (No. 4-82 yrs.) 

My church group, because we have had the same group 
since the 1940's. (No. 6-81 yrs.) 

The EasteiTl Star, because I 'm a charter member. (No. 
11-71 yrs.) 


Church group, because I've been going for 50 years and 

it's sort of like a part of you. (No. 60-74 yrs.) 


Years of continuous organizational activity and involvement in 

camm.mity life, like a stable friendship network, contribute to self-

continuity in later life. Years of participation in the same group, 

surrounded by a rnanbership that has remained relatively unchanged, 

reinforces the elder1 y ~man's sense of sameness of self. She is less 
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likely to perceive of herself as 'old' if she continues her life long 

routine of attending the same monthly or bimonthly meetings. Because 

she has (grcrlually) grown old with fellow members, whO have also been 

attending with her year after year (w::>rlting beside her, baking for teas 

and annual suppers, planning and executing special events) , they are not 

likely to view her as an 'old' w::>man either. If she has slowed down, 

well, they have too. 

Even if an individual is no longer able to attend regular1y, 

but, "pays her dues", she can still feel that she is a member and 

~rience self-continuity in her lifelong belonging. A ninety-five 

year old nursing home respondent retains her membership in two 

organizations, though attending only one of these and only on occasion. 

She explained that after 50 or more years of involvement (I've been a 

member of the for years and years and years" (No. 102)), she 

has becane very attached to her "group" and would never consider giving 

it up. A second resident also in her nineties, still very muchI 

perceives of herself as a member of her church group, to which she too 

has belonged for years and years. Though rarely able to attend, she has 

managed to remain connected to it and her fellcw members - "some of the 

women were here the other day, a lot of them cane to visit me" . She is 

thinking of having "the group" hold one of their meetings outdoors at 

the hane - "they said they would hold it in lffll roan if I wished; I' 11 

always belong to lffl/ group, I think a lot of that (No. 103). For a third 

eighty-nine year old lifelong member of her church group 1 the attention 

she receives from this group is a source of pride and meaningful 

validation of her perception of herself as one who still counts. 
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I try to keep those [membership dues] up. I went to the 
senior's christmas );BI'ty. I said I was going come hell 
or high water, and I really held court [i.e. so many 
people made a fuss over her] ... "Oh it's so 
good to see you". (No. 110) 

Organizational activity also contributes to identity management 

as a forwn or sphere where the elder1 y woman is guaranteed the 

opportunity "to do" for others, and thereby fulfill her need to be 

needed, to be productive and useful. 8 The majority of the groups, to 

which these women belong, are service oriented organizations thus 

enabling elderly \'Dilen to extend their nurturing and ~ressive role 

beyond their family. Within associations such as these, her identity as 

"one who does for others" continues to be validated. 

Though there is a degree of social activity associated with most 

associations, the groups to which these wanen belong, occupy positions 

an a continuum fram the primarily social and/or recreational (e.g. the 

senior's club, bridge clubs and the curling club) to the primarily 

service (e.g. the hospital auxiliary and the literacy society). Only 

six (5.9%) in the carmunity-dwelling and six (19.3%) in the apartment-

dwelling belong to the primarily social groups. Of the total number of 

memberships (N=181) the largest proportion (64.1%, 116 memberships) are 

in associations that focus on providing sane type of assistance or 

service. As members of, a \'Dilen's church group, the I. 0. D. E. , the 

~' s Institute, the Hospital Auxiliary, the Legianettes, and either 

of two lcxiges, many of these wanen were ];BI'ticipating in such purposeful 

activities as - visiting the sick and housebound, knitting and sewing 

for the "needy" or the hospital gift shop, baking for pantry sales, 

suppers and teas, selling tickets an raffles, and the plarming and 
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executing of arr'f of a number of other projects designed to raise funds 

for the hospital, scholarships and other worthy causes. 

Significantly, when asked if any one group was more important to 

then than another, many selected a );BI'ticular organization because it 

was one that praDJted "doing good" and "helping others". 

Red Cross, because it's helping others. (No. 17-70 
yrs.) 


Missionary Society, I think you can do more good. (No. 

45-83 yrs.) 


The Hospital Auxiliary, it's doing such good work. (No. 
77-82 yrs.) 

Scme of those who no longer belonged, or were no longer able to 

attend these organizations, continued to contribute their service. 

Unable to participate as fully as they once did, these wanen found ways 

of helping out ( "I help out in arrf way I can" ) . '11lus, a seventy-six 

year old respondent, confined to her hane because of illness, telephones 

members reminding them of meetings and upcaning events and always gives 

a donation to fund raising projects. Another sixty-nine year old woman, 

who dropped out of her church group when her husband became ill, bakes 

for pantry sales, teas and the armual church dinners as well as 

canvasses for donations to the auction held at the "Spring Fling" . 

Thus, even if a decline in health prohibits full );BI'ticipation the 

elderly woman never need totally sever her tie to a valued organization. 

By becaning a member of the telephoning camnittee, donating "sugar l:ags 

and tea", or continuing to pay her dues, she can hold onto the feeling 

that she is still a contributing town citizen and a useful person. 

I'm an honorary member but I still pay my dues because 
it helps out. (No. 103-91 yrs.) 
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In this context, it is useful to compare the relative attraction 

of traditional community organizations with the more recently 

established local seniors' club. Established associations that had been 

attended for years were much more popular and meaningful to most of 

these women than the seniors organization. While the former 

organizations contributed to self-continuity, the latter group 

represented discontinuity. While the fanner allowed the elderly \t«Jman 

to see herself as lmChanged - the same person she has always been, doing 

the same things she has always done - the latter signified a major 

change in her life and announced her oldness. Indeed, sane refused to 

attend this club because they viewed it as a group created for "old 

people", and since ~ were not yet old, it was not appropriate for 

them. 

I'm not a senior citizen, I haven't had time to be one. 
I don't have time, I have too many other things to do. 
(No. 17-70 yrs.) 

That 's where I can't confess that I'm a senior yet. 
That, I'm not interested in, I ~dn't waste time from 
Jir1f reading. (No. 58-74 yrs. ) 

I don't feel that I'm old enough to go, isn't it awful. 
(No. 63-71 yrs.) 

God no, I'm not at death' s grave yet. (No. 70-66 yrs. ) 

I don't consider myself to be an old fogy like some of 
them are. (No. 121-73 yrs.} 

Only about 20 percent of the ccmmm.ity-dwelling respondents 

belonged to the seniors club. 9 Of those who did not belong, 14 percent 

said they did not attend due to lack of transportation, and 14 percent 

said they did not go because of their health. Most (about 80%) said 

that they did not attend because they just were not interested. They 
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claimed that nothing went on there that appealed to them. According to 

most, card playing or bingo were the major (sane maintained the only) 

activities engaged in ("all they do is play cards") . Several had 

attended once or twice and stopped going because they said they didn't 

enjoy it. These ~ rejected the senior's club because it did not 

provide then with meaningful leisure activity, it did not offer the 

opportunity to be productive and useful, nor the pursuit of pleasurable 

recreation and social interaction. 

They become wrapped in themse1ves , they' re just 
interested in one thing. They are for themselves. (No. 
16-73 yrs.) 

I don't need that, that's for the birds. I don't care 
for those sort of things, they play cards. (No. 2-69 
yrs.) 

Organizational involvement also contributes to identity 

maintenance as a source of informal roles and status attainment. The 

established associations permit elderly women to eJq?alld or extend their 

lifelong roles, and provide a setting where they can exercise and 

display their personal skills and valued assets. Within these groups, 

the opportunity for leadership is available for those who desire it and 

holding office in one of these organizations can be a valued source of 

social status and self-esteem. Eighteen of the conununity-dwelling 

respondents (27. 7% of those who hold at least one membership) ~re 

currently holding at least one office in an organization. Some of these 

women had held the same position for as long as fourteen years or more. 

Even a past-presidency can have identity supportive value. When 

the question, "Do you hold office in any of these organizations?" was 

asked, there ~re many who listed themselves as past-presidents, former 
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secretaries and treasurers, and noble grands. While holding office may 

be a temporazy formal role, the knowledge that one has previously had 

such positions can be an ongoing source of social status, and personal 

pride as well as a means of building a valued reputation. Two cases 

illustrate the extent to which meaningful. former identities and );eSt 

~riences can be discovered in an elderly woman's biography. An 

eighty-one year old respon:ient, who, at the time of the interview, was a 

manber of five organizations currently holds office in one. However, 

this woman is also, a past-secretary of the local branch of the 

----- Society (a position she has held for a number of years) , a 

);SSt-president of her church group and a former coordinator of the 

(another position she has occupied for several years) . Upon 

her recent retirement from the latter position, she received a 

certificate and award in recognition of her valued service. The second 

example is a seventy-four year old respondent who has cut back on her 

extensive involvements in coi1DilUility groups. However, she derives pride 

fran the fact the Hospital Auxiliary was started in her home - "we 

started the Hospital Auxiliary right here in this room" (No. 58), and 

she also derives satisfaction fran having been a contributing manber of 

another charitable organization that has instigated a number of 

worthwhile camrun.ity projects. In addition she has been a part of a 

number of 'firsts' including - the construction of the town swimming 

pool and the fOlll'ding of the first town library. 

Out of memories of such past experiences, the present is given 

its meaning and our identities are woven. Thus, although roles once 

played are now relin;ruished, and others substantially transformed, as 
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the years progress, who I am I1.0W is always in sane way cormected to who 

I was then. Within the context of a small ccmnunity, a reputation that 

has been built over the years, can live on, not only in the elderly 

woman's mirrl but in the minds of others. f\t::lst of the people, who know 

her today, also knew her then; knc:lwing her for years, they have 

witnessed her accanplishments and she theirs. In the course of the 

interview, resporrlents proudly revealed framed certificates marking 

charter, honorary, and life menberships and various awards and tro];:h.ies 

granted in recognition of years of devoted service. All were testimony 

to formerly held identities that are still very much alive and 

meaningful. 

Certificates and awards are treasured possessions because of the 

meanings associated with them. They call attention to past achievements 

and former identities. SUch documents confinn for the old wcman and for 

others the legitimacy of the status claims she I1.0W makes. These 

symbolic objects also serve as cues, or reminders, of "symbolic 

networks", because of their association with meaningful ties and 

relationships with significant others. As LcM:mthal and Robinson 

(1976:451) suggest, in later life, "former neb>.urks, or networks 

envisioned by the individual but not necessarily participated in, may be 

as meaningful, or more so, as those where social interaction currently 

takes place". Symbolic neb>.urks may "contirrue to serve as meaningful 

frames of reference long after active involvement in them has ceased" 

(1976:451). Similarly, McCall and Simmons, point out that "once 

legi till'.ated identities may stick around for a long time in an 

individual's identity-set", 
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these fonnerly legitimate identities have a somewhat 
hollow ring about them, but they are nonetheless 
important as a source of comfort to the aging person and 
as a means of relating to the people who 1knew him when' 
(1978:220). 

Participation in cammmity organizations is also beneficial to 

identity maintenance in later life in that it provides a context for 

"appearing" (see Myerhoff, 1978: 143-145). It is important to older 

people that they continue to be visible (Myerhoff, 1978) . Yet, in our 

youth-oriented society opportunities for such visibility are rare. When 

the elderly are noticed at all, it is not usually to honor them but to 

pity them, to draw attention not to their strer:gths but to their 

weaknesses. But, in her organizational membership, the older wanan 

continues to be 1sanebody 1 
; as a long-time member her contributions and 

achievements (both past and present) are respected and honored and she 

is made visible to others. Within this setting, almost anyone who 

wishes it, can find scme opportunity to be noticed for, as Myerhoff 

informs, 

Even people withcut claims to being of special worth 
could 1appear 1 by their own devices - having their name 
entered in the mirmtes, making a motion, beiDJ a member 
of the board, holding an office, organizing and running 
an activity, haDJing a painting on the wall, being 
mentioned by name over the public address system, being 
quoted by saneone - all were markers of existence and a 
degree of w:>rth (1978:145). 

During the data gathering period, the researcher was amazed at 

the m.unber of respondents whose photogratfls she was able to identify in 

the town newspaper. Fiftieth and sixtieth associational anniversaries, 

years of continuous devoted service, eldest manbers, founding members, 

worthy projects and special events - all received attention in the local 
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newspaper and provided the occasion for an elderly \'Dman's 'appearance•. 

Several of the respondents shewed the researcher n.ewspaper clippings 

revealing their former appearances, as self-validating reminders of 

memorable manents when they had held center staJe. Being phot~ 

as the eldest member cutting the anniversary cake or the recipient of an 

award for years of dedicated service to one's association, an elderly 

woman could take pride in herself and find satisfaction and a feeling of 

worth in knowing that she had made a public appearance. 

In addition to occupying leadership or executive positions, 

almost everyone contril:utes in some Wirf to the running and preservation 

of the organization - 11 t\'D of us look after bridge club, set up tables 

arxi get things organized11 (No. 8-74 yrs.). This is especially true of 

small organizations where every membership retained and payment of dues 

does irxieed 11help out 11 arxi is therefore valued. There are conmittees to 

be served on, worthy projects to be planned and hard-working 

conscientious people required to carry them through. Thus, one may, as 

a 11l.D11ber of respondents revealed, be serving on the alter guild or the 

telephone committee, or be occupying such informal };X)Sitions as: 

11 Chairperson of the sick and visitin;;J camnittee11 
, 

11Co-ordination of 

callers11 
, 

11hostess chairman11 
, 

11convener of the sewing camnittee11 or 11 the 

hospital auxiliary volunteers11 
, or the association's "pianist11 

• 

Within the organizational life of their community elderly wc:men 

also find the opportunity to publicly display personal skills and 

abilities that they have developed over the years. Hosting the monthly 

meeting of her church group, baking for a pantry sale or supper I sewing 

or knitting for a 'tazaar or the Hospital Auxiliary gift shop I all are 
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occasions for an elderly wanan to bring her homemaking skills to the 

attention of others. Cherished reputations such as "a good cook", "a 

tidy housekeeper" or one who can make "the best apple pie in 

Bridgewater" have been most likely earned through years of :r;articipation 

in these camrunity organizations. M::>st of this activity also provides 

elderly wanen with the opportunity to continue to perform the kind of 

1~rk 1 they have been doing for a lifetime. Abilities or expertise 

acquired over the years need not be put on the shelf when they can find 

expression within this arena. A wanan's nurturing skills need not go to 

waste as long as she can serve on the sick and visiting camnittee. If 

an individual posesses a :r;articular skill (e.g. a former typist, a 

retired pianist, or simply, a woman who can drive a car) that the others 

do not, she can become an especially valued member. 

Because ours is a society that has traditiona.lly enphasized 

productivity, work and activity are deeply instilled cultural values. 

This poses a problem for those who must retire from ~rk and find within 

their leisure pursuits a meaningful justification for their existence. 

To protect identity, retired persons must establish the ~rth of their 

leisure activity. 

If leisure activities are to provide a new role, the 
retired person must engage in sane meaningful activity, 
appropriate in terms of cultural values, which will 
afford him a rationale for a social identity and a 
concept of self (Miller, 1968:366). 

There are, as Miller infonns, ways that older people can continue to 

maintain feelings of ~rth and protect their self-conceptions. One, is 

to introduce aspects of work into leisure (e.g. the handicrafts person 

finds a market for what she makes); another, is to subjectively define 

http:tiona.ll
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as 'w::~rk' what is objectively defined as leisure. That elderly wanen 

are able to preserve their identities as useful and productive human 

beings by definirg what they do in their leisure time as work has been 

noted by other researchers. MattheN; (1979a) found that her elderly 

widowed respondents had learned to "attach new meaning to old 

activities". Crochetirg, cleaning house, even watchirg television, 

became defined as "keeping busy" and by keeping busy, elderly woman were 

demonstrating to themselves and others that they were still active and 

not yet old. Similarly Hochschild found that elderly women 

distinguished bebeen work and "pure" tim (1978: 39-40) . 

Similarly activity within these camnmity organizations may be 

objectively defined as activity that W':lmen engage in during their 

leisure time. Hcwever, much of it resembles the household labor that 

has been the lifelong occupation of these wanen and is thus considered 

purposeful and meaningful by those who engage in it. 

THE CHURCH AS A UNIQUE ORGANIZATION 

Of all the camnmity organizations, the clmrch and the groups 

affiliated with it deserve special mention because of the role it plays 

in the lives of many of these elderly women. Church related 

associations comprise the largest category of associational involvement, 

making up about 35 percent of the total number of listed manberships. 

About 62 percent of the coiJIIlUility-dwelling respondents said that they 

were involved in some type of clmrch group activity. Participation in 

church related activities is also characterized by a high degree of 

stability with only fourteen of those currently involved (22.2%) saying 
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that they were arrrt less involved than they had been when they were in 

their fifties. M::>st of those who had decreased their involvement, did 

so because of a decline in their own or their husl::and's health. Eight 

respon:ients (12. 7%) said that they were actually more involved now than 

they had ever been, usually because they found they had DDre free time. 

Almost three-quarters (74.3%) of the cc:nmunity-dwelling respondents 

attend church. 

1Church member 1 in itself can be a meaningful informal role and 

a source of self-continuity. The regular SUnday routine of year in and 

year out attending the same church, seeing the same familiar faces, even 

sitting in the same pew on the same side of the church, cannot help but 

reinforce a perception of sameness of self. For many, church life and 

religious experience has been a central :part of their lives since 

childhood. Indeed, it can be, for sane individuals, an 'inherited part 

of self 1 
, a part of family tradition that has become an expression of 

intergenerational continuity connecting the elderly ~man to family 

members who have gone on before her. 

My father was a deacon for 30 years. We went twice on 
SUnday and we walked. (No. 68-70 yrs. ) 


I sarg in a choir for 53 years. I belonged to the alter 

guild as a yourg girl, taught SUnday school and I go to 

church twice a week. (No. 73-79 yrs.) 


My mother was a christian and I 1m going to hang onto 
what she taught me. (No. 127-94 yrs.) 


Religion was always a :part of rtf"/ life, mother was always 

religious. (No. 138-65 yrs.) 


Being a church member also fosters a feeling of connectedness or 

belonging for those who have cane to identity themselves as one of a 
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family of the children of Gc:xi. In this setting everyone, young or old, 

is made to feel equally important. At SUnday service, elderly wanen are 

fussed over and the minister (or priest) greets them and calls them by 

name. When they fail to attend, genuinely concerned fellow members 

'enquire about them and send greetin:;rs hane with their family members. 

Old people become visible when their birthdays, armiversaries, or 

achievanents are publicly announced on SUixlay 100rning. When they are 

ill or hospitalized, the congregation is informed and prayers are given 

for them. 

Church life provides the ideal opportunity for both formal and 

informal 1doing for others 1 and sanctions the belief that one should. 10 

The church and its affiliated groups are also the source of numerous 

informal roles (e.g. church organist, choir member, elder, member of the 

visiting camlittee or the alter guild, and so forth) and there seens to 

be a job for anyone who is willing to serve. Within this setting, age, 

if not irrelevant, is certainly not of primary concern. flt:>st all church 

related activities and events are attended and participated in by people 

of all age groups. Both young and elderly ~men are called upon to 

greet members at the door and pass out church programs, to prepare 

quarterly reports for mailing or personal delivery, to bake for and 

serve at church suppers and teas, to make sandwiches and desserts for 

monthly meetin:;rs and church luncheons, and to teach SUnday school and 

serve on cc:mnittees. 

People meet others and develop friendships through their church. 

This is especially useful for those who are new residents of the 

camnmity. A seventy-nine year old respondent, for example, said that 
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she first met two of her closest friends when they visited her seventeen 

years before as members of the church welcaning committee. Others 

developed close friendships with ~ who attended the same church, 

w::>men 1s group, or were members of the same church choir. Of the seven 

respondents who were relative newcaners to the town (residents for less 

than 10 years) , four had turned to the church as a source for developing 

new relationshi:ps, while a fifth :responjent, who had been living in the 

town for less than two years, was considering church attendance as a 

possibility for meeting people. 

I go to church and meet people that way. (No. 15-78 
yrs.) 

I met an awful lot through church. (No. 100-71 yrs.) 

In sane ways I take it (church) as an outlet for making 
friends. {No. 97-70 yrs.) 

For many of these elderly wanen, whether they are currently 

attending church or participating in church related activities, their 

church life and religious experience has been a lifelong source of 

beliefs and values that continue to influence their interpretation of 

the meaning of life am self. 

In part one of this chapter relations with neighbors were 

examined illustrating that almost all of the elderly women in the 

community-dwelling sample have substantial contact with at least one of 

their neighbors and these relations constitute yet another source of 

meaningful identity supportive ties. The assurance that one's neighbors 

are there if they are needed and that "they are always willing to help 
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out", contril::utes to the older wanan 1s identity as an independent and 

secure self. Because neighbors, in general, do not provide major types 

of assistance, it is usually possible for the elderly woman to find same 

way of reciprocating for favors received, and thereby to maintain 

feelings of usefulness and self-esteem. Because relations with 

neighbors, like friendships, are voluntary and more equal than relations 

with family, they can enhance the older ~1s morale, contribute to 

feelings of self-respect and cormectedness as a human being. 

This netw::>rk, like the friendship network, is an arena where 

interpersonal skills are displayed and meaningful dimensions of self 

{e.g. "easy to get along with", "friendly to everyone1
' and "one who is 

always willing to help out") are realized and affirmed. It is within 

this ~ that ane 1s reputation as a "good neighbor" ("people speak 

good of me") is established and kept alive. If the elderly woman is 

fortunate enough to have retained at least one or two of her 1 old' 

neighbors, this netw::>rk can also contril::ute to her sense of sameness or 

self-continuity. 

Part two examined the leisure activity of elderly wanen 

debunking the myth that most elderly people are forced to deal with 

idleness and endless leisure time. t.t:>st of the wanen interviewed in 

this study are busily involved in numerous activities. M:>st have for 

years focused much of their leisure time involvement on participation in 

the organizational life of their community and many continue to do so. 

Involvement in these associations was found to contribute to 

identity maintenance in many ways. A lifelong pattern of continuous 

involvement in an ongoing routine of familiar surroundings, faces, and 
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events reinforces a feeling of self-sameness. Partici:pation in the 

activities associated with these groups provides the opportunity for 

pleasurable activity and social interaction. M:>re imJ;X>rtantly, these 

activities enable older ~ to continue involvement in meaningful, 

purposeful activity where they can continue to feel useful and needed 

and maintain self-esteem. Within this sphere they find the opportunity 

for the enactment, validation and preservation of such meaningful 

identity ccmponents as - "good standing citizen", "one who does for 

others", one who is "hard-working", "thoughtful and kind", and most 

important, one who is busy and active and thus 'not old'. 

Organizational involvement is also a source of informal roles and status 

attainment, a setting where reputations 1:ased on previously held 

informal roles and former achievements live on, and are retained as 

meaningful components of the elderly wanan's current sense of self. 

The church was described as unique among the community 

associations to which respondents belong. Comprising the largest 

category of organizational involvement, it plays an important part in 

the lives of many of these elderly wanen. Life within the church and 

its affiliated associations was found to be a wise identity investment 

where the elderly wanan finds self-continuity, a sense of belonging, 

personal recognition, and opportunity for visibility irrespective of her 

age. Herein is fO\.Di meaningful activity in the givilYJ of service to 

others in an atmosphere where the value of service to others is 

collectively sanctioned. The influence of religion in the lives of some 

of these ~ is all pervasive, influencing their interpretation of the 

meaniiYJ of life and self. 
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FOOTNOTES 


1 Couples were recorded as contact with ~ neighbor. Two of the six 
respondents (5. 9%) , who said they had 1ittle or no contact with 
their neighbors, did actually have a lot of contact with one next 
door neighbor, ~r, one of these neighbors was a daughter, the 
other a son and they were not recorded as lmits in the respondent's 
neighborhood network. At least two of those without contact, were 
self proclaimed independents. The first stated, "I'm not a person 
to run in and out and if I wanted sanething I would call on them 
but I like to be independent" (No. 12-77 yrs.). The second said, 
"'!hey are all as neighborly as I am" (She doesn't "mind saying 
hello" when she's outdoors but) "I can't stand to stand and chat" 
(No. 58-74 yrs.). 

2 	 It should be noted that data on neighbors ages is l:ased on 
respondent's estimate of their neighbor's age and most had 
difficulty providing an exact estimate. Typical replies to the 
question, "Can you please give me sane idea of this neighbor's 
age?" were, "in the sixties" or "around eighty". '!his again draWlS 
attention to the fact that many of these wanen did not pc:y a lot of 
attention to chronological age. 

3 	 Keep in mind here that sane of the neighbors who provide emotional 
or moral support may well be friends since many have neighbors whom 
they consider also to be their close friends. 

4 	 Despite the fact that the self-reported health status of many of 
these wanen suggested that their health was quite good, since 
health iiTip!irment or disability was one of the criterion which 
qualified an elderly person for admission to one of these 
apartments, one mul.d expect to find that many of the residents 
~d be afflicted with some type of functional imtsirment. 

5 	 There may be some consolation, and hope for identity management, in 
knc:Ming that I would help if I could and that there are things I 
can do (like lending) if I'm asked to. Thus, while this apartment­
dwelling respondent said that she received a lot of assistance - "I 
don't think in the years I've been here, I've gone once to get rrry 
mail. also takes rrry cheques to the bank and p:tys rrry 
rent" - when asked if she gave any help, she replied that she did 
not, but - "well, if there's anything I got, I'd lend or give them, 
anything in the world". There may also be some justification for 
one's status as receiver in that, "they all knc:M I'm not well". 
The distinction between 'illness' and 'oldness' can be an important 
one. One of the nursing hane respondents made this clear to the 
interviewer - "I guess I should think of myself as being old, but I 
don't. I don't put age there at all, it's just that I'm sick" (No. 
107-82 yrs. ) . 
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6 	 The 'spring fling' is an all day fund raising event in aid of the 
local hospital. Hospital Auxiliary members and community 
vol'tmteers (many of whan are older wanen) spend months planning and 
preparing for this affair. 

7 	 Of these five w:>men, one had attended her group once in the past 
year. Two others had attended several times, transportation being 
provided by the daughter of one of these two members. 

8 	 One respondent maintained that organizational involvement helped 
her adjust to widc:Mhood. She described feeling "lost" after the 
death of her husband. Finding herself on her own after years of 
raising five children and months of nursing a dying spouse, she 
began to think - "No one needs me" . At about this time, she 
received a telephone call requesting her assistance in the Red 
Cross. She has been very actively involved in this organization 
ever since and says that her need to be needed was fulfilled by the 
Red Cross - "Red Cross was the answer" (No. 17-70 yrs.) 

9 	 Thirty-five percent of the ap3rtment-dwelling sample were manbers. 
Other studies have also found that senior's clubs, or similar 
organizations designed exclusively for seniors, are not attended by 
a large proportion of the older population (Trela and Simmons, 
1971; Harris and Associates, 1975; Atchley, 1980). Trela and 
SiDmons report that the major reasons that people did not join or 
particiJ;&te in such an organization were "focused on alternative 
activities or an ambivalence toward the center". Some of the 
ambivalence was related to the feeling that this was an 
organization for 1 old 1 people and many felt that ~ just weren' t 
ready for it. 

10 	 While the researcher became aware early on that many of these w:>men 
shared in an individual ethic of 'doing for others' 1 it was not 
until she observed a monthly wanen's church group meeting that she 
was raninded that a camnittment to serving others is collectively 
endorsed and promoted as a religious principle. The 'business' 
component of this meeting (attended mostly by elderly wanen) 
focused primarily on determining who to do what for? Who was ill 
enough to qualify and just what should be done for the recipient? 
~d she receive a potted plant or a fruit l::asket? Also I at this 
same meeting everyone was given sanething to do and a great deal of 
deliberation centered around who ~d be designated for each task 
(e.g. who w:>uld bring what to the upcaning church luncheon?) 



CHAPTER EIGHT 

MANAGING IDENTITY IN LATER LIFE: UTILIZING 

RESOURCES AND DEALING WITH CONSTRAINTS 


All individuals do not journey the life course, nor interpret 

their life experiences, from the same vantage point. "One of the 

fundamental discoveries of biology am animal ecology is that every 

living organism inhabits a 'niche', or opportunity structure, which more 

or less routinely provides it with a JOOdiC\.Un of necessities and 

canforts" (McCall and Simmons, 1978:226). As humans, given that self 

"arises through co-operative activity" (Mead, 1934:317), the developnent 

and maintenance of some form of opportunity structure is also an 

essential condition for the creation and survival of our identities. 

SUch a niche consists not so much of material resources as - a web of 

meaningful relationships with others who furnish opportunities for the 

enactment and support of our identities (McCall am Simmons, 1978) . 

However, we also face constraints that impede us in our attempt 

to realize our identity aspirations. This study has been guided by a 

"choice-constraint 11 JOOdel of social life (see pp. 28-29). Human social 

life is viewed as a dialectic of choices am constraints. People 

possess the ability to make choices but are not free to choose among 

endless possibilities. Behavior is interpreted as "the result of actors 

deciding among structured sets of alternatives" (Fischer et al, 1977). 

In negotiating and maintaining a viable identity, no two 

individuals confront exactly the same combination of opportunities or 

resources and constraints. Structural constraints (e.g. economic and 
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social conditions) define and limit the alternatives available. Nor 

does everyone possess the same ability to utilize and manage their 

resources, and to deal effectively with the constraints that confront 

them. However, while each individual's opportunity structure is unique 

there are certain socially structured circwnstances, influencing the 

formation and maintenance of social bonds, that are shared. Thus, 

variables such as, context (e.g. geograprlcal, urban vs rural) , socio­

econcmic status, access to transportation, attitudes toward aging and 

the aged, social policies (such as retirement), etlmicity, age and 

gamer, all influence the social relations that people are able to 

initiate and sustain. 

Advanced age is typically considered a particularly influential 

variable that is negatively interrelated with most others, decreasing 

life's opportunities while increasing constraints and limiting 

alternatives. Thus old age is typically viewed as a :period of 

diminishing resources and concomitantly, diminishing social contacts. 

Being 1old 1 and female is considered to be a "double whammy" (Posner, 

1980) or "double jeopardy" (Chappell and Havens, 1980) with all the more 

negative consequences; elderly women occupy tNJ stigmatized statuses and 

face the canbined effects of ageism and sexism. 

'nle data that have been reported here, however, contradict this 

view of later life, illustrating that, while constraints may indeed 

increase as people grow older and social contacts, for many, do 

diminish, there are few elderly women who are totally devoid of 

resources, including meaningful ties to others. M:st, therefore, have 

some control of their aging experience and continue to maintain a 
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meaningful and viable sense of self. This chapter elal:x>rates further on 

the analysis of the way in which the elderly wanen 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) rmmber of ties, (2) strength and meaning of ties, (3) context and, 

(4) personal resources. 

NtJ.mER OF TIES 

Since identities emerge and are sustained in the process of 

social interaction, an essential resource, if self-meaning is to be 

constructed and maintained, is - access to other persons, in particular, 

access to significant others. Thus, opportunity for enactment and 

confirmation of identities is found within the individual's personal 

social network. 

According to the detailed data reported in Chapters 5, 6 and 7, 

the majority of the elderly N:Den in the principal saq>le (i.e. the 

carmunity-dwelling) have extensively populated personal networks. 'The 

family network was a particularly important source of significant others 

and the extent to which these wanen are integrated into this network, 

can be further illustrated by canputing, for each respondent, a family 

network score. One point is given for each of five potentially 

available family members that a respondent does, in fact,ha.ve contact 

with (e.g. having a husband = 1 point, a child = 1 point, a grandchild = 

1 point, a sibling = 1 point and a niece and/or nephew, cousin, or 

sister-in-law or other canparable kin = 1 point) .1 The highest possible 

total score is 5 points. The results of this canputaticm (Table 8. 1) 

http:fact,ha.ve
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TABLE 8.1 

FAMILY NE':M)RK SCORES 

Score categories N 

High ( 4 or 5 Points) 61 60.4 

Medium ( 2 or 3 Points) 36 35.6 

Low (0 or 1 Point) 4 4.0 

Totals 101 100.0 

reveal that the majority of the respondents have high family network 

scores. No respondent was without at least one family member. As 

reported in Chapter Five the amount of contact with family was also 

high. 

Friendship and neighborhood networks also displayed a high rate 

of involvement. Almost all (96%) had at least one close frierxl or 

confidant, while 85% had two or JJDre close friends. Contact with 

friends was also frequent. Most (94%) also had contact with at least 

one of their neighoors while eighty respondents (79.2%) had regular 

contact with two or more. A majority of respondents are also involved 

in social interaction in the form of either informal or formal 

organizational involvement. Sixty-five respondents (64.3%) hold 

membership in at least one organization or informal group. 
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To get a better idea of the extent to which respondents have 

access to a wide range of others within their network of personal 

relations, a total netN:Jrk score was computed for each respondent. This 

score serves as a crude index of the r-cmge of the total set of the older 

~' s meaningful links to others. 2 In constructing this score a 

respondent was given one point for the presence of at least one manber 

in each of the folladng potential areas of network involvement: family, 

friend, neighbor, fictive kin and organizational membership. Again, tlt..e 

highest possible total score is five points and scores are categorized 

as high, medium and lew. 

Results of this canputation (Table 8. 2) indicate that not only 

are the majority of these respondents embedded in an extensively 

pop.tlated kinship network, JOOSt are well connected 1::leyozxi the family as 

well. 'Three-quarters of the sample fall into the high score category 

while only three respondents have low scores. If these low scores can 

be considered iooicative of isolates or semi-isolates, then there are 

very few in this sample who fall into this category. Thus, in terms of 

number of ties as an identity maintenance resource, the majority of 

these respondents fare exceptionally well. 

S'l'REOO'm AND MEANING OF TIES 

The data reported above indicate that the majority of this 

sample of elderly w:>men are by no means lacking in sources of social 

involv"aalellt and are connected to a relatively wide range of others. 

However, the fact that ties exist, and even that interaction is 

frequent, is not, in itself, sufficient evidence for tlt.e existence of 



366 

TABLE 8.2 

TOTAL NE'n«>RK sCoREs 

Score categories N 

High ( 4 or 5 Points) 76 75.2 

Medium ( 3 Points) 22 21.8 

Low (2 Points or Less) 3 3.0 

Totals 101 100.0 

identity support. While a personal social ne~rk provides an arena 

where identities can be enacted, desired validation may not be 

forthcoming. A second essential resource, if identity is to be 

maintained, is the presence of social ties that are strong and 

meaningfuJ. • 

Network analysts define the strength of ties in various ways. 

Strength is sanetimes defined in terms of one variable or factor, 

intensity, for example {see Reader, 1964:22 who defines intensity in 

terms of the degree to which individuals are prepared to honour 

obligations to one another) or multiplexity {see Kapferer, 1969:213, the 

implication here is that people who are bound together in a rrumber of 

ways are more securely connected to each other). Others define the 

strength of ties in terms of a canbination of elements, hence, Pilisuk 

and Minkler (1980: 100) maintain that "tenacity, the aootional intensity 
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of the ties, the elq)eCtation of their durability and availability, and 

the degree of intimacy or confiding which occurs a.oong the exchanges.. 

all canbine to determine the overall strength of ties. Similarly, 

Granovetter (1973: 1361) defines the strength of a tie as a 11 (probably 

linear) ccmbination of the 8100\m.t of time, the a1KJtional intensity, the 

intimacy (mutual confiding), and the reciprocal services which 

characterize the tie". In terms of the above definitions, according to 

the data presented in Chapters 5, 6 and 1 1 most of the respondents in 

this study have many strong ties. 

However, the existence of strong ties tell us little of the 

fimction of such ties. Is a tie strong (or weak) in what sense 1 in 

terms of emotional support, material support, or sane other factor, and 

according to N1ose judgement, - the respondents or the researchers? Tile 

researcher's interest in the tie will generally influence the definition 

of strength employed and this must be specified. Thus, for the purposes 

of this research, a strong tie is one that provides support for one or 

more of the older WJman' s self-conceptions and the researcher thus needs 

to investigate the content of her network, or the meanings that she 

attributes to her relationships (see Mitchell, 1969). 

When the content of respondent's ties was investigated, most of 

them were found to be meaningful and the source of support for their 

numerous self-conceptions. In particular, many interesting cases of 

subjectively meaningful ties were discovered whose strength and 

meaningfulness would have been obscured had they been examined only from 

an objective viewpoint. Thus, for an elderly N:JDel'l who has never had 

~ children of her own, a young neighbor N:)IJiall has become a very strong 
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tie. Much more than a neighbor, she is just like a daughter ("I think 

of her as a daughter") . A waoen in her late eighties, who has lost her 

only daughter, has developed an unusually close relationship with her 

daughter's daughter. An eighty-nine year old never-married, childless 

woman, whose only living family consists of an elderly niece by 

marriage, has developed a strang and meaningful tie to her employee, a 

tODan who has become not only a dependable housekeeper but a close 

friend an:i confidant. A seventy-seven year old wanan, with sons tut no 

daughters, feels very close to a former boarder, a wanan whan she says 

is "just like the daughter I never had". Her housekeeper of 30 years 

has becaDe her confidant and is treated like one of the family. A 

former work colleague has become another respondent's close friend and 

living canpanion. A never-married childless respondent's tenants of 

many years have becaDe her fictive kin and the beneficiaries of her home 

and property. In two cases, N'lat began as purely instrumental ties, 

when an advertisement was placed in the ~r in search of an 

employee (a caregiver and a chauffeur), has turned into very close 

friendshi,PS. An elderly never-married next door neighbor became another 

respondent's adopted family member, whan she cared for in her dying 

days. A young man met via a ham radio has becaDe "almost like a 

grandson" to a rmrsing bane respondent. 'lllese represent only a few of 

the many interesting subjectively meaningful relations described by 

respondents. 

It was also discovered that N'lat are generally assumed to be 

positive ties can sometimes be negative ones, particularly in terms of 

identity support. Thus, an elderly woman=s wayward son has become a 
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reminder of her failure as a parent rather than a source of motherly 

pride. A daughter, who insists that her elderly mother become dependent 

on her, shatters her mother's 'not old' self-image. While a husband­

wife relation is generally COI1Sidered to be the source of a positive and 

central identity bestowing self-other borxi, enhancing a woman's sense of 

self, this is not necessarily so. Thus, one respondent's second 

marriage to a reclusive non-conpmionate man, did not provide her with 

the canpanionship and opportunity for social irwolvement that she had 

hoped for and, in addition is an unhappy reminder of an unwise decision 

that she has made. For several other respondents, while their tie to 

their spouse was in general positive, it was also negative in the sense 

that, because these husbands were ill, they hirxlered their wives 

integration or access to meaningful relations with others. Thus, one 

N:Jnan, whose husband was very ill and who requires her constant care and 

attention, said that she had to give up "my friends, I can 1 t contact 

them any100re because I'm tied to the house" (No. 79-73 yrs.). This same 

woman has not, since her husband became ill, attended the two 

organizations in which she holds membership. Another seventy-n«:> year 

old respondent, whose husband is also ill, does not belong to any 

organizations or groups and says, "I couldn't go ~. I don't like to 

leave my husband alone" (No. 37). A third illustration, a seventy-six 

year old woman, who was once very actively irwolved socially but new 

devotes al.Joost all her time to the care of her ailing spouse, says, "I 

can't do the things on the outside that I would like to, but, ...my duty 

to my husband canes first" (No. 95.). 
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Despite this evidence of the existence of negative content, it 

can be concluded that the majority of social ties for these wanan are 

positive and strong. Part of their strength as sources of identity 

support lies in the fact that these links to others are the source of 

meaningful am durable interpersonal relationships. f.tlre than casual 

relationships, these stable social bonds have becane a dependable 

recurring supply of legitimation for the older woman's identities 

(McCall and SiDmons, 1978). The strength of these elderly wanen's ties 

also lies in the fact that so many of their relations are with 

'significant others'. In their discussion of the social process of 

reality-maintenance, Berger ani Luckmarm distinguish between significant 

others and "less significant others" or the "chorus". While almost all 

others encountered in everyday life play a part in reaffirming an 

individual's subjective reality, significant others occupy a central 

position as "the principal agents" and are particularly iq:lortant for 

the ongoin:J confirmation of his/her identity. 

To retain confidence that he is indeed who he thinks he 
is, the individual requires not only the implicit 
confirmation of this identity that even casual everyday 
contacts will supply, but the explicit am eootionally 
charged confirmation that his significant others bestow 
on him (1967: 150). 

Thus, in terms of the strength and meaning of ties as a 

resource, the major!ty of respc:n:lents again fair well. 

CONTEXT 

The characteristics of the place where people live (e.g. rural 

versus urban, suburbanism vs irmer city) affect the structure and 
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canposition of their social ties (Fischer and Jackson, 1977) and can 

thus influence their aging experience. The nature of the cOlJil'lUility­

its layout, social institutions, transportation system, the age 

structure of its population and so forth - influences the choices and 

constraints people face in building am maintain.ilg their social ties 

and constructing meaningful lives (Fischer, 1982). While ties in small 

rural ccmmmities (as was found in this study) tern to be multi-stranded 

and localized, it is generally asstmled that city life is characterized 

by single-stranded and JOOre widely dispersed ties (Fischer, 1982) . As 

Fischer has discovered, city life can be advantageous in that it 

provides IJK)re access to others and tlms JOOre choice in deciding with 

whan to interact am fonn relationships However 1 for elderly people 1o 

geograprlcally exterded relations can be problematic since physical and 

financial constraints often prohibit mobility. Frequently, they are 

constrained to seek associates fran the nearby camnmity or even the 

.inmediate neighborhood3 (Fischer and Jackson, 1977; Fischer, 1982). 

For the elderly women interviewed in this study, the nature of 

the ccmnunity in which they lived was a resource contributing positively 

in a number of ways to their identity maintenance in old age. Typical 

of many small tCN'lS, it contains within its population a relatively 

large proportion of older people so that these who are elderly can 

benefit fran the availability of a sizable pool of age peers. Sane 

studies of elderly people suggest that the availability of age peers 

contributes to social integration (Resow, 1967) and that older people 

benefit from ties with people of their own age (Arling, 1976). More 

importantly, it is a camnmity containing a sizable population of 
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elderly people who have grown old together. Of the 101 caanun.ity­

dwelling resporxients, only thirteen (12.9%) had lived in the town for 

less than twenty years. 'l'he majority of these wcmen have thus spent 

most of, if not, their entire lives in this tCNl and many have travelled 

very little outside of it. It is therefore not surprising that their 

personal net:N:>rks tend to be localized and multiplex. 'l'his feature of 

their net\«:>rks benefits identity maintenance in that the opportunities 

for role enactment and identity support are frequent. Many attend the 

same church, belong to the same women's church group and share 

membership in ane or more other organi:zatians. Almost everyone attends 

the same camnmity events. Members of different churches attend one 

anothers church teas and suppers. Thus, there are many occasions for 

interaction with the same significant others, other than family, in a 

variety of settings. 

Also, because the town has been a relatively progressive 

community, local employment opportunities have helped to prevent 

extensive out migration of younger people in search of employment 

e.lseNlere. Thus, JOOSt of the respcnients have at least one child living 

in the area (and concomitantly, usually one or more grandchildren). 

This circumstance, creates a setting where social involvement with both 

younger as well as older people is possible if it is desired. 

Another advantage of this camnmity as a place in which to grow 

old, is the availability of social institutions in which older people 

can continue to partici];&te. Because this tam. has had a relatively 

wide selection of camnmity organi:zations, elderly wanen have had the 

opportunity for a social life outside and independent of their 
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involvement with their families. This contributes to the older wanan•s 

sense of indepen:ient self with one • s am interests. Also, as previously 

noted in Chapter Seven, within the organizational life of their 

camnmity, elderly wanen have foum the opportunity for developiDJ new 

roles or, ·as was the case for many, of maintainiDJ informal roles that 

had lasted a lifetime. Through this avenue elderly wcmen find the 

opportunity to enact and obtain support for their numerous identity­

canponents. 

Kaufman (1980) has e!JI)hasized the ~ in which cu1tural milieu 

contributes to identity formation. Culture, she argues, provides the 

raw materials with which the ir¥tividual constructs a self. People 

incorporate the values of their cultural milieu in giviDJ meaning to 

self. '!be cu1 tural milieu of the elderly women interviewed in this 

study enhances identity maintenance in old age. For the most part, 

cannnmity or public ideology reinforces their personal ideology. Thus, 

the value that elderly women place on neighborliness, genuine 

friendship, good worker and doiDJ for others is reflected in and 

reinforced by the organized life of the camnm1ty. Older people thus 

find public support for such personally valued identities as - "one who 

does for others", "one who is friendly and neighborly", one who "when 

given a job, I do it" - because these are qualities that are pro100ted 

and valued in the camnmity as a whole. 

Because of the size of the community and its general stability, 

it is a setting where meaningful reputations have been easily 

established arXl maintained. Myerhoff has also drawn attention to this 
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as an advantage of small stable ccmnunities as contexts for the aging 

E!lq;)erience. 

In stable societies where the elderly have lived 
together for their entire life span, one's 
accarplishments during the productive years can be used 
as standards of t.\Orth and honor. Those accomplishments 
are ever-present in the memory of peers who serve as 
natural witnesses ( 1978: 142) . 

Thus, in contrast to rapidly changing urban areas in small stable 

camnmities one can draw upon past accanplishments and contributions to 

the camnm.ity to substantiate status claims in old age. 

For a number of elderly town N:lllell, their status as 'old waDell' 

was over-ridden, or at least teupered, by the status they had acquired 

from former identities and often by virtue of their cormectian to 

notable others. Typically these waaen continued to be identified in 

terms of roles they no longer played. Thus, a former physician's wife 

is still recognized as such and treated accordingly. Her former status 

thus continues to be an important part of her social and felt identity. 

Another respondent was kncNl as much as the daughter of her locally 

fanr::JUS DJther, as she was as herself. Much of her time in her later 

years is focused around administering her DJther's art collection, 

accepting awards, and attervling dedication ceremonies in honor of her 

DJther's t.\Ork. While such 'big fish in a small pond' are generally a 

minority and others do not have access to such sources of status, there 

are many ways of gaining lifelong recognition in a small town. Personal 

qualities such as honesty, generosity, and deperrlability, are "not 

changed by age" (Atchley, 198Qa) and can continue to be the source of 

recognition. Thus, a wcman who managed well despite the fact that she 
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was widowed when very young and in the midst of rearing her children 

declares as her greatest satisfaction - "to think that I have provided 

myself with a living since my husband died, without depending on anyone. 

All my friends give me credit11 (No. 64-71 yrs.). 

Also, as already noted in a previous chapter, a small cormmmity 

is a setting wherein there are opportunities for older people to 

continue 1 to appear 1 and thus, to contirme 1 to be 1 
• A.lJoost arrf type of 

personal achievanent is almost certain to receive ~r publicity 

including a birtlmy celebration marking the attainment of advanced age, 

being the first resident of the local nursing hane and thus given the 

honor of cutting the ribbon at opening ceremony, senior citizen of the 

year, eldest, honorary and lifetime members and the recipient of an 

award in recognition of years of service to an organization. 

Also, no doubt due to the size of the town, several older wcmen 

had acquired rep.1tations and the status of role model because it was 

felt that they were wanen who 1knew barf to grew old 1 
• These were 

ir:dividuals whose lifestyle and attitudes exanplified the adopted norms 

of haol to be 1not old 1 One of these role models was a ninety-four year• 

old woman who was fussed over wherever she went and praised for her 

stamina and abilities. The talk of the town because of her active 

lifestyle and social life, this resporrlent told the researcher, 11 they 

call me the go-go girl" (No. 127). There were others, in their eighties 

and nineties, who were frequently talked about and praised for their 

ability to "keep going" and "keep young" • 

Another inp:lrtant advantage of being a lifelong resident of a 

small stable cammmity such as Bridgewater is that an elder1y woman "may 
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assume that she has a kna+m biography" (Mattl'leMi, 1979a:97) and hold the 

feelinJ that "she is known as a person rather than as an old person" 

(1979a:99). M:Jst of the elderly wanen in this study were lifelong 

residents of their ccmmmity, surrounded by others who had aged with 

them, fellCM clmrch goers, organizational members, lifelong neighbors 

and friends who knew each other as persons rather than 'old' persons. 

Maintaining reciprocity in their relations with others is one 

wtrJJf in which elderly wcmen attempt to retain an image of themselves as 

indepen:ient and therefore 'not old'. However, it has been argued in 

earlier chapters that an elderly wanan's identity may be protected, even 

when there is asynmetry in her exchange relations, if she is able to 

convince herself that to receive oore than she is able to give is 

acceptable_ since others kna-1 that "I've done a lot to help other people 

out over the years". Lozier and Althouse (1975) suggest that the 

inability to reciprocate in exchange relations may be more easily 

managed and dignity preserved in a small ccmnunity where the older 

in:llvidual has accumulated a degree of social standil)J, or a legitimate 

store of "social credit", that justifies the support that now must be 

received fran others. 

Continuity and Change: Two BridgeNaters, 'The Old' and 'The New' 

It is ~rtant to distinguish between the environment as "an 

objective world 'out there'" and the environment as "the world as 

experienced" (Strauss, 1969: 141) and between "actual" and "elq)erienced11 

personal continuity ( 1969: 132) . Perhaps more unconsciously than 

consciously, the elderly wanen studied here have established a degree of 
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control over the W8:f in which the socio-cultural changes occurring in 

their ccmmmity actually effect them. In this W8:f they are able to 

minimize threats to their identities. As Strauss informs us, humans are 

able to minimize identity change while living in a rapidly changing 

envirorunent by creating "islands of stability" . 

Even in a milieu marked by rapid social change, men 
seize opportunities for forestalling and minimizing 
personal change; they appear to establish, with at least 
partial success, islands of stability (1969: 141) . 

Respondents were protected from many of the changes that had 

occurred, both in their iDmediate camnmity and the wider world, because 

they had available to them a 'ccmmmity within a camnmity' . While they 

lived in and were part of the wider camnmity of their town, they were 

also members of what might be referred to as the local 'social world of 

the elderly' 4 (see Unruh, 1983). This is not to say that the elderly 

women of Bridgewater are segregated fran the young or that they do not 

participate in the life of the wider COJ1I1IUlli ty l:::ut that much of their 

social life revolves around activities where older people canprise a 

substantial proportion, and often a majority, of those involved. Thus, 

while social change is going on around them, within their own social 

world there is stability. Here they share with their peers a culture 

and outlook on life that birm them to the 'old Bridgewater' and while 

not totally insulated fran the 'new Bridgewater', they are to a degree 

shielded fran it. 

Much of their social involvement is centered around a lifelong 

pattern and occurs within familiar settings. Indeed, it is because of 

their camdtment to this pattern of involvement that they have, in their 
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old age, access to a meaningful social world. Unlike those elderly who 

find themselves in situations where ccmmmity must be intentionally 

created, these N:1llml are living out their later years within an 'aged 

camnm.ity' that has occurred almost serendipitously. 5 Bolstered by a 

collectivity of age peers, they can better absorb and incorporate the 

changes that are going an around them than if they were to face them 

alone. Within this world they are less constrained, less likely to be 

reninded of age, bodily changes or disabilities. Though there may be 

little opportunity for status on the outside, here they find meaningful 

sources of status and dignity and continuity in the beliefs and values 

they share with others. 

While the elderly wauan may experience a sense of discontinuity 

in that many of the familiar town landmarks are no longer standing, she 

fiim continuity in roost of her other social ell!periences. She continues 

to attend arxi particiJ;Bte in the same ccmmmity events, organizations 

and church. There, amid many new faces, she is comforted by the sight 

of the familiar faces of her long-time friends and neighbors, their 

children and grandchildren. Within such a setting of familiar faces and 

places, at least for a time, her oldness stays canfortably in the 

backgroum. 

Within their private or personal sphere, sane of these wanen had 

also built "islands of stability" or continuity into their lives through 

a strategy of context management. Sane, for example, had refused to 

change the decor of their homes to keep up with modern changes in style. 

The researcher found that many held on to household possessions and 

furnishings that, as objects of great symbolic and sentimental value, 
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lended a sense of continuity of their surroundings and their lives. 6 A 

degree of reality maintenance is a :f\mction of established routine 

(Berger and Luclcmann, 1967:149-156) and sane wanen were maintaining 

continuity by ensuring that they follONed the same daily routine that 

they had been following for many years. Cooking a hot dinner for one 1s 

noon time meal, hanging clothing outdoors to dry despite the fact that 

it was the middle of winter and one owned a dryer, dressing for one 1s 

evening meal and eating it at the dining roan table rather than grabbing 

a bite at the kitchen counter - all are examples of continuity 

management in one 1s immediate life setting. 

Canparative Residential Settjrns 

This section briefly examines the three different sample 

settings canparing the availability of resources in each. 

Looking first at accessability of contacts or the number of 

ties, a canparison of respondents overall network scores reveal that the 

community-dwelling sample are at an advantage in that a larger 

proportion of these wanen have access to a wider variety of ties 

including those made with family, friends, neighbors, fictive kin and 

through organizations. As Table 8. 3 illustrates, three-quarters of the 

principal sample have high total net:N:>rk scores but less than half of 

the apartment sample do, and only 10% of the nursing home sample have 

scores that fall in this range. 

An examination of specific networks reveals the areas of 

involvement where respondents in the apartment and nursing home samples 

miss specific types of links. 'The family network has been found to be 
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TABLE 8.3 


TOTAL NE'lHJRK SCORE'S AND SAMPLE SETTING 

Samples 

Camnmity­ Apu-tment- NursiiYJ 
lkellil'YJ JH!lliiYJ Home 

Score categories N % N % N % 

High (4 or 5 Points) 76 75.2 15 48.4 1 10.0 

Medium ( 3 Points) 22 21.8 13 41.9 6 60.0 

LcM (2 Points or Less) 3 3.0 3 9.7 3 30.0 

Totals 101 100.0 31 100.0 10 100.0 

of paraJIIJWlt importance to most of these wanen and, as illustrated in 

Table 8. 4, large proportions of the respondents in all three samples 

have access to a variety of different family members, although the 

apartment sample has a sanewhat lower proportion of respondents having 

high scores. Chapter Five (pp. 177-215) provided data on the frequency 

of contact with various family members. To briefly summarize, while the 

camnmity-dwelliiYJ are more likely to see most of their family members 

roore frequently than respondents in the other two samples, in ger'.eral, 

the difference arooiYJ the samples is not great. That there is not roore 

variation amoiYJ these samples is an interestiiYJ finding. Since family, 

particularly adult children, are a major source of assistance to older 

people, contributiiYJ substantially to their ability to continue to live 

in their own homes, one would expect that elderly wanen, who have 
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TABLE 8.4 

FAMILY NE'1l«>RK SCORES AND SAMPLE SE'rl'ING 

Score categories 

Ccmnunity-
Dwelling 

N % 

Samples 

Apartment-
Dwelling 

N % 

Nursing 
Home 

N % 

High (4 or 5 Points) 

Medium ( 2 or 3 Points) 

Low (O or 1 Point) 

61 

36 

4 

60.4 

35.6 

4.0 

16 

13 

2 

51.6 

42.0 

6.4 

6 

2 

2 

60.0 

20.0 

20.0 

Totals 101 100.0 31 100.0 10 100.0 

relocated to altemative forms of housing (in particular 1 a nursing 

heme) I would be much less likely to have access to family ties. 

It is .i.nportant, hcN!ver, to determine which family ties are 

missing (Table 8 • 5) • It is notable that larger proportions in the 

apartment and nursing home samples lack ties to key family members­

children and husban::!s. While 65% of the cxmmunity~lling do not now, 

or never did I have husbands, 90% of the nursing home sauple and 97% of 

the apartment-dwelling are without husbands. While 14% of the 

COIIIIIUllity~lling are childless, 20% of the nursing home and 22% of the 

apartment-dwelling ~ts are without a child. 

A look at the friendship neb«)rk reveals that I in terms of both 

availability and frequency of contact I an the whole I the ccmmmity­

dwelling fair better here as well. While only 4% of this group do not 
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TABLE 8.5 

AVAILABILITY OF SPECIFIC FAMILY MEMBERS 
AND SAMPLE SETTING 

Samples 

Ccmmm.ity- Apartment- Nursing 
Family Dwelling Dwelling Home 

Member category N % N % N % 

Husband 34 34.6 1 3.2 1 10.0 

Child 87 86.1 24 77.4 8 80.0 

Grandchild 82 81.2 23 74.2 7 70.0 

Niece or Nei:ilew 75 74.2 24 77.4 7 70.0 

Sibling 80 79.2 25 80.6 8 80.0 

have at least one close friend, 23% of the apartment-dwelling and 40% 

of the nursing bane respondents are without a close friend. Though 96% 

of the camnmity-dwelling see a friend as often as once a month only 79% 

of the apartment-dwelling and 50% of the nursing home sample do. Also, 

telephone contact is less frequent in the non-camnmity dwelling 

samples. There did not, however, appear to be any difference in the 

quality of friendships in the three samples and once again, if 

satisfaction with one 1s friendships is any indication of the quality of 

these ties, levels of satisfaction were very high in all samples with 

the exception of the nursing haDe. 

A vast majority of both the community-dwelling and the 

apartment-dwelling respondents have regular contact with at least one of 
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their neighbors. Despite this at least one third of the apartment­

dwellirg respondents made camnents which suggested that establishirg an 

identity as a "good neighbor" in this setting can be problematic. While 

a.l.loost everyone described their relations as "frien:Uy", sane said that 

they avoided visiting back and forth apparently because of a desire to 

protect their privacy. One must not ":rtm another's doorstep down". 

Resources, which can influence access to network ties, were also 

rore scarce in the apartment and nursing haDe settings. Good health, it 

is safe to say is probably one of the older person's greatest resources 

and, an the whole, the self perceived health status of the majority of 

the respondents in all three settings was relatively good though 

somewhat higher proportions of those in the apartment and nursing 

canplexes reported their health to be only fair or poor. Transportation 

is another important variable influencirg the ability to initiate and 

maintain social relations. 'lbJugh unavailability of transportation was 

a problem for many, regardless of setting, it was least accessible of 

all to those living in the senior's apartments. Conmtmity-dwelling 

respondents were better able to obtain transportation fran people other 

than husbands. Rides to church, a group meetirg or other activities 

were frequently provided by neighbors and friends, or fellc:M members who 

were driving past the elderly wanan's bane on their way. In contrast, 

providing a ride for a resident of one of the apartment complexes, in 

most cases, involved a deliberate 'going out of one's way' and, 

contributed to the older wanan' s feeling that she was "a bother" and to 

her reticence in accepting this type of assistance. Since cabs were 

"expensive", walking was a frequently used means of going places. 
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However, because of the 'suburban' location of the apartment canplexes 

wal.ld.D:l was, for many located there, not easy. 

Many of the apartment-dwelling also considered their apartments 

to be "too small for entertaining", hosting a meeting or a card party, 

and overnight guests or extended visits were not easily managed. 

You don't have the accOJIIOOdations. I couldn't put oore 
than one or two card tables in here. (No. 115-74 yrs.) 

The ability to control access to others and to shape the nature 

of these relations of course facilitates !dent!ty management. Thus, 

while there are advantages for older people living in housing such as 

the senior 's apartments studied here (e.g. since it is easier to 

maintain a small apartment than a haDe, one's identity as a housekeeper 

and independent person can be retained. Also, the elderly wcman can 

feel oore secure here and thus less ~t on others - "you feel more 

secure in these places, you can pound for help and they would come") 

there are also disadvantages which render identity management more 

problematic (e.g. in addition to those just discussed, to elderly wanen 

living on the outside, a resident al.Joost automatically becanes the 

object of pity and is labeled a 'poor dear'). 

PERSONAL RESOURCFS 

While the wanen studied here share in COJJII10ll many circumstances, 

each also differs in their personal resources. Personal resources refer 

to the unique personal characteristics - attributes, abilities, skills 

and assets that a particular elderly wauan has in her p:>SSesSion. 
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Perhaps one of the roost important of the older wanan • s personal 

resources is herself. 7 SUccess in building a satisfying and meaningful 

personal neb«>rk and an effective identity supp:>rt system is dependent 

upon the ability to utilize resources and effectively manage 

constraints. Social ties must be JOObilized and used to advantage if 

identity support is to be sustained, and individuals are not equal in 

their ability and motivation to do so. Some of these women have learned 

to use their ties effectively because of circumstances in their past, 

where they had acquired experience in dealing with problematic 

situations (e.g. wida<vhood, early life disability, financial hardship). 

Others, lacking in similar elq)eriences, are less adept at dealing with 

the aging experience. Also, perhaps one of the most valuable personal 

resources an elderly wcman can have in her possession is her "symbolic 

ability" (McCall and Sinunons, 1978), for it is not entirely the 

objective circumstances of an elderly woman's life that determine 

whether or not she is able to bridge the gap between her idealized image 

of herself and the self she actually finds herself to be, but her 

creative interpretation of that objective reality. 
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This chapter has addressed identity maintenance in later life as 

a process that is negotiated with others within a fralllle!N)rk of both 

resources and constraints. Examining, in detail, the position of the 

respondents in relation to four principal types of resources, it was 

concluded that although IJDSt of these older wanen do indeed face 

constraints, the majority are rich in resources which enhance their 

ability to maintain self-identity in old age. However, when the 

availability of resources within the three different sample settings 

were comparatively assessd on the whole, the community-dwelling 

respaldents were found to possess an advantage. 
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FOOTNOTES 

1 	 The family network score is not a measure of the size of the total 
family network. That is, it does not indicate the total number of 
family members a :respozxient is in contact with, but a total of the 
number of different types of kin that she has access to. 

2 	 Again, this is not a measure of the size of the respcnient' s total 
personal network. It does not tell you how many family members or 
neighbors the individual is in contact with but whether or not she 
has contact with at least one person in each of the five potential 
areas of involvement. 

3 	 As noted in Chapter 1, Fischer maintains that there can be 
camnmity without propinquity since it is through our relations 
with others that we create COJII1lUllity and relations need not be 
localized. He has discovered that although urbanism does affect 
personal life, it does not do so in the Wil:'/ usually assumed. Thus, 
although personal networks are less locally concentrated, 
satisfying personal relations are not precluded in urban settings. 
Also, recent studies of urban elderly have found that, contrary to 
popular belief, older people living in cities are not necessarily 
isolated and lacking satisfying personal ties (see for example, 
cantor, 1975; carp, 1975; Sakolovsky and Cohen, 1978). As carp's 
results indicate one needs to dist~sh between different urban 
locations. Elderly people who live in the inner city, for exanple, 
have JJDre opportunity for social involvement than older people who 
live further fran the city center. 

4 	 Social worlds need not be spatially bounded but are based on "the 
cognitive identification of the people involved" (Unruh, 1983:33) . 

5 	 Several studies have described and analyzed ccmmmity creation 
among elderly people who live among others who are also old (e.g. 
Hochschild, 1973; Keith, 1977). Usually these conmunities are 
viewed as a collective intentional response to a problematic 
situation (see Hochschild for exanple) and "age-consciousness" 
(Rose, 1962) is implied. 

6 	 In one case, for example, a widowed respondents home was 
canfortably furnished and immaculate. Everything in it was in 
perfect c:ondition but everything was antique and it appeared that 
little, if anything, had been changed in perhaps 30 years or more. 
The researcher was amazed to notice the respondent's deceased 
husband's eyeglasses sitting in their case on a living room end 
table. Her husband had been dead for at least two years. When the 
researcher camnented on the eyeglasses, the respondent told her 
that she also continues to keep her hustand' s shaving mug just 
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where he left it, on their bedroan dresser. A second r~ent, 
who had built a new home in a new sul:division, had furnished it 
with old fashioned pieces that had been part of her old hane. She 
had treasured her old ltitchen range so much that she insisted that 
it be brought to her new, and otherwise modern kitchen. 

1 	 In her study of the resources and supports available to 
metropolitan Chica;;JO widows, Lopata ( 1979) found that very often 
widows listed themselves as the chief provider of certain self­
meanings; for example, self was listed as the chief provider of 
such feelings as independence and self-sufficiency. 



CHAPTER NINE 

stMo!ARY AND IMPLICATIONS 

This study was basically concemed with ~ning the older 

woman's experience of growing old and her interpretation of this 

elq:lerience and with examining the effect of the aging elq:lerience on the 

older woman •s sense of self-identity. '1\t.u central questions guiding the 

research were, (1) does oldness 'spoil identity' to the extent that it 

is in total jeopmiy or, is it possible that a meaningful and viable 

sense of self is sanehow sustained? and, ( 2) if self-identity is 

sustained, hew is it sustained? 

The findings of this study highlight the importance of ~ning 

situations fran the perspective of those who are experiencing them. 

These data illustrate that the subjective elq:lerience of being an old 

person does not entirely correspond with typical objective 

interpretations. ~t of these wanen recognize growing old for what it 

is - an inevitable and natural :r;art of the life process. Many are 

perplexed as to why there is "so much fuss about it". 

This growing old business is natural, there's no use to 
fuss about it. (No. 100-71 yrs.) 


In this day and age they seem to be so concemed about 

elder1y people, the days are never long enough for me. 

(No. 58-74 yrs.) 


While most have elq)erienced an age-related decremental change of 

sane type, these changes are not usually interpreted as obstacles that 

cannot somehow be overcane. Unlike those who see the elderly as 

primarily encumbered by constraints, most of these wanen believe that 

389 
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they have sane control over their aging experience. Quick to recognize 

and take advantage of what resources they do have, most have managed to 

successfully deal with their situations so that they continue to live 

"pretty full lives". 

'l1leir sense of personal control and tendency to interpret their 

situations optimistically is evident throughout the data. It is evident 

in the recipes they provide for ~ to remain 'not old' : "It's all up to 

you11 (No. 81-84 yrs.), "a person shouldn't give up - stand finn" (No. 

88-78 yrs.), and in their lifestyles and approach to loneliness: "If you 

are lonely, it's because you don't try" (No. 141-67 yrs.). It is also 

expressed in their reaction to disability and illness: "All I have is 

this slight little stroke, I don't have an ache nor a pain" (No. 127-94 

yrs. ) and in the way in which they deal with limited income: "I 'm used 

to being careful so I have enough to get along an" (No. 51-74 yrs.) 

~t of these women have defied the social definition of 'old' 

and substituted their own blueprint of :heM one's later years ought to be 

lived. In doing so, these wanen are in the process of redefining the 

meaning of oldness. People, in their later years, may becane ill and 

incapacitated in various \'ays rut in their minds, they are rarely 'old'. 

Choosing to look at what was retained in old age rather than to 

focus only on what was lost, this analysis has found little evidence to 

support ~~ identity crisis view of later life. While the constraints 

that typically acconpmy the aging process do tend to increase the 

precariousness of identity (especially aJOOng those Nl.o are very old), 

the self-identities of elderly people are not so fragile that they can 

not be protected and preserved. nms, the elderly wanen, in this study, 
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have been fOWld to be creatively involved, not only in interpreting the 

meaning of their aging elqlerience, but in drawing upon their resources 

to continue to develop and preserve their identities. They feel secure 

in who they are because most have managed to retain an identity in old 

age that is not based on precarious formal roles but ,which is deeply 

embedded within their informal role involvements and meaningful 

relationships to others. These informal roles and relationships provide 

a continuing sense of meaning and self-esteem. 

CONCEPTUAL ISSUFS 

The Quest for Identity in Old Age 

How we view the nature of the social world and our conception of 

the human being influence both the questions we ask and l:x:Jw we go about 

answering them. This research has been guided by a view of the social 

world as composed of "acting, thinking, defining, interpreting human 

beings in interaction with one another" (Karp and Yoels, 1982:16). 

Individual's perceptions of their situations and their ability to 

creatively act toward these situations was taken into accomlt in 

attempting to understand aging as one of life's experiences. Unlike the 

identity crisis view, this research has taken self, rat.L"ler than role, to 

be the important link between individual and society. Finally, human 

behavior is recognized as an ongoirYJ dialectic of opportunities and 

constraints, individuals are never totally free, but, neither are they 

totally constrained. 

In contrast, the identity crisis view of old age is derived from 

a normative theoretical fi'aiJS«)rk which has tended to adopt a problen 
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approach to aging. Fran this perspective role is the connecting link 

between individual and society and the individual is conceptualized as, 

"in a sense, nothing but a ·bundle or SU111Dation of roles" (Marshall, 

1980b:84). Fran this perspective the role losses of old age sever the 

older person's link to society and thus the ability of older people to 

remain socially integrated is believed to be seriously undermined. 

Their self-conceptions and self-esteem are eroded and they are deprived 

of a meaningful identity (Resow, 1976). 

If one adopts the view of this research that self is the 

important connecting link between individual and society, different 

assumptions follcw. Fran this perspective, role losses do not by 

necessity lead to discontinuity, a normatively unstructured existence, 

social alienation, and identity loss because, roles are not the only 

source of social integration (cf. Fischer et al, 1977; Boissevain and 

Mitchell, 1973; Unruh, 1983). Social interactions across the life 

course provide relationships and "these relationships form the 

conceptual link between roles and self, because it is through social 

interaction that individuals acquire meanings, including views of 

themselves" (Hagestad and Marshall, 1980:7). 

Building their identities around meaningful relationships to 

others, the elderly ~ in this study were able to maintain continuity 

amidst discontinuity. Lifelong self-meaning was sustained primarily 

because meaningful bonds developed which were "not tied to role, but to 

persons" (Hagestad and Marshall, 1980: 6) . 

The perspective adopted in this study does not imply that the 

role losses of later life are insignificant or non-problematic 
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experiences. However, as the results of this research indicate, the 

primary significance that nonnative theorists have assigned to social 

role in the agirg experience, does need to be questioned. While role as 

a sociological concept has a utility and significance for the 

researcher, it has little relevance in understandirg the interpretations 

which older persons give to their lives (Marshall 1980b:84). Because 

the objects we study are themselves interpretative beings it is 

important that we attanpt to ensure that our interpretations of the 

world of the aged be grouJ.'ded in their conception of social reality 

(Blumer, 1969). 

METHODOLOGICAL ISSUES 

The methodological approach adopted in this study was to allow 

the elderly woman to express those self-meanings that were imp:>rtant to 

her identity. HoNever, as discussed in Chapter Two, many of these women 

were not accustaned to self-reflection nor talkirg about themselves. 

This does not mean that they are lackirg in self-meaning, but that, 

apparently secure in their sense of who they are, they rarely consider 

sane of the issues and questions of concern to social researchers. 

Self--meal'linJs are apparently so deeply internalized that they become 

taken-for-granted dimensions of identity, meaningful to the elderly 

woman, yet not easily articulated. It is, therefore, unwise to assume 

that either spontaneity or order of response is necessarily indicative 

of importance. As Gordon ( 1969 : 330) suggests, in assessing the 

responses to a TST for example, "the self-representations given by an 

imividual rray be examined for what they do not contain" . 
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Although the TST and similar measures can be useful techniques, 

a mu1timethod approach is protably more advisable. There is also a need 

for further methodological developments in the area of identity 

measurement. For exauple, can one induce self-meanings fran respondents 

who have difficulty articulating them, without influencing their 

response? Hew does one get at taken-for-granted yet meaningful self­

representations. 

Methodologically, it is also very difficult to deal with the 

conceptual notion of identity as an organization of a hierarchy of 

importance and a hierarchy of pervasiveness (see George, 1980; McCall 

and Simmons, 1978) particularly if we cannot equate the order of 

response on a TST with salience. FurthentDre having established in this 

study that former identities contirrue to be meaningfully incorporated 

into the older person's current identity, how do we determine just how 

salient these identities are and encourage respondents to verbalize this 

saliency? Biograprlcal data, as was discovered in this analysis, are 

definitely helpful in making inferences regarding continuity in self­

meaniiYJS and understanding the relevance of former identities and past 

experiences for present self-conceptualization. 

M::lreover, because identity is a cauplex process and not a static 

entity, we need to lcrlow more about "how people cane to characterize 

themselves in certain ways and then live with and alter those 

characterizations" (Breytspraak, 1984:120). Studies based on indepth 

qualitative longitudinal data could, for example, help us determine 

whether there is a shift or reordering of the hierarchical significance 

of self dimensions as people age (cf. Lowenthal et al, 1975; Pierce and 
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Chiriboga, 1979). However, the construction of a teclmique that could 

capture self as process continues to be a substantial challenge for 

methodologists. 

This study has demonstrated the fruitfulness of using the 

net:l«>rk concept as a tool in analyzing the social relations of elderly 

women and the W8:f in which their social bonds enable them to retain a 

meaningful and viable identity in old age. HeNNer, detennining the 

number of ties that conprise an individual 1s personal network is a far 

easier task than determining the meaning associated with these ties. 

Similar to the problems incurred in asking respondents to define 

themselves, many women had difficulty articulating this level of 

meaning. In this regard it is significant that some of the ties 

investigated in this study, fran an objective viewpoint would be 

typically defined as weak, but are subjectively interpreted as strong 

ones. Also, geographically distant ties were found to be stronger than 

one might expect. 

These data also confinn the validity of the network theorist's 

warning that it should not be assumed that all ties in an individual 1 s 

ne'tl«<Jrk are supportive ones (Wellman, 1981b). 'l1le need to investigate 

negative ties (particularly in a study of identity maintenance) cannot 

be overemphasized. Negative ties can have very important consequences 

for successful identity management in old age. As was discovered here, 

a tie can be emotionally strong and even supportive in a material sense, 

yet negative in that it robs the elderly wanan of identity support and 

undennines her 1not old 1 identity. 
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There is also a problem in clearly determining the "strength of 

ties" and the link between the strength of ties and identity management. 

Future studies similar to this one, could benefit ilmlensely fran further 

conceptual developnent in the definition of the strength of ties and 

means for categorizing different types of ties according to the quality 

am meaning respondents associate with them. 

CONTEXT AND GENERALIZABILITY 

This research was also concerned with investigating the small 

town and rural environment as a context for the aging experience. A 

number of studies have EDCplored the once conmouly held view that the 

small rural CCIIIIIm'lity offers an optimum environment in which to grow old 

(see for elCal~Ple, Pihlblad and McNamara, 1965; Britton and Britton, 

1972; Lee and Lassey, 1980; Wenger, 1982). ~r, the results of this 

work can be described as inconclusive. While Youmans (1977), presenting 

empirical evidence of the negative conditions of the rural aged, 

certainly is skeptical that the rural environment is sanehow the ideal 

setting in which to live ooe•s later years, other researchers have 

concluded that there are definite advantages to rural residence for the 

elderly. Lee and Lassey review previous research an urban rural 

differences aJJK)Ilg the elderly and conclude, 

While the urban elderly have deloonstrable advantages in 
terms of many "objective" indicators of quality of life, 
they appear to have no corresponding advantage in terms 
of subjective or e100tional well-being, and :perhaps even 
shew a small disadvantage an such dimensions (1980:62). 

In a canparative analysis of the urban and rural aged, Wenger 

(1982:227) has concluded that stable rural cammmities benefit older 
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residents because they "appear to provide more opportunity for 

integration and satisfaction for elderly people and appear to reduce 

dependence on the family, ... " However, this British study may not be 

entirely canparable to .American and canadian situations. It should also 

be pointed out that the bulk of the studies just cited have been 

concerned with either the well-being, life satisfaction, or adjustment, 

of the aged, none of which have been investigated in this research. 

The present research enables us to say that a small relatively 

stable cammmity does appear to offer advantages for identity management 

in old age. SUch disadvantages as the unavailability of a public 

transportation system and few formalized cammmity support services for 

the aged, are probably outweighed by the availability of a sizeable 

number of age peers who have grown old together and who contribute to 

social integration (Rosow, 1967). In a small cc:mmmity such as 

Bridgewater, despite the changes that have occurred, most older persons 

continue to be enmeshed in a network of close and meaningful personal 

relations in a setting that has always been "home" and wherein their 

identities are deeply rooted. 

However, rural life everywhere is fast becoming 100re urbanized 

so that major differences between rural and urban settings may soon have 

disappeared. As Britton and Britton (1972) also suggest, many of the 

supposed advantages of rural life for the aged are likely to be 

undermined by social changes which are bringing to rural environments 

the same attitudes, values, lifestyles and behavior patterns as those 

traditionally associated only with urban life. There was an awareness 

aroong respondents, in this study, that their town was quickly changing 
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and some were already unhappy with what they perceived to be changes in 

neighboring and friendship styles. 

'11lis study also allows a comparative assessment concerning the 

advantages and disadvantages for those older people who live in their 

own homes as opposed to those living in alternative residential 

settings. It can be concluded that elderly wanen living in their own 

haDes do appear to have an advantage, having access to more resources 

with which to develop and maintain identity supportive ties. our data 

indicate (though the effect is not as great as anticipated) that 

residence in a setting other than one's own bane (or private apartment) 

is negatively associated with access to network ties and, with the 

ability of the older person to control the nature or content of these 

ties. 

It is important to point out, however, that in all three 

settings investigated the major!ty of respondents have a substantial 

m.unber of network ties and most of these relations are satisfying in 

quality. Also, one cannot, on the basis of these data, sa:y whether a 

change in residence resulted in a change in network, the wanen in the 

apartment ani nursing bane samples who had fewer ties, may also have had 

fewer ties prior to the move to their present location. This is thus an 

interesting subject for further enquiry. 

While there are advantages for older people living in housing 

such as the senior's apartments studied here, there also appear to be 

disadvantages that can render identity management problematic. One 

disadvantage is the difficulty of maintaining a self-view as an 

independent 'not old' NliJian whose life is essentially unchanged fran 
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what it has always been. Residents of the nursing home and senior's 

apartments must also confront the perception of many elderly town 

residents that they had "given up" too soon. '!'hey had to deal with the 

awareness that those on the outside pitied them and tended to view them 

as second class citizens, wards of the state, or saneone who "is a 

burden on the government". Thus in such settings, while the elderly 

woman's identity vis a vis the 'inside' may be in many ways 100re easily 

managed, vis a vis the 'outside', her 'not old' self-image is clearly 

jeopardized. 

The findings of this research suggest that there is an advantage 

in locating institutions and apartment canplexes for the elderly within 

local ccmmmities rather than centralizing them in large urbm areas. 

The fact that such high proportions of the apartment-dwelling and, in 

~icular, rmrsing home respondents had extensively populated personal 

neb.orks is, no doubt, related to the fact that these residences are 

located within (or very near to) their heme town. This, coupled with 

the fact that the ccmmmity is a small one characterized largely by very 

personalized and localized relations, has made it easier for these wauen 

to retain their ties to significant others than it would have been had 

they been forced to relocate. Being able to continue to read the local 

newspaper, listen to the local radio station and share in the local 

gossip, the elderly w::man was able to keep relatively well informed on 

the local social N:>rld, even if her JOObility was restricted. 

While this study has provided detailed information about the 

aging experience of elderly wanen living within the context of a small 

rural town, the question arises - does this research have wider 
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implications? Since a sizeable proportion of canada's elderly live in 

small rural centers similar to this a1e, this study contributes to our 

understanding of what the aging experience lfiBil be like for them. 

However, as earlier studies have tended to focus more an the objective 

conditions of the rural aged, this qualitative study is useful in its 

contribution to our urrlerstanding of the rural aging eJq)erience as it is 

subjectively interpreted. 

THE CCJt.PE'I'EN'1' OLDER R:MAN: RETHINKING 

CURRENT CONCEPTIONS OF ELDERLY ~ 


This research provides detailed kl'lcMledge about the eve'r'fda¥ 

lives of elderly 'iDftll!n, a group of considerable significance since the 

majority of Canada's older people are wcmen. If the elderly wanen 

studied here are at all representative of older wauen in general, then 

current conceptions of older wauen need to be revised. Typical!y, older 

women have been portrayed primarily according to two stereotypical 

images, either as passive, helpless, depressed creatures or (in somewhat 

100re neutral terms) as "smiling kindly grat:druothers" (Giesen and Datan, 

1980; Cool and McCabe, 1981). Rarely are older wcmen seen as the 

canpetent, ~ble, actively ~ human beings that this study shcMs 

them to be. 

According to the findings of this study and a few others (e.g. 

Hochschild, 1973; Marshall, 1975; Myerhoff, 1978; Matthews, 1979a), JOOSt 

elderly women are not passive and helpless. Old age may bring 

misfortune, but it rarely incapacitates. Furthermore, passive endurance 

is not a typical part of the ideology of the elderly. On the contrary 
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as most of the elderly wanen studied here dem:mstrate, most do not 

accept the social image of aging that is held out to them. What others 

define as 1problems of the aged 1 
, they interpret as natural adversities 

of life with which one can deal. 

All too often, the assets that elderly people have in their 

possession are overlooked. Elderly wanen are not without strerYJtbs and 

capabilities. As this study shcMs canpetence acquired fran many years 

of experience with life are put to work in dealing with the problems of 

aging. 

The fimings of this study draw attention to the fact that, 

although wife and 100ther have been central roles in the lives of many 

N:MJen, they have also had many other meaningful life experiences and 

relationships so that their self-identifications in old age are broader 

in scope, reflecting their numerous accanplishments. This may help to 

explain why it is that research has discovered the empty nest and 

widowhood to not be the debilitating identity traumatic experiences that 

they were often thought to be. Based an the assumption that a woman 1s 

sense of worth comes not fran her own accanplishments but from the lives 

of her husband and children, it was believed that the loss of the roles 

of wife and 100ther would devastate wcmen and destroy the basis of their 

identity. The possibility that there could be other meaningful 

dimensions to a woman 1s self which could form a tenable basis for 

identity in the later years was overlooked. Also overlooked, was 

waDal'l 1S creative capacity to exterxl roles, redefine them, and develop 

new ones. 
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SELF-IDENTITY: THE HISTORICAL AND CULTURAL CONTEXT 

We are each to a large extent the product of our sociali:z:ation 

experience and the period during which we have lived our lives. Thus, 

in order to fully urnerstand the self-identities of the elderly wanen 

studied here, and the way in which they interpret the meaning of the 

aging experience, one needs to consider the specific cultural and 

historical context within which their self-identities developed. ~le 

taught to endorse and value the North American cultural ideals of self­

reliance and .independence, these wanen also learned, very early in life, 

the need for interdependence, cooperation, solidarity among wanen, and 

that camnmity was a collective enterprise. That one should and w::mld 

assist another in time of need was taken for granted. WelDen took pride 

in seeing that their families had "turned out all right", an indication 

that they were successful wives and mothers. Being a good citizen was 

considered important. 

The sociali:z:ation experience of toda.y's younger women has, of 

course, been very different, primarily due to socio-economic change and 

the influence of the ~men • s movement. What implications the current 

empmsis on self-actuali:z:ation, individualism, independence and fonnal 

careers will have for future generations of elderly wanen and identity 

management in later life remains to be seen. One wonders, however, if 

in old age, such wanen will lose the advantage that they now appear to 

have over elderly males in their ability to successfully negotiate the 

aging experience. Hopefully, they will not be so unwise as to abdicate 

their roles as "experts in human relationships" (Myerhoff, 1978) . Since 
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current trends suggest that wanen are still doing the bulk of 'women's 

work' , canbined with the wanen 's DKJVemel'l.ts E!D(ilasis an the strengths and 

canfort of female solidarity, it is unlikely that wanen will lose their 

capacity for developing and sustaining the type of self-other bonds that 

have given such security and meaning to the identities of· the elderly 

women studied here. 

http:DKJVemel'l.ts
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McMASTER UNIVERSITY 
Department of Socrology 

1280 Main Street West, Hamilton, Ontario, L85 4M4 
Telephone: 525-9140 Ext 4-+81 

January 23, 1984 

'ID WHCf.l IT MAY CCNCEHN: 

'Ihis letter will introduce Ms. Hazel MacRae who is working toward a 
doctorate degree at l"cMaster University. Hazel is originally fran Prince Edward 
Islarrl, but atterxied Dal..ho.lsie University before caning to r-x:Master University 
to continue her stu:iies. 

As part of her requirements for her doctorate, Hazel is required to 
carry out same original research. For her re~~rch Hazel is interested in 
examining the extent to which people maintain social ties with their relatives, 
friends ard neighbours as they grow older. She is also interested in the way in 
which people change how they think atout themselves as they grow older. 

Hazel has chosen to do this research in Bridgewater, Nova S<X>tia. Hazel 
erose Nova Scotia because she wants to return to the Maritimes when she canpletes 
her studies, ard she thought that research there would help her get a job in the 
region. She chose Bridgewater because it has experienced a lot of change over 
the past few years, and she was a:Jncerned with turlerstanding how such changes 
affect people as they get older. 

While in 13ridgewater, Hazel will rreet and talk with atout 100 r:eople over 
aqe sixty-five. She will also contact town officials ard other who are engaged 
in providing services to older residents. I hope that you will cooperate with 
Hazel by talking with her and providing the infonnation that will help her. Her 
research will be one of the few studies we have in Canada of the experience of 
aging. Such studies are particularly important if we are to plan for older people 
in the ~'ears to care. 

P..s her supervisor, I have helped Hazel plan her study. If you have any 
questions al::.o.lt her work, please feel free to write or telephone tre at the 
address given above. Thank you. 

Sincerely yours, 

Palph' Matthews, Ph.D, 
Professor 

http:al::.o.lt
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IDENTITY /SOCIAL NE'IWORK STUDY 

CODE NO. 

RESPONDENT'S NAME: ___________ 

I w:nlld like to begin by asking you sc:me general questions about yourself. 

1. 	 Where were you born? 

( 1 ) in this ccrnmuni ty 
(2) in a nearby communiry 
(3) in another N.S. community 
(4) outside N.S. ( ) 

2. 	 How long have you lived (a) in Bridgewater? (b) in this neighbourhood? 

TCWN NEIGHBOURHOOD 
(1) Less than 5 years 	 ( ) ( ) 

(2) 5 years but less than 10 ( ) ( ) 


{3) 10 years but less than 20 ( ) ( ) 


{4) 20 years or more, all my life ( ) ( ) 


3. 	 Have you ever lived outside this community for more tlJan 6 months? 

{1) Yes (2) No 

(<i) If yes, where did you live? (b) For how long? (c) When? (IIow long ago?) 
(d) What were you doing? 

B. Length of 
A. Place 	 Time There c. When D. What Doina 

4. 	 How long have you been living in this house/apartment? 

(1) Less than 3 years (·i) 	 10 - 12 years 
(2) 3 - 6 years (5) Longer Specify_____ 
{::l) 7 - 9 years (6) All my life 
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2. 

5. Do you own this house or do you rent? 

(1) Own ( ) 
(2) Rent ( ) 
(3) living in house of relative without rent Specify relation -------­
(4) Other ( ) Specify ----------------------­

6. Does anyone else live in this house with you? 

(1) Yes (2) No ( 


If yes, A. Relationship B. Age 


7. In what year were you born? ___________________(Year) 

8. Are you now or have you ever been married? 

(1) Now married 
(2) Never married 
(3) Previously married 

IIf never married skip to question 131 

A. If yes, what is your present marital status? 

(1) Single (4) Divorced/separated 
(2) Married (4) Other Specify _____ 
(3) Widowed 

9. If ever married, has this been your only marr1agec 

( 1) ·res (2) r~o 

A. If no, probe for, number of previous marriages ----------------­

B. Reason for end of marriage (i.e. death or separation) 
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J. 

10. If married now, or previously, how long havP. yo11 been married/widowed/sep;'l.rated? 

( 1 ) Less than 5 years 	 (4) 20 - 29 years 
(2) 5 - 9 years 	 (5) 30 - 40 years 
(3) 	 10 - 19 years (6) over 40 years 

Specify -------------------------------­

11. If ~married, in what year was your husband born?-----------­

12. Does your husband live here with you? (1) Yes (2) No 

A. If no, where is he now living?-----------------------------------­

13. What is the highest level of education 	that you have canpleted? 

(1) 	 No formal schooli~3 
(2) Some elementary or public school (ur. 1 	 - 4) 
(3) 	Ganpleted elementary or public school (gr. 5 - 8) 
(4) 	Sane high school (gr. 9 - 10) 
(5) 	 Completed high school (gr. 11 - 12) 
(6) 	Other training 

(Specify, Le., vocational or technical, teaching or nursing diploma, tmiversity 
degree) 

14. Have you ever WJrked outside the horne for pay? 

(1) Yes (2) No 


IIf no, skip to Question 16 j 




427 


4. 


---- ------- --- -·-~ 

If yes, use this fonnat 

Actual Job Where (Community) When How Long Employed Full/Part Time 
i 

I 
i 
I 

! 
I 
! 

I 
I 
I 

1 

l 
I 

A. What sorts of work did you do? 
B. Where? (Community) 
c. When? 
D. How long were you employed? 

a. Less than 5 years I ) (4) 20 years or more ( ) 
b. 5 years, but less than 10 years ( ) (5) Still employed there ( ) 
c. 10 years, but less than 20 years ( ) 


Was this full or part-time work? ( 1 ) Full-time ( ) (2) Part-time ( ) 


15. If not working now, but previously worked: 

A. How did you happen to stop work when you did? 

(1) Retired by company on reaching retirement age 
(2) Unable to find work at regular occupation
(3) Wanted to enjoy leisure 
(4) Health reasons 
(5) Did not enjoy the work 
(6) Felt that others expected you to retire 
(7) Some other reason What? ______ 

B. How old were you when you stopped working regularly? ------------~(':...oec.::a~rs ·, 

C. Do you consider yourself to be employed or retired? 

(1) Employed (2) Retired 
(If respondent does not consider herself to be retired probe re why not? i.e. she is busy dsing:
something else or perhaps considers herself to be unemployed) _______________ 
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5. 


D. If retired, when did you retire? (Year) 

E. Do you like being retired or would you prefer to still be employed? 

(1) Like being retired 
(2) Prefer to be employed
COMMENTS: 

F. Would you say that being retired turned out to be -­ better, worse or about the same as 
you expected? 

(1) Better (2) Worse (3) About the same as expected 

In what way? ---------------------------------------------------------------­

16. \If marrie4 what kind of job did you husband have for most of his life? (Describe acc.~al 

work perfomed) -----------------------------------------------------------­

17. If married and husband 
actual work perfomed 

what kind of job does your husband have now? Describe 

In this section I would like to ask you about your means of transportation and use of the 
telephone. 

18. 	 Do you drive now? (1) Yes 
(2) No, never drove ) 

\3) No, gave up ctr1v1ng t ). 18.A. Why did you give it up? 


19. {If rna rri ed~ does yo~u~r:=:h~us~b~a==n:d=d;r~i=-v~e=n~o=w~?====================J 
( 1) 	 Yes 
(3) 	 No, 


No, 
 19.A. Why did he give it up? 
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6. 

20. If now drivin 

( 1) Yes 
(2) No 

, do you own a car/truck? 

) 
) 20.A. Do you ever use someone 

(1) Yes 
(2) No 

If yes, who's car? 

else's car? (Or have them drive you?) 

21. What is your usual means of transportation (within the community)? 

(1) walk (5) with family 
(2) own car (6) use bus 
(3) with neighbors (7) use taxi 
(4) with friends (8) other Specify -----­

2l.A Does anyone regularly help you with transportation? 

(1) Yes ) Who? (relationship)-------------------­
(2) No ) 

2l.B. Do you find that your means of transportation is adequate? 

(1) Yes 
(2) No Why not? -----------------------­

22. Do you have a telephone? 

(1) Yes 
(2) No 

22.A.Are you able to use someone else's phone? 

(1 ) Yes Who's phone?----------- How far away is it? ____ 
(2) No 

NOW THESE QUESTIONS ARE ABOUT YOUR HEALTH. 

23. Compared to other people your age, would you rate your overall health as: 

(1) Excellent (3) Fair 
(2) Good (4) Poor 

24. Is your health ~· better, about the same, or, not as good as it v1as 5 years ago? 

(1 ) Better now (2) About the same (3) Not as good now 
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7. 

25. 	 How much do health problems stand in the way of your doing the things you want to do? 
(i.e., probe, does it keep you in the house? prevent you from doing your v1ork or hobbies?) 

(1) 	 Not at all 
(2) 	 Only a little 
(3) A great deal 

Comments: ----------------------------------------------------------­

26. 	 ~f marriedJ thinking about your husband, would you rate his overall health, compared 
to other people his age as: 

(1) 	 Excellent 
(2) 	 Good 
(3) 	 Fair 
(4) 	 Poor 

I'D NOW LIKE TO ASK YOU SOME QUESTIONS ABOUT HOW YOU THINK ABOUT YOURSELF. 

27. 	 I'd like to start by asking you to give me as many different answers as you can to the 
question "Who am I?" Just begin, I. ... (If respondent is having difficulty, suggest 
I am ..... ) 

28. 	 Would you say that, over the years, you have changed: 

(1) A great deal 	 (3) A little 
(2) Quite a bit 	 (4) Not at all 

28.A 	 If changed, would you sat that these changes, on the whole, have bee~ for the ~etter, 
or, for the worse? 

(1) For the better 	 (2) For the worse 

Comment: -----------------------------------------------------------­
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8. 

29. When you think about yourself, do you think about yourself as: 

(1) Young 
(2) Middle-Aged 

(3) Elderly 
( 4) 01 d 

29·.A.If old (or elderly) about how old were you when you began to think of yourself as 

~r elderly)? ---------------------------------------------------­

29.B.Oid anything happen that made you feei elderly/old? 

(2) No 	 ) 
(1) Yes ) What? ----------------------------­

30. 	 How about other people close to you, do you think that they think of you as an old 
woman? 

(2) 	 No 
(1) 	 Yes Probe as to why?---------------­

31. When do~ think that most people r·ecome old? 

32. 	 Have there been any situations recently where you felt young? 
(2) no 	 ) 
(1) yes ) What kind of situation was that? (Probe as to 
who was involved)-----------------------------­

---------------·---·---------­

32.A. Have there been any situations recently where you felt old? 
(2) no 
(l) 	yes What kind of situation was that? (Probe as :o 
who was involved) ------------·­

33. 	 Now I would like you to select the most appropriate answer for each of the follo~.:~g 
3 questions. 

Most 	 of the time, do you feel, 

(1) younger than people your age 
(2) older than people your age 
(3) about the same as people your age 
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9. 

34. 	 Most of the time, do you think that you look: 

(1) Younger than people your age 
(2) Older than people your age 
(3) About the same as people your age 

35. 	 Most of the time, would you say that other people regard you as, 

(1) Younger than people your age 
(2) Older than people your age 
(3) About the same as people your age 

36. 	 What do the terms young, middle-aged, elderly and old mean to you. (i.e. what do you 
associate with these terms?) 

Young: __________________________________________________________________ 

Middle-Aged: ____________________________________________________________ 

Elderly: 

Old:_____________________________________________________________ 

37. Is there any one person you admire a lot? 

2 No uestion 38. 
1 Yes How old is this person? -----------­

37.8. Can you tell me why you admire him/her? 

37.C. Are you in any way like this person? 

(1) 	 Yes ) In 	what way? ------------------------------------­

(2) 	 No ) How do you two differ? ------------------------------­
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10. 

38. 	 We sometimes hear people say: "I don't know who I really am". Oo ~often, sometimes, 
or never ask yourself, "Who am I really?" 

(1) 	 Often 
(2) 	 Sometimes 
(3) 	 Never 

39. 	 Which years do you think were the best in your life? 

(1) 	 Childhood (6) SO's 
(2) 	 Teen years (7) 60's 
( 3) 	 20 IS (8) 70's 
(4) 	 30 I$ (9) These years now 
(5) 	 40's 

(Probe well and record comments) 

Comments: --------------------------------------------------------------­

40. If you could be any age right now, what age would you most like to be? ------­

Why this age? ---------------------------------------------­

41. As you grow older, do you find there are any advantages to being older? 

(2) No 
( 1 ) Yes What are they?--------------------­

42. 	 How about disadvantages in being older, do you find any of these? 

(2) 	 No ) 
( 1) 	 Yes ) What are they?------------------­

43. 	 On balance, then, would you say that the advantages outweigh the disadvantages, C" 
that the disadvantages outweigh the advantages? 

(1) 	 Disadvantages outweigh advantages 
(2) 	 Balance 
(3) 	 Advantages outweigh the disadvantages 
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ll. 

44. 	 Do you prefer to spend time with people your own age or, given the opportunity, do 
you like to spend time with all age groups? 

(1) Prefer people own age 

Why? ----------------------------------------------------------------­

(2) Prefer all age groups 

Why? ----------------------------------------------------------------­

45. 	 How often in the past few weeks have you felt that you are of some use to the people 
around you, would you say 

(1) Often (2) Sometimes (3) Never 

Co11111ents: (Probe for exp1anati on) ----------------------------------­

46: What in your life has given you the greatest feeling of satisfaction? 

47. What in your life has given you the greatest feeling of disappointment? 

48. If you were going to live your life over again what would you change? 

49. If you were going to live your live over again what would you leave unchanged? 
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12. 

50. 	 Do you find yourself thinking more about the past or the future? 

(1) 	 More about the past 
(2) 	 More about the future 

50.A. What do you usually think about? --------------------­

51. 	 Some people see growing old as a time when they must give up a lot of what is 
important to them, would you agree or disagree with this description of growing 
old? (Probe) 

(1) 	 Agree 
(2) 	 Disagree 

5l.A. If agree, what have you had to give up?-----------------­

5l.B. If disagree, why?--------------------------­

52. 	 Does it bother you to have someone ask you your age? 

(2) No 
(1 ) Yes 	 For what reason? 
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13. 

53. 	 I would like to end this section by going through the following 10 statements with 
you. I will ask you to tell me, for each statement, whether you - strongly agree, 
agree, disagree or strongly disagree. 

1. 	 feel that I am a person of worth, at least on an equal plane with others. 

Strongly agree Agree ___, Disagree ___, Strongly disagree 

2. 	 I feel that I have a number of good qualities. 

Strongly agree ___, Agree ___, Disagree , Strongly disagree ___ 

3. 	 All in all, I am inclined to feel that I am a failure. 

Strongly agree ___, Agree Disagree ___, Strongly disagree ___---· 
4. 	 I am able to do things as well as most other people. 

Strongly agree , Agree ___, Disagree ___, Strongly disagree ___ 

5. 	 I feel I do not have much to be proud of. 

Strongly agree ___, Agree ___, Disagree ___, Strongly disagree ____ 

6. 	 I take a positive attitude toward myself. 

Strongly agree ___, Agree ___, Disagree ----· Strongly disagree ___ 

7. 	 On the whole, I am satisfied with myself. 

Strongly agree ___, Agree ___, Disagree ----· Strongly disagree ___ 

8. 	 I wish I could have more respect for myself. 

Strongly agree ___, Agree ___, Disagree , Strongly disagree ___ 

9. 	 I certainly feel useless at times. 

Strongly agree ___, Agree Disagree Strongly disagree ___ ___, ---· 
10. 	 At times I think I am no good at all. 

Strongly agree ___, Agree ___, Disagree , Strongly disagree ___ 

NOW 	 I WOULD LIKE TO ASK YOU SOME QUESTIONS ABOUT YOUR FAMILY. 

54. 	 Do you have any children who are living? 

(1) 	 Yes Number -------------------------------­(2) 	 No 

54.A. Do you have any children who have died? 

(l) 	 Yes 
Number ----------------------------------­{2) 	 No 

If yes, can you te11 me about each one, beginning with the first every born. (Code in te rr1s 

of the categories below and use the format on page 15.) 
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14. 

54.8. Can you please begin with the child's name and age? (If deceased, write deceased 
in age col umn. ) 

54.C. How far away does he/she live from here? 

(1) in this house 	 Distance from nearest child _____ 
(2) in this neighborhood 
(3) in this community 
(4) within 100 miles 
(5) elsewhere in the province • 
(6) elsewhere in the maritimes 
(7) elsewhere in Canada 
(8) outside Canada 

54.0. How frequently do you usually see this child? 

(1) every day 	 (4) at least l/year 
(2) at least 1/week 	 (5) less than "4" 
(3) at least l/month 	 Most frequently seen 

54.E. When did you last see him/her? 

(l) today 	 (5) a month ago 
(2) yesterday 	 (6) a year ago 
(3) a couple of days ago 	 (7) more than a year ago 
(4) a week ago 	 Last seen 

54. F. When did you last phone him/her? 

(1) today 	 (5) a month ago 
(2) yesterday 	 (6) about a year ago 
~3) 	 a couple of days ago (7) less than "6" 

4) a week ago Last phone child 


54,G. When did this child last phone you? 

(1) today 	 (5) a month ago 
(2) yesterday 	 (6) a year ago 
(3) a couple of days ago 	 (7) less than "6" 
(4) a week ago 	 Child last phoned 

54.H When did you last write this child? 

(l ) a couple of days ago 	 (5) about 6 months ago 
(2) about a week ago 	 (6) about a year ago 
(3) a couple of weeks ago 	 (7) less than "6" 
(4) about a month ago 	 Last write to child 

54. I. When did he/she last write you? 

(l ) a couple of days ago 	 (5) about 6 months ago 
(2) about a week ago 	 (6) about a year ago 
(3) a couple of weeks ago 	 (7) less than "6" 
(4) about a month ago 	 Child last wrote 



15. 

HOW FREQUENCY YOU LAST CHILD LAST YOU LAST CHILD LAST 
NAME AGE SEX FAR AWAY SEEN LAST SEEN PHONED PHONED WROTE WROTE 

ELDEST 

SECOND 

THIRD 

FOURTH 

FIFTH 

SIXTH 
-­

SEVENTH 

EIGHTH 

NINTH 
. 

TENTH 
- ·­ --------­ --­

-­---­-­

---­---~ 
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16. 


55. How about grandchildren, are there any that you have a lot of contact with? 

(2) No ( ) LGo to question 56.1 
tiJ Yes t J Numner I 

55.A. We can only take time to talk about three. Tell me first about the two you see most 
often, (for each grandchild ask:) 

How far away does he/she live from here? 

( l ) in this house ( ) (5) elsewhere in this province ( ) 
(2) in this neighborhood ( ) (6) elsewhere in the Maritimes ( ) 
(3) in this community ( ) (7) elsewhere in Canada ( ) 
(4) within 100 miles ( ) (8) Outside Canada ( ) 

Nearest grandchild: 
I 

55.8. What type of contact do you have? (Record comments) 

55.C. About how often do you usually see this grandchild? 

(l) every day ( ) (4) at least l/year ( ) 
(2) at least l/week ( ) (5) less than "4" ( ) 
(3) at least l/month ( ) 

Most frequently seen I 

I
55.0. Now can you tell me about the one you feel closest to? How far away does he 'she 

live from here? 

55. E. What type of contact do you have? 
I 
i 

55.F. About how often do you usually see him/her? 

Grandchild's Name Where Living Type of Contact How : ften Se':'n 
i 

( l ) I 
I 

(2) 

(3) l 
j 

• 
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17. 

56.A. Again, we can only take time to talk about three, tell me first about the two you see 
most often. (For each niece/nephew ask:) 

How far away does he/she 1 ive from here? 

(1) in this house ( ) (5) elsewhere in this province ( ) 
(2) in this neighborhood ( ) (6) elsewhere in the Maritimes ( ) 
(3) in this community ( ) (7) elsewhere in Canada ( ) 
(4) within 100 miles ( ) {8) outside Canada ( ) 
Nearest niece/nephew. 

56.8. What type of contact do you have? (Record comments) 

56.C. About how often do you see him/her? 

(1) every day ( ) (4) at least 1/year ( ) 
(2) at least 1/week ( ) (5) less than "4" ( ) 
(3) at least 1/month ( ) 
Most frequently seen. 

56.0. Now, can you tell me about the one you feel closest to? How far away does he/she 
1 i ve from here? 

56. E. What type of contact do you have? 

56.F. About how often do you usually see him/her? 

(Use format below for question 56 using above coding categories where appropriate). 

Niece's /Nephew's Name Where Living Type of Contact How Often Seen 

( 1 ) 
-

{2) 

(3) 

I 

' 

' 

I 

\ 

i 

I 
57. 	 I would also like to ask you about your brothers and sisters. Have you any brcthers 

and or sisters who are living? 

(l) Yes Number -------------------------------­(2) No 

57.A. Do you have any that have died? 

( 1) Yes ) Number -------------------------------­
(2) No 
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57.B. 

57.C. 

57.0. 

57.E. 

57.F. 

57.G. 

57.H. 

57.I. 

18. 

If yes, can we go through these in the order from the eldest to the youngest. (Code 
in terms of the categories below and use the format on page 19.) 

Can you please begin with the name and age? (If deceased, write deceased in age 
column). 

How far away does he/she live from here? 

(1) in this house 
(2) in this neighborhood
(3) in this community 
(4) within 100 miles ( 

) 
)
) 
) 

(5) elsewhere in this province 
(6) elsewhere in the Maritimes 
(7) elsewhere in Canada 
(8) outside Canada 

Distance from nearest brother/sister------------------­

How frequently do you usually see him/her? 

(1 ) every day 	 (4) at least l/year
(2) at least 1/week 	 (5) less than "4" 
(3) at least 1/month 
Most frequently seen -------------------------­

When did you last see him/her? 

(1) today 	 (5) a month ago
(2) yesterday 	 (6) a year ago
(3) a couple of days ago 	 (7) more than a year ago
(4) a week ago 
Sibling 	last seen ---------------------------­

When did you last phone him/her? 

(1) today 	 (5) a week ago

(2) yesterday 	 (6) a year ago

(3) a couple of days ago (7) less than "6" 

Last phoned sibling-------------------------­

When did he/she last phone you? 

(l) today 	 (5) a month ago
(2) yesterday 	 (6) a year ago
(3) a couple of days ago 	 (7) less than "6" 
(4) a week ago
Sib 1 i ng 1as t phoned__________________________ 

When did you last write him/her? 

(1) a couple of days ago 	 (5) about 6 months ago
(2) about a week ago 	 (6) about 1 year ago
(3) a couple of weeks ago 	 (7) less than "6" 
(4) about a month ago 
Last write sibling -------------------------­

When did he/she last write you? 

(1) a couple of days ago 	 (5) about 6 months ago
(2) about a ~1eek ago 	 (6) about 1 year ago
(3) a couple of IVeeks ago (7) less than "6"
(4) about a month ago 
Sibling last wrote 



19. 

NAME AGE SEX 
HOW 
FAR AWAY 

FREQUENCY 
SEEN LAST SEEN 

YOU LAST 
PHONED 

SIBLING 
LAST PHONED 

YOU LAST 
WROTE 

SIBLING 
LAST WROTE 

--­

ELDEST 

SECOND 

THIRD 

FOURTH 

FIFTH 

SIXTH 

SEVENTH 

EIGHTH 
-

NINTH 

TENTH 
-­ --­

BROTHERS/SISTERS 
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20. 

58. Are either of your parents (or your husband's parents if married) still living? 

(1) No 
es 

58.A. Which ones are living?-----------------------­

58.8. How old is he/she?-------------------------­

58.C. How far away does he/she live from here? 

(1) in this house (5) elsewhere in this province
(2) in this neighborhood (6) elsewhere in the Maritimes 
(3) in this community (7) elsewhere in Canada 
(4) within 100 miles (8) outside Canada 

58.0. How frequently do you usually see him/her? 

(1) every day (4) at least 1/year
(2) at least 1/week (5) less than "4" 
(3) at least 1/month 

·sa.E. When did you last see him/her? 

(1) today {5) a month ago
(2) yesterday (6) a year ago
(3) a couple of days ago (7) more than a year ago
(4) a week ago 

58.F. When did you last phone him/her? 

(1) today (5) a month ago
(2) yesterday (6) a year ago
(3) a couple of days ago ( 7) less than "6" 
(4) a week ago 

58.G. When did he/she last phone you? 

(1) today (5) a month ago
(2) yesterday (6) a year ago
(3) a couple of days ago (7) less than "6" 
(5) a week ago 

58.H. When did you last write him/her? 

(1) a couple of days ago (5) about 6 months ago
(2) about a week ago (6) about 1 year ago
(3) a couple of weeks ago (7) less than "6" 
(4) about a month ago 

58.I. When did he/she last write you? 

(1) a couple of days ago (5) about 6 months ago
(2) about a week ago (6) about 1 year ago
(3) a couple of weeks ago (7) less than "6" 
(4) about a month ago 
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HOW FAR FREQUENCY YOU LAST HE/SHE YOU LAST HE/SHE
LIVING DECEASED AGE AWAY SEEN LAST SEEN PHONED LAST PHONED WROTE LAST WROTE 

Respondent's 
Mother 

Respondent's 
Father 

Husband's 
Mother 

Husband's 
Father 

-
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n. 

59. 	 Would you like to see merrbers of your family: 

(1) 	more often than you do now 
(2) 	 about as often as you do now 
(3) 	 less often than you do now 

60. 	 Here are some kinds of help people sometimes give to each other. Durin~ the past year, 
have you received any of the folloviing kinds of help from family members? (If possible 
take note of whether help is generally given by child, grandchild, sibling, etc.) 

( 1) 	provide a home ( 1 ) Yes (2) No 
(2) 	 gave financial help or a loan ( 1 ) Yes (2) No 
(3) 	gave advice ( 1 ) Yes (2) No 
(4) 	provided personal services, for 


example errands ( 1 ) Yes (2) No 

(5) 	helped with household chores (1) Yes (2) No 
(6) 	helped with home repairs ( 1 ) Yes (2) No 
(7) 	provided personal care in illness ( 1 ) Yes (2) No 
(8) 	gave emotional or moral support ( 1 ) Yes (2) No 
(9) 	gave some other kind of help (l) Yes (2) No 


not mentioned, what was this? 


61. 	 During the past year, which, if any, of these kinds of help did you give to family 
members (again try to determine if help was given to child or other family member) 

( 1 ) provide a home 	 ( 1 ) Yes (2) No 
(2) 	helped with child care ( 1 ) Yes (2) No 
(3) 	gave financial help or a loan ( 1 ) Yes (2) No 
(4) 	gave advice (l) Yes (2) No 
(5) 	provided personal services for 

example errands ( 1 ) Yes (2) No 
(6) 	helped with household chores ( 1 ) Yes (2) No 
(7) 	helped with home repairs ( 1 ) Yes (2) No 
(8) 	provided personal care in illness ( 1 ) Yes (2) No 
(9) 	gave emotional or moral support ( 1 ) Yes (2) No 

( 10) gave some kind of help not ( 1 ) Yes (2) No 
mentioned, what was this? 

62. 	 Would you say that it is - very important, somewhat important, not very important or 
not at all important - to be living close to your family and see a lot of them? 
(Record comments) 

(1) 	 very important (3) not very important
(2) 	 somewhat important (4) not at all important 

Comments: 

63. 	 Do you feel any less close to those family members who 1 ive further away? (Probe for 
comments.) 

(1) feel less close (2) do not feel less close 

Comments: 
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23. 

64. If a grandparent, how important is being a grandparent to you. Would you say: 

(1) very important 	 (3) not very important 
(2) somewhat important 	 (4) not at all important 

65. 	 What actually does being a grandparent mean to you? 

66. 	 How often do you have major disagreements with your children, would you say: 

( 1) very often 	 (3) not very often 
(2) quite often (4) not at all 


Comments: _______________________________________________________________ 


67. 	 Would you sat that you are, in general, very satisfied, quite satisfied, not very 
satisfied or not satisfied at all with your relationships to your family? 

(1) very satisfied 	 (3) not very satisfied 
(2) quite satisfied (4) not satisfied at all 


Comments: 


68. Can you please describe just what your family means to you? 

69. 	 Are there any people who are not related to you, who are long time friends of your 
family, but whom you think of in a sense as members of your family? (Probe re. 
"lost" members i.e., divorced, disowned, deceased) 

2 	 no 

yes 




447 


24. 


69.A. How far away does he/she live from here? 

(1) in this house (5) elsewhere in this province 
(2) in this neighborhood (6) elsewhere in the maritimes 
(3) in this community (7) elsewhere in Canada 
(2) within 100 miles (8) outside Canada 

69.B. What type of contact do you have? --------------------­

69.C. About how often do you usually see him/her? 

(1) every day (4) at least 1/year 
(2) at least 1/week (5) less than "4" 
(3) at least 1/month 

69.D. How close is this relationship, would you say: 

( 1) very close {3) not very close 
(2) quite close (4) not at all close 

here 1 . . of fName w 1 Vl ng Type con tact How o ten seen Cl oseness 

In the following set of questions I will be asking you abour your friends. 

70. I For all ever married J 

Do (did) you and your husband do most 
your own separate interests? 

things together or do (did) you each follow 

(1) oo(did) most things together
(2) Fo11ow(ed) own separate interests 
(3) Share(d) some interests (Specify) 

71. j For all ever married 

Do (did) you both share the same friends, or, or do (did) you have different friends. 
or, do (did) you share a few friends in corr~on? 

(1) share same friends 
(2) have different friends 
{3) have a few friends in common 



-----

________ _ 

---------
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25. 

I If 	Widowed ] 

72. 	 When your husband died, would you say that your friendships changed: 

(1) 	 a great deal 
(2) 	quite a bit 

73. 	 About how many friends would you say you 

(1) 	 no friends 
(2) 	 one or two 
(3) 	 three or four 

(3) 	 not very much 
(4) 	 not at all 

have? 

(5) 	 seven or eight 
(6) 	 nine or ten 
( 7) 	 other 

Specify:-----------­

74. 	 Of these friends, who do you feel to be "close friends"? (People you can confide in 
and talk over personal matters with). Can you please give me their first names and 
their approximate ages (Use format on page 2~and code in terms of the categories 
below, ask for each close friend: 

A. About how far away does he/she live from here? 

(1) 	 in this house 
(2) 	 in this neighbourhood 
(3) 	 in this community 
(4) within 100 miles 

B. How often do you usually see him/her? 

(1) 	 every day 
(2) 	 at least 1/week 
(3) 	 at least 1/month 

C. When did you last see him/her? 

(1) 	 today 
(2) yesterday 
(3) 	 a couple of days ago 
(4) 	 a week ago 

D. When did you last phone him/her? 

(1) today 
(2) 	 yesterday
(3) 	 a couple of days ago 
(4) 	 a week ago 

E. When did your friend last phone you? 

(1) today
(2) yesterday 
(3) 	 a couple of days ago
(4) 	 a week ago 

(5) 	 elsewhere in the province 
(6) 	 elsewhere in the Maritimes 
(7) 	 elsewhere in Canada 
(8) outside Canada 
Distance from nearest friend 

(4) 	 at least 1/year
(5) less than "4" 

Most frequently seen -------­

(5) 	 a month ago 

(6) 	 a year ago 

(7) 	 more than a year ago

Friend last seen __________ 

(5) 	 a month ago 
(6) 	 a year ago 
(7) less than "6" 
Last phones friend 

(5) 	 a month ago 
(6) 	 a year ago 
(7) less than "6" 
Friend last phoned 



26. 

HOW FAR FREQUENCY LAST YOU LAST FRIEND YOU LAST FRIEND LENGTH OF 
NAME OF CLOSE FRIEND AGE SEX AWAY SEEN SEEN PHONED LAST PHCNED WROTE LAST WROTE FRIENDSHIP 

l. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 



F. When did you last write him/her? 

{1) 	 a couple of days ago 
(2) 	 about a week ago 
(3) 	 a couple of weeks ago 
(4) 	 about a month ago 

G. When did he/she last write to you? 

(1) 	 a couple of days ago 
(2) 	 about a week ago 
(3) 	 a couple of weeks ago 
(4) 	about a month ago 

H. For approximately how long have you 

(1) 	 less than 1 year 
(2) 	 about 1 year 
(3) 	 5 - 10 years 
(4) 	more than 10 yr. but less 

than 15 

Ill)75. Close Friends 

(1) 

(2) 

(3) 

(4) 

(5) 
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27. 

(5) 	 about 6 months ago 
(6) 	 about a year ago 
(7) less than "6" 

Friend last wrote---------­

(5) 	 about 6 months ago 

(6) 	about a year ago 

(7) less than "6" 

Friend last wrote __________ 


been friends? 

(5} 	15 yr. or more but less 
than 20 

(6) 	 20 years or more 
( 7) 	 1 i fetime 

CLOSE FRIENDS 

3) II 4) 15)2) 
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28. 

(Record close friends, listed in re;ponse to question 74, in grid above and ask 
following question) 

For each of the close friends that you have listed, does he/she know any of the 
others? Can you please tell me who knows who else? Comments: 

76. 	 What kinds of things do you and your friends do together? 

(1) nothing really 	 (5) go to restaurants 
(2) talk a lot 	 (6) play cards 
(3) visit 	 ( 7) Other

Specify_____________________________(4) go shopping 

77. 	 We have been talking about "close friends", could you please tell me what you mean by
"beingclose"? (Probe for liking, content, exchange of resources, reciprocity, 
obligation, etc.) 

78. 	 When you help out someone who is close to you, how important is it that they should do 
the same kind of thing for you in return? Would you say that it is 

(1) very important 	 (3) not very important
(2) somewhat important {4) not at all important 


Comments: 


79. When someone who is close to you
do something for them in return? 

does something for you, how important is 
Would you say that it is: 

it that yo~ 

(1) very important 
(2) somewhat important 

(3)
(4) 

not very important 
not at all important 

Comments: 
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29. 

80. 	 Here are some kinds of help people sometimes give to each other. During the past year, 
have you received any of the following kinds of help from friends? 

(1 ) 	provided a home (1) yes (2) no 
(2) 	 gave financial help or a loan (1) yes (2) no 
(3) 	gave advice (1) yes (2) no 
(4) 	provided personal Sf·rvices, for example 


errands (1) yes (2) no 

(5) 	helped with household chores (1) yes (2) no 
(6) 	helped with home repairs (1) yes (2) no 
(7) 	provided personal care in illness (1) yes (2) no 
(8) 	gave emotional or moral support (1) yes (2) no 
(9) 	gave some other kind of help, (1) yes (2) no 


not mentioned, what was it? 


81. 	 During the past yezr, which, if any, of these kinds of help did you give to any of your 
friends. 

(1 ) 	provide a home (1) yes (2) no 
(2) 	 gave financial help or a loan (1) yes (2) no 
(3) 	gave advice (1) yes (2) no 
(4) 	 provided personal services, for example 


errands ( 1) yes (2) no 

(5) 	helped with household chores (1) yes (2) no 
(6) 	helped with home repairs (1) yes (2) no 
(7) 	provided personal c~re in illness (1) yes (2) no 
(8) 	gave emotional or moral support (1) yes (2) no 
(9) 	gave some other kind of help, (1) yes (2) no 


not mentioned, what was it? 


82. 	 In general, how satisfied are you with your friendships, would you say: 

(1) 	 very satisfied (3) not very satisfied 
(2) 	 somewhat satisfied (4) not satisfied at all 

A. If not satisfied, why not?----------------------­

83. 	 Do you sometimes wish you had more c 1 ose friends or are you happy with the numbel- d 
close friends you have now? 

(1) 	 wish had more friends 
(2) 	 have enough friends 

Comments --------------------------------------­



-------------------------------------
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30. 

84. 	 Has a close friend or relative of yoursdied in the last year? 

1 yes f ~ 84.A. How many? 

85. Have any of your close friends or relatives moved away in the last year? 

(2) no 
( 1) yes ) 85.A. How many? 

86. 	 Are there some people still living, whom you once considered to be your close friends 
but who aren't now? 

2 no 
(1) yes 	 f ~ 86.A. How many? -----------­

86.8. Why are you no longer close? -----------------------­

87. How many of your close friencs are people you (if married, or your husband) used to 
work \dth? 
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31. 

88. 	 Some people have a partict:lar place where they can go and find their friends - it 
might be a park, club, churcr, restaurant, or some other kind of place. Do you 
have any place like that where you and your friends tend to see each other? 

2 no 
1) yes 88.A. Where is this? ---------­

{1) park 
{2) club 
{3) restaurant or coffee shop 

{4) shopping centre 
{5) church group 
(6) other 
Specify------------­

(Probe for relative importance of these) Comments:______________ 

89. Would you say that you feel closer to those friends that you see most often? 

{1) yes ) 89.A. Can you explain why you feel closer? 

{2) No 	 ) 89.B. Can you explain why not?______ 

Ask the next series of questions only to those people who have recently (i.e. past 5 years 
or less) moved to Bridgewater. Otherwise go to question 93. 

90. 	 How easy was it for you to make close friends here in Bridgewater, would you say: 

{ 1) very easy {3) somewhat difficult 
{2) somewhat easy (4) very difficult 

91. 	 Hbwdid you go about meeting new people when you moved here? 

92. Do you still maintain contact with close friends from where you used to live? 

(2) no 
(1) yes 

phone, exchange visits) 

) 
) 92:A. How do you maintain contact? (i.e. ~~-:e, 



------------------------------------------

--------------------------------------------------------
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32. 

92.8. How often, if ever, do you see close friends from where you used to live? 

(1) every couple of weeks 	 (4) every 6 months 
(2) once a month 	 (5) once a year 
(3) every 2-3 months 	 (6) less than "5" 

Specify:-----------­

92.C. Do you find it difficult to k~ep in touch with these friends? 

(2) No 
(1) Yes 

Comments: ------------------------------------------------------­

92. D. How much has your rel at i onshi p 11•ith these friends chqnged s i nee your move, waul d you 
say: 

(1) a great deal 
(2) somewhat 
(3) not at all 

93. 	 Have you made special efforts to make/or keep friendships with people your own age? 

(1) yes (2) no 


Comments: 


94. 	 How about people older than yourself, have you made any special efforts to make/or keep 
friendships with these people? 

(1) yes (2) no 

Comments: ____-------------------------------------------------­

95. 	 How about people younger thtn yourself, have you made any special efforts to make/or 
keep frienaships with young people? 

(1) yes (2) no 


Comments: 




---------------------------------------------

--
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33. 

96. 	 Which whould you sc.y is most important tc you - your family or your friends - or ca11 
you even compare them? (Probe here) 

(1) family more important 
(2) friends more important 
(3) can't compare them 

Convnents: -------------------­

97. Are there any close frierds cr relatives wro have died or who you no longer have 
contact with but wh0m you often think about and talk about. 

(2) No 	 ( ) _Go _to nou><:tinn qg / 

(1) Yes ( ) 

~7.A. How important are these people to you row, would you say: 

(1) very important 	 (3) not very importar.t 
(2) somewhat important 	 (4) not important at all 

97.8. In what way are they important? 

98. Now I would like to ask you some questions about your neighbors. 

Also named as Approx How far How often Hov1 Lor.g 
Neighbor clo~e friend Age ~ex away ir. touch neighbors 

1. 

2. 
-
3 0 

4. 

5. 

6. 

7. 



457 

34. 

Could you please tell me which of your neighbors you are in touch with (i.e. have 
contact v.ith more than to say "hello", include telephone, in person, or t:oth) First 
names will do, I just want to t-e able to keep them straight. (Use formc.t above and 
code as in categories below) for each neighbor ask: 

98.A. 	 Has this neighbor also been listed earlier as a close frienc? 

9£.8. 	Can you please give me some idea of this neighbors age? 

98.C. 	 Approximately how far away does he/she live? 

(l) right next doc.r 	 (3) two houses down 
(2) acrcss the street 	 (4) other 

Specify______________ 

98.0. 	About how often are you in touch with this neighbor? 

(l) several times a day 	 (5) every couple of weeks 
(2) every day 	 (6) about once a month 
(3) every two or three days 	 (7) less than "6" 
(4) about once a week 	 Specify_____________ 

98. E. 	 How 1ong has he/she bee·n your neighbor? 

(1) less than one year 	 (4) 16-20 years 
(2) 5 to 10 years 	 (5) more than 20 years 
(3) 11 to 15 years 	 (6) lifetime 

99. How would you describe your relationship with your neighbors? 

100. 	 Would you sey that you are - very satisfied, fairly satisfied, not very satisfiec or 
not satisfied at all with yo~r relatior.ships with your nt.ighbors? 

(l) very satisfied 	 (3) not very satisfied 
(2) fairly satisfied 	 (4) not satisfied at all 

Comments: ---------------------------------­
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:,s. 

101. 	 Once again I would like to go through the list of the kinds of help that pecple some­
times give to ec,ch other. I wOL:ld like you to tell me if, during the past year, you 
have received any.of these kinds of help from neighbors? 

(1) 	providec' a home (1) yes ( 2) no 
(2) 	gave financial help or a loar (1) yes (2) no 
(3) gave advice (1) yec:: (2) no 
{4) provided ~ersonal service<::, fer 

example errand:. (1) yes (2) no 
{5) helped with household chores (1) yes (2) no 
(6) helped with hc;me repairs {1) yes (2) no 
{7) provided personal care in illnrss {1) yes (2) no 
(8) 	gave emotioncl or moral support ( 1) yes (2) no 
(9) 	gave some other kind of help (1) yes (2) no 

not mentioned, what was it? 

102. 	 During the past year, which, if any, of these kinds of help did ycu give to neis1bors? 

(1 ) 	providec' a home ( l) yes (2) nc. 
(2) 	 gave financial help or a lpan {1) yes {2) no 
(3) 	gave edvice (1) yes {2) no 
(4) 	provided prrsonal services, for 


ex;smple errands (1) yes (2) no 

(5) 	helped with household chc;res (1) yes (2) no 
(6) 	helped with home repairs (1) yes (2) no 
(7) 	provided personal care in illnes~ (1) yes (2) no 
(8) 	gave emotional or moral support (1) yes (2) no 
(9) 	gave some other kind of help (1) yes (2) no 


not mentioned, what ~as it? 


103. 	 Would you sometimes prefer to have more contact, or less with your neighbors or, is 
the amount of contact just right? (Probe.) 

(1) 	prEfer more contact 
(2) 	 prefer less contact 
(3) 	 just right 

Cc•mments: -----------------------------­
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36. 

These question~ deal with informal groups or organizations. 

104. 	 Do you now belong to (or participate in) any crganizations or ir.forma1 groups? 

(2) no 	 ( ) Go to question 107 1 
(1) yes 	 ( ) 

104.A. 	 Can you please tell me what type of grcup end the name, if possible. (Use formiit 
ar:d coding categories telow wrile asking thEse questions) 

Type of group: 

(1) work related group 
(2) political parties or informal groups 
(3) economic groups (inc1uding unions) 
(4) educational (course~. PTA, school groups 
(5) rel igiou~., church related ~roups 
(6) ethnic (c1ubs, languege courses, etc.) 
(7) social (I.O.D.E., sewing club) 
(8) cultural (theatre, opera, etc.) 

(9; sports, recreationel (i.e. fitness) 


(10) regular informal get togethers 
(11) voluntary organizations 
(12) other Specify -------­

l04.B. Have you joined any of these quite recertly or have you belon~ed for severa; years? 

(1) joined recently ) Which ones?---------------­
(2) belonged for years ) Which ones. 

104C. About how after do you cttend? 

(1) every c'ay (4) 	 about twice a month 
(2) every couple of days (5) 	about once a month 
(3) 	weekly (6) Less thar "5" 

Specify:-----------­

104.D. Do you hold cffice in any of these organizations? 

(2) No 
(1) Yes Which 	 c:nes? --------------­
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37. 

Joined Recently 
Name of Group Type of Group (Past 5 years) How Often Attenc Hold Office 

1. 

2. 

-

3. 

4. 

5. 

·­

6. 

7. 

8. 

-­

105. Of a11 thE grcups and organizations that you have mentioned, which, if any is most 
important to you and why? __---------------------­

106. 	 Are there any people in these groups or organizations ~:ho are especially impo.-tant to 
you? 

(2) No 
(1) Yes 

106.A 	Who is that anc why do you consider them to be· important? -----------­
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38. 

107. 	 Do you attend ary sort of club or centre that is for senior citizens only? 

(1) yes 	 107.A. Which one?____________ 

107.8. About how often do you go there? 

(1) daily or almost daily 	 (3) monthly or less 
(2) weekly or less 	 (4) yearly or les~ 

107.C.How did you find out about it? 

(1) trom a friend or relative 
(2) newspaper 
(3) advertisement or notice 	 I 

(4) doctor/minister/social worker 
(5) other Specify----------­ I 
(2/ No 	 ( ) 

107 .D. Do ycu know if there is suer a group or centre croL:nd here? 

( 2) No 
(1 ) Yes 

107.E. W~y dcn't you attend? 

(1) transportation prcblem 
(2) poor health 
(3) don't wart to go alore 
(4) don't like to go out 
(5) don't went to be with old people 
(6) other S~·ecify ------------/ 

I'd no\'; like to ask you abc.ut your involvemr:nt in specific activities. 

108. 	 First, I'd like you to tell me which, if any of the~e activities you do ar:d tren, 
regardless of ho\": often you do this activity now, if you compare to when you ~'>'Pre ~') 
years old, do you co this activity - ~ore then at 50, less than rt 50, or abcut the 
the ~ame as at aoe 5C (show card to respondent, if there has been a change probe as tc 
wh) and record comments). 
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39. 

Now 
Do 

More New 
than at 
50 

Sa~e a~ 
at 50 

Less than 
at 50 Comments 

(l) 	Readinr, books 

(2) 	Reading newspapers 

/magazines 


(3) Listening 	to radio 

/watch T.V. 


(4) 	 Work on hobbies 

(5) 	 Just sit and think 

about thing~. 


(6) 	 Eat out with frier.ds 

and family 


(7) 	 Write letters 

(8) 	 Go to the park 

(9) 	 Go to movies 

(10) 	 Go tc library 

(ll) 	Take rides or walks 

(12) 	Visit with friends 

(13) 	 Attend classes 2t 
school or centre 

(14) 	 Entertain in your apt. 

(15) 	 Engage in religious 
activities such as 
church work 

(16) Play cards 

(17) 	 Go shopping 

(18) 	 Sew, knit, crochet, etc. 

(19) 	 Swim/bo~;l 

(20) 	Go to bingo 

http:frier.ds
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40. 

109. Are there certain activities 
reason? 

(2) no 
(1) yes 

or things that you would like to do 

) {Go to Question 110. I 
) 

but can't for some 

109.A. What are these things. 

109.8 Why can yat: not participate? 

(1) no transportation 
(2) poor health 
(3) dcn't like to go ?.lone 

( 4) not enough n:oney 
(5) no pertner 
(6) other 
Specify:---------­

110. Do you attend or take part in ary religiou~ activities of any church or religious 
qroup? 

2 No 
1) Ye!: 

llO.A. Whc:t is your religious denomination? 

(1) Protestant 
(2) Catholic 
(3) Other Specify:--------------­

llO.B. As ycu h2ve grown older, do you attach more or less importance tc re 1 igion e~d have 
yoL' been deeply religious all your life? 

(1) more ( 3 ) sarne , l ow 

(~) same, always high (4) less 


(If more or less, probe fer eYplanation) 

Comments: -------------------------------­

111. Thinking of hO\'i you spend your time, would you say that you <tre: 

(l) often alone 
(2) seldom alone 

(3) never alone 

112. Would yoL' say that you are lonely- often, sometimes, rarely or never? 

(1) often 
(2) sometimes 

(3) rarely 
(4) never 
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41. 

113. 	 WE• have talked a lot about tre people who are close to you and who are important in 
your life in 2 very positive sense, is there any relatiorship which is also 
important in your life bLt which cause~ you distress (i.e. ycu dislike the person. 
or you feel angry or uncomfortable with them) (Probe fer more than one such 
relationship). 

(2) No uestion 114. 

es 


ll3.A. 	Where do you have contact with this person? (Or these people) (i.g., family get­
togethers, socially, church, etc) 

113.8. 	 How often do you have contact with this person (these reople), would you say: 

(1) very after 	 (3) not very often 
(2) fairly often (4) not at all 

ll3.C. How do you deal with this difficulty? 

114. 	 It seems a~ thcugt'o we t'lave talked about just about everyor.e wt'lo is important to you. 
Are there any other people that you are in touch with, who we haven't talked about 
yet, and wh0 we !hould include (i.e., minister, doctor, postman, etc.)? 

(2) No 
(1) Yes 

114.A. 	 Who is that? (Probe for nature of relationship) -----· 

Now I have a few questions on your feelings toward Bridgewater and the neighbc.rhcod tr.at you 
1i ve in. 
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42. 

115. Do you fee 1 at a11 attacher to I? ri dge~;ate r? 

(1) yes (Pr·obe re. nature of attachments.) 


Commer,ts: -------------------------------------------------------------­

(2) no (Probe as to why net?) 


Comments: --------------------------------------------------------------­

116. Ho.,.· woL•ld you describe Br-idgewater?------------------------------------­

117. Do you feel in any way attached to this neightorhooc. 

(l) yes (Prcbe re. nature rf attachment) 


Comments: -------------------------------------------------------------­

(2) no (hobe· as to why not?) 

Comments: 

118. What about the neighborhood that you live in, how would you describe it? 

119. Are there any places or things in Bridgewater, or this neigrborhood that are spec'al to 
you in any way? 

(2) 	no ) Go to Question 120. 
yes 

ll9.A. What are thesE thing or places? (Prcbe for nature of attachment.) 
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43. 

120. Does this home hcve eny special mearing or significarce for you? 

(2) 	no 

yes 


120.A. Can you please explain why? __-------------------­

This just about completes the questions I have for you. HowE-ver, I \\Ould like to ask ycu 
just a few question~ concerning your inccme. 

121. Thinkin~ abc.ut your financial situation, would you ~ay you 

(1) have difficulty making ends meet 
(2) have just enough to get along or. 
(3) you are comfortable 

122. Would you say thct you are - better cff, or ....·orse off now 
your lifetime, or is your situatior abc.ut the same? 

tran you were durir.~ mo>t of 

(1) 
(2) 
(3) 

better today 
worse off 
about the same 

Comments: 

123. Income can ccme from a numbe:r of sot:rce-s, thinking of the personal income of yourself 
( and your spoL'se) in the last ye~.r. from which of t~ese soLTces did ycu rece;ve the 
largest awount. (Choose only or.e). 

(l) work and bLsiness earnings 
(2) investment earrincs 
(3) your government pension 
(~) your private persion
(s: other source~ 

124. Is any of your income from investment or anruities? 

( 1) Yes 
(2) No 
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125. 	 (Shc.w respondent card.) Could you please te 1 1 me which letter en this card 
corresponds to your (and yoL;r spou!:e's) total income, before taxes, in the pa~t 
year. Be sure to include inc:ome received from ill sources: social insurance, 
pensions, support from other family members, bank interests, annuities, or anything 
else. 

(1) no income 
(2) less than 2,000 
(3) 2,000 to 2,999 
(4) 3,000 to 3,9~9 
(5) 4,000 to 5,999 
(6) 6,000 to 7,9~9 
(7) 8,000 to 9,999 
(8) 10,000 to 14,999 
(9) 15,000 to 19,999 

(10) 20,000 to 24,999 
(11) 25,000 to 39,999 
(12) 40,000 or more 
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